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CHAPTER 1 – Introduction
When a new spouse or relationship partner is introduced to the family of their
significant other everyone wants to know what he or she is truly like and if his or her
personality will fit within previously established dynamics. After the family forms
initial impressions of the new individual, time is spent learning more about him or her
(e.g., Kammrath, Ames, & Scholer, 2007). Eventually family members will modify
their initial judgments to incorporate new evidence of behavioral and personality
traits. The successful introduction of a significant other into a family unit requires not
only the integration of personality characteristics with current members of the group
but also the ability of the family to interpret behavior and adjust initial impressions
accordingly.
For example, at some point an individual, Suzie, will bring her significant
other, Johnny, home to meet her parents and brother. When people meet for the first
time they know very little about one another aside from information conveyed through
appearance (e.g., style of dress, facial expression; Kenny, 1994). Suzie’s family will
form immediate impressions of Johnny based on appearance cues and the information
Suzie has already shared (Naumann, Vazire, Rentfrow, & Gosling, 2009; Shevlin,
Walker, Davies, Banyard, & Lewis, 2003; Trope & Liberman, 1993). They will adapt
those impressions as they become acquainted with Johnny (Blackman & Funder,
1996). When learning about a new individual it is necessary to determine how he or
she will be incorporated into activities and events. Although Suzie will have already
seen Johnny in a variety of situations, she and the rest of the family will continue to
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develop and refine their impressions of him based on the behaviors he exhibits within
the new situations (Swann, 1984). To effectively integrate new individuals into an
existing social structure, it is important to determine if these situation-based
impressions will converge with increasing information and across relationships. It
would be beneficial for both Suzie and her family if the family is able to gain more
information about Johnny and accurately assess his personality; the accurate
assessment may help them understand why Suzie believes Johnny is a good life
partner and fit for their family.
The primary difficulty with the impression formation process within the family
context is that each family member may construct a different impression of the new
individual based on the relationship experiences those two share. The degree to which
experiences are dissimilar may influence the level of accuracy of each family
member’s perception. Presumably with a high amount of similar experiences and
interpretations of those experiences, each family member’s perceptions of the new
individual will be more accurate. With more divergent perceptions, each individual’s
impression of the new family member may be less accurate. The lower accuracy may
be caused by family members missing personality-revealing events. If the impressions
are dissimilar and inaccurate, family members may not agree on the suitability of
Johnny for Suzie, potentially leading to familial conflict. However, as a group,
families tend to participate in many shared activities (e.g., eating, playing games,
traveling) that could lead to the display of traits relevant to an accurate impression
judgment. If the situations in which the new individual is introduced are shared
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between family members, it follows that the impressions are more similar across the
group and in turn, more accurate.
Different dynamics between family members (e.g., parents and children, inlaws, siblings, cousins, etc.) may lead to varying perceptions of others in the family
group (Branje, van Aken, van Lieshout, & Mathijssen, 2003). An individual’s
accurate perception of others within closely knit groups such as families may aid in
determining the relationships between the group members (Branje et al., 2003), a
useful skill for someone entering the family. When perceptions between individuals
are inaccurate, miscommunication can occur which may have unfavorable effects on
the relationship between those group members (Ridge & Reber, 2002). Divergent
perspectives on family functioning issues (e.g., communication, roles) may influence
constructs such as self-esteem and perceived self-competence (Carlson, Cooper, &
Spradling, 1991). This can be detrimental to the well-being of the individual and the
cohesion of the family.
Furthermore, the introduction and integration of a new family member is not a
culture-specific process, making research on the formation of impressions highly
relevant to a large portion of society (Thornton & Fricke, 1987). The behaviors
observed in situations specific to the recently acquainted individuals will contribute to
an overall picture of the newcomer’s identity for each group member. This perception
should provide insight on how to incorporate and interact with the new individual and
foster a feeling of closeness. Closeness can influence how much in-laws choose to
disclose to an incoming family member as well as the degree of acceptance newcomer
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will feel (Morr Serewicz & Canary, 2008). This acceptance has been positively linked
with marital satisfaction (Morr Serewicz, Hosmer, Ballard, & Griffin, 2008).
Dissatisfaction in marriage has well-known consequences such as destructive conflict
patterns and depression (Beach, Katz, Kim, & Brody, 2003) that again emphasize the
importance of accurate perception of others.
The threat to both individual and family welfare, coupled with the lack of
previous research and the high cross-cultural relevance indicates that priority should
be placed on investigating the effect of shared contexts on the establishment and
development of personality impression accuracy. Family life course development
theory can help explain how family contexts influence the perception of unfamiliar
others through its emphasis on the changing family system.
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CHAPTER 2 – Family Theory
Family Life Course Development Theory
Family life course development theory offers an explanation for how
relationships begin, progress, and end based on events that occur within the family
context (White & Klein, 2008). The life course perspective discusses three primary
assumptions (White & Klein, 2008). First, studying families requires an
understanding of the developmental nature of individuals, relationships, and norms.
One key component of this assumption is that relationships have a natural beginning
(birth and marriage) and end (divorce or the death of one or both parties). Second, the
unit of the family is influenced by both the micro and macro levels of society (i.e., the
individual and the larger social structure). For example, romantic relationships are
influenced not only by each partner’s experiences (micro) but by societal norms
regarding dominance and gender roles (macro). Finally, life course perspective
assumes that the experience of time does not only consist of the linear measure of
minutes and hours, but includes the record of events that are not tracked by traditional
measurement units (e.g., births, weddings, vacations).
Family development. The system of the family is not stable across time
(Nock, 1981). For example, the parent-child relationship is constantly shifting. At
first, parents care for and raise their children, but as the children age and need less
guidance, the parents may serve a different role in the children’s lives. A similar event
occurs when the children decide to date or marry. When they select relationship
partners, the new individuals are often incorporated into the family system. To return
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to the previous example, Suzie’s family has not always consisted just of herself, her
parents, and her brother. There once was a different network composed of
grandparents and great grandparents, but over time family members such as Suzie’s
grandfather have passed away and others, such as Suzie’s sister-in-law, have married
into the family group. As younger members of the family age, they will assume the
roles of those who have passed on, potentially changing the relationships between
individuals.
While research has been conducted regarding life transitions that occur due to
the loss of family members (e.g., Nock, 1981; Schoenfelder, Sandler, Wolchik, &
MacKinnon, 2011), considerably less research exists investigating shifting family
structures with respect to the addition of family members (e.g., Hetherington &
Clingempeel, 1992). Nock (1981) found that transitions such as divorce and death
have a negative influence on an individual’s evaluation of their own life, increasing
feelings of loneliness and emptiness. The present research examines the process of
incorporating new family members and the formation of accurate impressions.
Time measurement. People perceive and measure time in different ways and
often this measurement cannot be generalized across individuals (White & Klein,
2008). Rodgers (1973) termed this social process time where the experience of time is
measured by events rather than days, months, or years. One mechanism for this is to
reference one event in terms of another. For example, if Suzie’s mother is asked when
cousin Peter got married, she may say that the wedding was the summer after Suzie
was born because she remembers Suzie was in diapers and it was too hot. Recall of an
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event is contingent upon the memory of the individual for notable characteristics in
relation to the event. Given that many families do not track the exact amount of time
since an event but rather what has subsequently occurred, this assumption indicates
that it is not necessarily the amount of time spent with another that matters when
getting to know them, but the situations in which the newly acquainted individuals
have the opportunity to interact. For example, the fact that Suzie’s mother has spent
precisely five hours in the presence of Johnny does not necessarily indicate how much
she knows about him, especially if the situations have all been similar. However, a
greater variety of situations may result in a broader concept of who Johnny is. Seeing
Johnny participate in family game night may lead to the observation of different
behaviors and personality characteristics than if he was seen cleaning the house.
If families are to successfully incorporate new members into their alreadydefined group, they need to be able to accurately interpret the new individual’s traits
and behaviors. Inaccurate behavioral perceptions without correction can lead to
continued confirmation bias potentially resulting in an erroneous dispositional
attribution (Stukas & Snyder, 2002). The situations in which the new member is
observed may substantially influence not only how the family perceives them, but how
the family reacts to their behaviors. These interpretations can shape the relationship
between family members and the new individual. As previously mentioned, research
suggests that disclosure of information by in-laws may signify a positive relationship
between them and the new family member (Morr Serewicz & Canary, 2008).
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Families as Groups
Families are one of many representations of a group (McGrath, 1984). Groups,
in the most basic sense, are defined as a collection of interdependent individuals
(Forsyth, 1999). Most groups are marked by their interaction, structure, cohesiveness,
social identity, and goals. Members of groups such as families spend time interacting,
even if the goal is merely to spend time together and discuss daily events. Groups also
possess structure; group members, like members of families, will take on roles and
develop their own interpersonal interaction patterns as they experience activities
within the group context. Levels of cohesion within groups can vary, but without
unity the group ceases to exist. The group gives individuals a sense of social identity.
For example, many groups are proud of their heritage and being a part of the O’Leary
family may be very important in a predominantly Irish neighborhood. A final
distinguishing factor of groups that is interwoven into each of the above concepts is
their sense of shared goals. The shared goal of a man and a woman may be to raise
their child while the shared goal of siblings may be to support their aging parents.
Any set of two or more individuals that possess the above characteristics is considered
a group.
Characteristics of families align considerably with the features of groups.
Groups are often used to explore the impression formation process (Albright, Kenny,
& Malloy, 1988). Controlling for different stages in the acquaintance development
process is challenging with true families because of limited first impression contexts
as well as vast discrepancies in family dynamics. However, since families are a form
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of an interconnected group, investigation of group processes via a set of newly
acquainted undergraduate individuals may approximate family group processes.
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CHAPTER 3 –Impression Formation and Accuracy
Impression Formation
Impressions have been shown to be formed based on very little information
(e.g., Kenny & West, 2008) and developed over the course of a relationship (Paulhus
& Bruce, 1992). In the literature the impression formation process is often termed
person perception (e.g., Kenny, 1994; Ambady & Skowronski, 2008). A variety of
constructs have been shown to be accurately judged during this process. For example,
it has been demonstrated that individuals can accurately perceive the degree of rapport
between two strangers (Bernieri & Gillis, 2001) and are able to detect deception at
better than chance levels (Malone & DePaulo, 2001). Individual characteristics, such
as satisfaction with life, have also been accurately assessed when judges were exposed
to a mere 30s silent video clip (Yeagley, Morling, & Nelson, 2007). Tests to assess
the accuracy in perceiving another’s emotional state have been developed (e.g.,
Diagnostic Analysis of Nonverbal Accuracy, DANVA; Nowicki & Duke, 2001). This
particular test has demonstrated that lower accuracy in judging facial expressions has
been related to lower social competence, highlighting the importance of person
perception research. Finally, it has also been found that individuals can judge
personality equally as well as emotional states (Hall, Andrzejewski, Murphy, Schmid
Mast, & Feinstein, 2008), aiding in the specification of personality impression
research.
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Personality
Current research in personality judgment uses the five factor model of
personality (e.g., Beer & Watson, 2010; Costa & McCrae, 1992). This model divides
personality into five primary domains: neuroticism, extraversion, openness,
agreeableness, and conscientiousness, each with additional subdomains depending on
the particular assessment tool used. Neuroticism can be characterized as the tendency
to feel negative emotion such as anxiety (Costa & McCrae, 1992) and illustrated in a
mother’s high degree of concern for her children. Extraversion is the sociability of an
individual, where extraverts are easy to engage in conversation in comparison with
introverts, and openness is the degree to which one is eager to experience new things.
Agreeableness is the willingness to cooperate, a prized trait for siblings to share, and
conscientious individuals are highly organized, valuing plans and schedules.
There are a variety of measures that assess these five traits (John, Robins, &
Pervin, 2008). Some measures based on the five factor model of personality include
the NEO PI-R and its shortened counterpart the NEO FFI (Costa & McCrae, 1992),
the trait descriptive adjectives scale (TDA; Goldberg, 1992), the Big Five Inventory
(BFI; John, Donahue, & Kentle, 1991), and the Ten Item Personality Inventory (TIPI;
Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann, 2003). Table 3.1 shows definitions for the five traits for
two of these measures, the comprehensive 240 item NEO PI-R and the brief TIPI
(Costa & McCrae, 1992; Gosling et al., 2003). Though the NEO PI-R takes
considerably longer to complete (up to forty minutes) than shorter personality

Open individuals are curious about both inner and outer worlds, and their lives are
Open to new
experientially richer. They are willing to entertain novel ideas and unconventional values, experiences,
and they experience both positive and negative emotions more keenly than do closed
complex
individuals.

The agreeable person is fundamentally altruistic. He or she is sympathetic to others
and eager to help them, and believes that others will be equally helpful in return. By
contrast, the disagreeable or antagonistic person is egocentric, skeptical of others’
intentions, and competitive rather than cooperative.

The conscientious person engages in more active processes of planning, organizing, and
Dependable, Disorganized,
carrying out tasks. The conscientious individual is purposeful, determined, and strongself-disciplined
careless
willed. Conscientiousness is associated with academic and occupational achievement but
may also lead to annoying fastidiousness, compulsive neatness, or workaholic behavior.

Openness

Agreeableness

Conscientiousness

Sympathetic,
warm

In addition to liking people and preferring large groups and gatherings, extraverts are also Extraverted,
assertive, active, and talkative. They like excitement and stimulation and tend to be
enthusiastic
cheerful in disposition. They are upbeat, energetic, and optimistic.

Extraversion

Critical,
quarrelsome

Conventional,
uncreative

Reserved
quiet

Calm,
emotionally
stable

The general tendency to experience negative affects such as fear, sadness, anger, guilt,
Anxious, easily
embarrassment, and disgust. Men and women high in neuroticism are also prone to have
upset
irrational ideas, to be less able to control their impulses, and to cope more poorly than
others with stress.

Reversed

Neuroticism

Trait

NEO PI-R Construct Definition (Costa & McCrae, 1992)

TIPI Items Judged

Trait

Criterion Construct Definitions and Corresponding Trait Terms Judged

Table 3.1
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measures such as the TIPI, the NEO PI-R may be a better representation of the five
factor model, allowing for the collection and analysis of greater quantities of relevant
information provided by the individual.
Accuracy in Personality Judgment
Accuracy is generally defined as the correspondence, or agreement, between a
judgment of an individual made by an observer and a criterion (Kruglanski, 1989).
However, the precise criterion is not always consistent between studies and differing
definitions can be influenced by the question of interest, making the comparison of
results across studies challenging.
One method of measuring agreement between a judgment and a criterion is by
using an expert score as the criterion (Kenny, 1994). In the case of personality
judgment, an expert would be defined as someone who intimately knows the
individual, or target, being judged. Much of what others know about a target is
situation-specific, so obtaining an expert on all facets of the target’s personality is
difficult and unusual in personality accuracy research (Kenny, 1994). If expert ratings
are employed, multiple ‘experts’ may be used and their results are combined to create
the criterion (e.g., Gosling, Ko, Mannarelli, & Morris, 2002).
Another more common type of accuracy criterion is known as consensus,
which is the agreement between others in reference to a target (Albright et al., 1988).
With this method there is no definite criterion and it is not considered a measure of
accuracy by some researchers. It merely assesses the correspondence of one
observer’s judgments to the mean judgments of other observers, indicating that as a
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group they are interpreting the target’s behaviors in the same manner. The judgments
of close others can also serve as the criterion by which the accuracy of judgments by
outside observers are measured (Funder, 1995). When comparing judgments,
consensus can be useful in determining if one observer is more accurate than another
by measuring how similar ratings are to the mean judgment, but an absolute level of
accuracy cannot be established (Kenny, 1994).
Correspondence can also be measured using the self-rating of the target as the
criterion (Kenny, 1994). Self-ratings are typically made on the same scale as the
observer ratings. It has been debated whether the relationship between observer
ratings and the self-rated criterion is considered accuracy or consensus (Kenny, 1994).
However, it is undeniable that the congruence of these ratings does pose an important
question in social science research.
Finally, accuracy can be measured using validated reports. These definitive
criteria are not self-ratings but are measures of an ability (e.g., algebraic reasoning) or
a trait (e.g., intelligence). For example, there are many tests assessing verbal skill
(e.g., Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale, WAIS; Kaufman, & Lichtenberger, 2006),
pattern recognition (e.g., Raven’s Progressive Matrices; Raven, Raven, & Court,
2003), or emotion perception and management (e.g., Mayer-Salovey-Caruso
Emotional Intelligence Test, MSCEIT; Salovey & Mayer, 1990). Each test embodies
the internal characteristic of intelligence rather than an individual’s perception. This
concept can be applied to the assessment of personality as well. Comprehensive tests
such as the NEO PI-R may be a reflection of internal personality traits rather than a
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self-report measure (John et al., 2008). The present research will define the accuracy
criterion in this manner.
Research in Personality Judgment Formation and Revision
As previously mentioned, first impression judgments are made based on little
information (Ambady, Bernieri, & Richeson, 2000). An observer can identify a
target’s cheerfulness, an indicator of extraversion, after only a 50ms glimpse at a
target (Borkenau, Brecke, Möttig, & Paelecke, 2009). Observers agree on an
individual’s personality traits of extraversion and conscientiousness based off of only
a first impression (Albright et al., 1988; Borkenau & Liebler, 1992).
Agreement between observers in the early stages of relationship development
suggests that high levels of consensus would continue as the relationship progressed.
As groups of individuals interact they see each other member in similar situations
displaying certain behavioral indicators of traits. The shared environment should lead
to an impression that is similar among group members. Kenny, Horner, Kashy, and
Chu (1992) found that targets that were judged to be extraverted based on a first
impression were also rated as extraverted after one-on-one conversations and group
interactions, likely due to talkativeness as a cue for extraversion.
Personality judgment is ultimately dependent on an observer’s familiarity with
the target (Bernieri, Zuckerman, Koestner, & Rosenthal, 1994). Accurate attributions
about an individual’s behavioral traits are a function of the available and relevant
information (Funder, 1995; Kenny, 1991). Blackman and Funder (1996) found that
more information (i.e., increasingly longer videotaped scenarios) regarding the
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behaviors of a target leads to greater self-other agreement about personality items.
The California Q-Sort, a forced-choice descriptive personality assessment, was
employed in this study rather than trait ratings (Bem & Funder, 1978). Letzring,
Wells, and Funder (2006) investigated the beginning stage of relationships by using
four different getting-acquainted paradigms: a general knowledge trivia quiz lasting 50
minutes, a short unstructured conversation lasting 50 minutes, a long unstructured
conversation lasting three hours, and a get-to-know-you condition lasting 50 minutes.
It was determined that self-other agreement and accuracy using the California Q-Sort
increased between the first impression ratings and each getting-acquainted task
(Letzring et al., 2006). These findings indicate that overall judgment accuracy should
increase as a result of more relevant information, though there may be specific trends
for individual traits.
Though it may seem reasonable that length of acquaintance leads to an
increase in accuracy, the amount of relevant diagnostic information accumulated is
actually a more important factor (Funder, 1995; Kenny; 1991; McLarney-Vesotski,
Bernieri, & Rempala, 2006). For example, in a study of college roommates Bernieri et
al. (1994) found that cohabitation length, but not length of acquaintance, moderated
trait perception accuracy. Self-other agreement for extraversion and agreeableness
were higher for individuals who lived together longer while ratings of neuroticism,
openness, and conscientiousness stayed relatively stable across cohabitation length.
Roommates likely have the opportunity to observe each other in multiple contexts
similar to those families are exposed to (e.g., sharing a meal, cleaning) and traits that
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are easily visible, such as extraversion, will be more subject to revision early in the
relationship due to the increase in relevant information.
It would follow that individuals who have gained an abundance of traitrelevant information about a target would be able to accurately judge all five major
personality traits. Paulhus and Bruce (1992) have shown that self-other agreement on
all five traits was possible after only seven weeks of acquaintance, with acquaintance
defined as seven 20-minute discussions guided by predetermined topics. In a
comparison between friends, dating couples, and married couples, Watson, Hubbard,
and Wiese (2000) found significant self-other agreement for all five major traits in all
of the dyads with married couples having the greatest agreement. This high agreement
contrasts with zero acquaintance findings where only two traits show reliable
accuracy.
Previous studies have given mixed results for accuracy in judging particular
traits over time and with increasing acquaintance (e.g., Bernieri et al., 1994; Borkenau
& Liebler, 1992). As previously reported, agreeableness, openness, and neuroticism,
are not accurately judged based on a first impression, but can be judged accurately
later in the relationship. These traits may require exposure to a wider variety of
situations than traits such as extraversion. Consistently observing a target in the same
situation may not give any information about particular traits such agreeableness, but
simply reinforce previously-developed impressions. Therefore, acquaintance length is
not the primary concern. What is important is the diversity of diagnostically relevant
situations in which the target is observed. If accuracy does in fact increase with more
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information, then groups resembling families will be most accurate at perceiving one
another’s personality at the point they have experienced the broadest contexts with
each other and least accurate when they have just met.
Application to Family Theory
Family life course development theory posits that families keep track of the
progression of relationships and the life course by shared events rather than traditional
temporal measurements. These shared events and subsequent increases in situationspecific information are what lead to greater acquaintance (Weighted-Averages
Model; Kenny, 1991). There are a variety of experiences, settings, and activities
where it is typical for a new individual to meet and spend time with the group. For
example, a shared meal is a common setting in which to introduce unacquainted
individuals, such as when a significant other is introduced into the family. It allows
for discussion of recent events as well as learning about thoughts, opinions, and
preferences of others in the group. It has been found that sharing a meal with another
individual increases overall positive affect (McIntyre, Watson, Clark, & Cross, 1991).
Family game night is another way for individuals to gather information on one
another. Even seemingly meaningless details such as Johnny’s skill at games like
charades can suggest that he is an extraverted individual. When spending time with a
new group of people, discussion of current events may arise. There is always the
possibility that Johnny may not have the same opinions as some of Suzie’s family
especially since they were raised in different environments. During these impromptu
debates, information about how receptive Johnny is to other opinions or the degree to
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which he is conflict-avoidant can become apparent. All of these characteristics may
be important in determining how to interact with Johnny in the future and can help
Suzie and her family assess the suitability of Johnny for their group.
One trait particularly relevant to a family group is agreeableness. Research has
shown that agreeableness accuracy may be dependent on the degree of liking between
judge and target (Connelly & Ones, 2010). If a pair of individuals like each other,
their accuracy in judging the trait of agreeableness may be higher than the accuracy
between two individuals who do not like each other. This idiosyncrasy may create a
disparity in the accuracy in detecting agreeableness. Therefore, agreeableness
accuracy may be contingent upon personality factors within a relationship that can
only be determined by a wide variety of shared experiences between the judge and
target.
The development of personality impressions based on the increase in traitrelevant information through the shared experience of critical family activities speaks
to the primary assumptions in the family life course development framework. As the
life course progresses, so do shared experiences within relationships, leading to an
increase in the availability of information relevant to individual characteristics.
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CHAPTER 4 – Present Research
Assessing the development of personality trait judgment accuracy within
families is challenging due to the difficulty of identifying and documenting a first
impression time point for all family members. As previously mentioned, families are
a specific form of an interconnected group (McGrath, 1984). Therefore, small groups
of undergraduates may be able to serve as a model for family groups to examine the
above processes from the first impression to higher levels of acquaintance with
increasingly relevant information. Family process research has been conducted using
quasi-groups that are highly restricted in their communication, structure, and amount
of time spent together (McGrath, 1984). True family groups are typically not as rigid
in their interactions. Laboratory groups can be designed to emulate a family by
performing representative activities without bringing outside influences and preexisting dynamics that may be present in the study of natural family groups and
confound the variables in question.
The development of personality impressions of groups of unacquainted
individuals will be assessed as analogous to impression development of significant
others introduced into the family context. Personality evaluations will be made at
three points in the development of the relationship. In between these points there will
be structured activities relevant to families (e.g., eating, playing games) for
participants to become acquainted with the others in their group. The activities serve
to elicit trait-relevant situations that would occur within the context of family
members getting to know and forming impressions of a new individual in the early
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stages of the familial relationship. These contexts should allow participants to gather
information relevant to the judgment of personality traits of others in their group,
much like family interactions would.
Zero Acquaintance
The current study employed the zero acquaintance paradigm to assess first
impression judgments and then track the development of impressions across situations.
Research has classified a first impression as the stage of zero acquaintance. Zero
acquaintance is broadly defined as a situation where a judge has no prior interaction
with a target (Albright et al., 1988, Kenny & West, 2008). In a family context, zero
acquaintance would be the moment Johnny walks in the door to Suzie’s parents’ home
and is immediately evaluated by her family based on the minimal information
available. The zero acquaintance situation acts as a baseline for accuracy; it reflects
the level of accuracy of the judges with the least amount of information they will ever
have in the relationship. This rating provided a comparison for later accuracy scores
to determine if there is in fact an increase in accuracy from before individuals meet to
after they gain more trait-relevant information about the target.
It has been demonstrated that extraversion can be accurately assessed using
only information collected during the zero acquaintance phase (Borkenau & Liebler,
1992). Kenny and colleagues (1992) found that extraversion accuracy increased after
a brief, one-on-one getting-to-know-you conversation. Therefore, it was hypothesized
that extraversion will be judged accurately at the zero acquaintance time point and will
increase as additional trait-relevant information becomes available to the judge.
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Accuracy in judging agreeableness and neuroticism in the first impression
context has not been successful at chance levels (Borkenau & Liebler, 1992). Carney,
Colvin, and Hall (2007) simulated first impression scenarios by showing video clips of
a target to judges. They found a positive relationship between length of the video and
accuracy when judging agreeableness. A study conducted by Bernieri and colleagues
(1994) recorded a similar increase in agreeableness accuracy through longer periods of
cohabitation. It was expected that agreeableness would not be accurately judged at the
zero acquaintance time point, but would show an increase in accuracy after a brief
conversation and another increase after multiple acquaintance-inducing situations.
Getting-Acquainted Conversation
The present research design introduced a period of one-on-one unstructured
conversation with each other group member. This mimics a getting-to-know-you
interaction with family members that may occur early in the relationship while Johnny
helps Suzie’s mom in the kitchen or while he and Suzie’s dad are watching the game
on television. During these sorts of interactions it may be made salient that Johnny is
willing to talk with Suzie’s mom about whatever she pleases. These situations
demonstrate Johnny’s easygoing and cooperative nature, signifying an agreeable
personality. Accuracy in judging personality traits was expected to increase after this
conversation because of the increase in trait-relevant information about the individual.
Developmental Manipulation
Individuals participated in a variety of situations including in-class activities
ranging from the assessment of deception skills to verbal and nonverbal acting. The
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activities outside of the lab were similar to those experienced when a new family
member is introduced into the family group and include socializing, eating, playing
games, and traveling. Accuracy in personality judgments was assessed after ten weeks
of interactions and it was hypothesized that participants would have an abundance of
information from the situations on which to base their personality judgments.
Therefore, it was predicted that judges would be most accurate at evaluating an
individual’s personality after ten weeks of acquaintance-increasing situations
compared to at zero acquaintance or after a getting-acquainted conversation.
If more information does lead to more accurate judgments, this research will
support the notion of the developmental nature of family relationship experiences,
demonstrating a trend in the accuracy with which individuals are perceived. It will
also lend credence to the idea of social process time (Rodgers, 1973), showing that a
set of acquaintance-increasing activities contributes to an increase in knowledge about
the individual and, in turn, a more accurate judgment. For example, the more
situations where the new individual participates in the decision making process, the
more information the family will have about their agreeableness. However, if
accuracy does not increase with more information, it would suggest that the shared
contexts were not indicative of the personality traits being judged, in this case
agreeableness.
Tracking the accuracy of traits over multiple contexts is important for theories
of family systems (e.g., family life course development theory; White & Klein, 2008),
helping to guide evaluations of relationship development. In the early stages of
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relationships it would be useful for involved individuals to know if intuitions should
be attended to or if it would be wise to wait for more information. The specific
guidelines may vary depending on the trait being judged.
While traits such as extraversion and agreeableness show trends of increasing
accuracy, results for neuroticism, conscientiousness, and openness accuracy have been
mixed (e.g., Bernieri et al., 1994; Borkenau & Libeler, 1992). Therefore, no specific
predictions were made regarding the point in time when significant accuracy would be
attained. However, it was expected that all traits would show increases in judgment
accuracy after groups experience contexts designed to increase acquaintance.
In summary, it was expected that extraversion, but not the other traits, would
be accurately judged at zero acquaintance. It was also predicted that agreeableness
accuracy would increase after a brief getting-acquainted conversation. Finally, it was
hypothesized, based on previous research (Paulhus & Bruce, 1992; Watson et al.,
2000), that all five traits would be accurately judged at the final assessment, after
participants experienced activities designed to increase acquaintance.
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CHAPTER 5 – Materials and Methods
Participants
University students enrolled in a ten week long “Psychological Assessment”
research practicum for which they received academic credit. Participants were
recruited through an announcement sent to members of the psychology department
and word-of-mouth solicitation by the research team. Participants were made aware
that they would be interacting with others in a variety of activities and that they would
be videotaped during some of the tasks. They were informed by the principal
investigator that they would be receiving feedback regarding a number of the activities
they participated in and measures they filled out. Enrollment was unrestricted with
respect to class standing and major though most participants were affiliated with the
psychology department. Only 15 to 21 students participated during any one term.
Of the 183 total participants who were enrolled across all nine terms of the
project, six were omitted from this report due to missing data, and a seventh was
omitted because they were not 18 years of age at the time of enrollment. This left a
sample of 110 women and 66 men. Ages ranged from 18 to 54 with a mean of 22.1
years. The majority described themselves as white and identified English as their first
language (78% and 86% respectively). Participants were treated in accordance with
the “Ethical Principles of Psychologists and Code of Conduct” (American
Psychological Association, 2002).
The practicum met in fifty minute sessions, four times a week, for ten weeks.
The classroom meetings occurred three times a week and were structured as lab
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sessions where participants completed a large number of psychological measures and
interpersonal activities designed to assess interpersonal skills and behavior. With the
exception of the personality criterion measure (NEO PI-R; Costa & McCrae, 1992;
Appendix A) and the personality judgment scales (Ten Item Personality Inventory;
Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann, 2003; Appendix B), none of the other measures
collected in the practicum are considered relevant to the present theory and thus will
not be discussed.
Participants also met once a week outside the supervision of an experimenter at
a location of their choosing to engage in activities meant to be representative of those
done with familiar others, especially in a new family context (e.g., playing games,
eating meals, socializing, traveling). These activities were intended to afford
participants the opportunity to become more acquainted with one another by gaining
additional trait-relevant information over the course of ten weeks.
Materials
Personality criterion measure: Neuroticism-Extraversion-Openness
Personality Inventory - Revised (NEO PI-R; Costa & McCrae, 1992). In order to
assess accuracy, a well-validated measure of true personality traits was needed. In a
review of personality inventories it was determined that of the sample selected (59
studies), the NEO tests (NEO PI-R and NEO FFI) were used more frequently to
measure big five traits and for nearly every trait the NEO tests showed the most
convergent validity across studies (Pace & Brannick, 2010). Although the NEO PI-R
assesses six facets within each of the five major trait domains, only the five major trait
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domains were employed here.1 Participants completed the 240 item NEO PI-R several
weeks after the zero-acquaintance and five minute interaction judgments but several
weeks before the final assessment judgments.
Personality judgment measure: Ten Item Personality Inventory (TIPI;
Gosling et al., 2003). To record trait judgments, a valid yet brief measure of
personality was required. Judgments of personality traits at each of the three levels of
acquaintance were made employing Gosling et al.'s TIPI (2003). Each trait was
represented by two items on a bipolar scale and presented in a Likert-type format.2
One item in each pair was reversed to ensure participants were attending to the ratings.
Sample items measuring extraversion are shown below (see Appendix B for all ten
items):

not extraverted, not enthusiastic

1 2

3

4

5

6

7

extraverted, enthusiastic

not reserved, not quiet

1 2

3

4

5

6

7 reserved, quiet (reversed)

According to Gosling and colleagues (2003), self-reported traits assessed by the TIPI
correlated strongly with their counterparts in the NEO PI-R: Extraversion = .87,
Agreeableness = .70, Neuroticism/Emotional Stability = .81, Openness to Experience
= .65, Conscientiousness = .75. These correlations suggest that the two scales are
measuring similar constructs and can be compared.
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Procedures
Zero acquaintance. The first personality judgment of group members was
made before any interaction could take place. As participants entered the classroom
for the very first time, they were given a nametag with a letter of the alphabet as their
ID for the term and asked to silently find the desk with matching identification (Figure
1a). Desks were facing the front of the classroom so there was less opportunity for
participants to communicate with one another. Participants were divided into one of
three groups ranging from five to seven unacquainted members. A written
questionnaire was completed to confirm the level of prior acquaintance between group
members. The male to female ratios across groups were made similar within each
term.
a. Pre-Zero Acquaintance
Arrangement

b. Making Judgments
Arrangement

B

B
A

C

C

A

G
D

G
F

E

D
E

F

Figure 1. Seating arrangement

After participants were all seated, they turned their chairs to form a circle
(Figure 1b and Figure 2) facing inward to conduct the zero acquaintance judgments.3
Each individual began by judging the personality of the participant sitting to their
right. Specifically, participant A completed ratings for participants B, C, D, E, F, and
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G in that order. Participant B rated participants C, D, E, F, G, and A in that order, and
so on. The ratings were completed using the TIPI (Gosling et al., 2003).

Figure 2. Zero acquaintance ratings.

Getting-acquainted conversation. Over the next two sessions, which were
spaced up to 48 hours apart, each group member conversed with every other group
member individually, for five minutes about a topic of their choosing (Figure 3). A
second set of judgments using the same scale were collected after each of these five
minute long “getting-acquainted” conversations.

30

Figure 3. A getting-acquainted conversation.

Overview of activities. A description of each of the activities and their
corresponding family contexts can be seen in Table 5.1. During the three 50-minute
sessions they met in the classroom each week, participants either: (a) completed
various questionnaires, (b) were given instructions and performed tasks and activities,
or (c) listened to brief lectures on psychological assessment. The first week was
devoted primarily to zero acquaintance procedures and getting-acquainted activities.
These had to be conducted at the beginning of the practicum to control for the amount
of information group members were exposed to. During the second week, group
members were asked to schedule weekly meetings outside the supervision of the

When it Took Place

Week 2

Week 3

Week 4

Week 5

Week 6

Week 7

Week 8

Group Activity

Playing a Game

Socializing

Eating

Cleaning

Making a Logo

Travel

Debate

Discuss topic(s) where at least two group
members are of the opposing view.

Travel for at least 45 minutes.

Craft a symbol that represents the group.

Clean something.

Share a meal with the group.

Get to know each other.

Play a game of the group’s choosing.

Task Details

Summary of Activities and their Relationship to Family Events

Table 5.1

Disagreement, differing views

Holiday travel

Craft project

Family chores, spring cleaning

Sharing a meal

Conversation

Family game night

Corresponding Family Event
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experimenters, much like a family group would choose a time and a location to meet
for dinner. To verify attendance and answer questions, researchers would check in at
the end of these meetings. Each week participants were given a different overall
purpose for their meeting but no specific instructions about what to do, such as “play a
game.” Many of these activities map on to contexts a new family member would be
introduced to.
For the second week during their first unsupervised meeting, participants were
told to meet and “play a game” of the group’s choosing. The group met in the
classroom during the week to engage in a deception task. Each participant was asked
to deliver a number of true and false statements while their group members judged
whether each was a lie or truth. Many different types of statements were covered
including attitudinal, biographical, practiced, and spontaneous. Part of the instructions
for the task included reasons they may want to deceive in a social context, such as to
avoid giving away personal information early in a relationship. In many families it is
not uncommon to have family secrets. Any new family members will need to learn
not only how to interpret those acts of deception, but also how to deceive to keep up
the façade.
During the third week the groups were instructed to meet outside of the
classroom “to get to know one another.” Although it was not explicitly stated, it was
assumed they would interpret this to mean unstructured socializing, which, according
to participant reports, they did. Researchers did not want to make participants aware
of what they were discussing or guide the conversation in a particular direction. This
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sort of conversation is quite typical in a family context. In the practicum, participants
performed an acting task where they were asked to communicate one of three different
affects (positive, neutral, negative) while delivering a content standard statement (i.e.,
“What are you doing here?”). This task was intended to assess emotion encoding and
decoding ability which can be important in trying to understand and interpret
behaviors of new family members. These skills can aid new family members in
presenting the emotions they would prefer others see while masking emotions they
would rather not share.
Participants were asked to meet outside of the classroom for a meal during the
fourth week, potentially the most common activity when integrating new family
members. In the class they spent the week filling out various psychological
assessments. In week five, they were asked to clean something for an hour, cueing
group members into conscientious behaviors. For many families spring cleaning is a
group activity and can be a source of personality-relevant information. For one day in
the practicum they met to play a board game called “Balderdash,” where the objective
is for the participant to make up definitions for unknown words or phrases in order to
persuade the remaining group members that the participant’s fabricated definition is
the actual definition. The ability to persuade others may help in making decisions
within the family such as which restaurant they should eat at or where to go on
vacation.
In week six groups met outside the classroom to construct a group logo, a
collaborative task involving decision making and compromise. When planning an
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event, family members may have different conceptions of what should be done. In
order for things to go smoothly concessions may have to be made, requiring some
degree of flexibility in the decision making process. In the classroom, they played a
number of games that relied to some extent on impulse control. One game designed to
measure impulse control was a staring contest. Another was a “Simon Says” game. A
third game involved the toy “Bop-it!” that requires the player to perform specific
moves in rapid succession (i.e., “bop it,” “pull it,” “twist it”), essentially an electronic
version of Simon Says. The Bop-it! game was played individually by all seven group
members in the same room, making it more challenging to only follow the instructions
of the participant’s personal game. The ability to manage knee-jerk reactions may be
very important when integrating into a family with differing viewpoints.
In the seventh week, the groups were asked to travel somewhere and bring
back physical evidence of their trip. All groups were required to travel for at least an
hour but some groups chose much longer excursions (e.g., an all day trip to the coast).
Family vacations usually occur later in new family contexts but are often seen by
relationship partners as the true test of compatibility. During one of the in-class
meetings participants performed a pantomime task with the goal of nonverbally
communicating a scenario and an associated emotion. Managing nonverbal behaviors
can help individuals convey emotions appropriate to the situation, an important skill
when in contexts that may be uncomfortable or frustrating.
For the final activity outside of the classroom, the groups were instructed to
meet and debate among themselves. They were to choose a topic (or topics) where the
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group members were polarized with at least two group members on opposing sides
and spend 50 minutes attempting to convince the others of the correctness of their own
position. This exercise was designed to approximate disagreements in families which
may particularly occur when an individual raised in a different environment is
included in the conversation. How a new individual handles the difference of opinion
may be indicative of certain personality characteristics such as agreeableness and
openness. In the practicum groups played a board game called “Imaginiff” where
players compete to answer most accurately questions of the form, “If Player A was a
musical instrument then what instrument would they be?” This type of activity can
elicit personality characteristics about each player in how they respond to questions.
For example, if someone were to answer that the instrument they would be is a kazoo
because it is noisy and unpredictable, others may infer that the individual is
extraverted and open.
In week nine, the groups met to complete a puzzle assembly task. Three large
tables were set up side-by-side with the same disassembled puzzle in a box in the
middle of each table. All three groups began to assemble the puzzle at the same time.
The group that completed the puzzle first received a 100 dollar bill. To reach this goal
each group had to work cooperatively in a synchronized manner, much like a family
would if they were working on a project together (e.g., installing a wood floor or
painting a house). No outside meetings were scheduled for weeks nine and ten.
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Week ten was spent collecting final personality judgments of group members
and on feedback discussions regarding the ten-week experience. The experience was
intended to maximize acquaintance development in groups resembling families.
Final assessment. Ten weeks after the zero acquaintance session, participants
completed personality ratings of each other for the final assessment. By this time, the
members of the group had spent over 35 hours with each other engaged in a number of
activities designed to be representative of many different family contexts. The design
of the acquaintance-increasing activities speaks directly to social process time (White
& Klein, 2008). Not only had participants spent hours observing and interacting with
their group members, but they experienced a wide variety of contexts that exposed
them to different aspects of one another’s personality.
Impression Accuracy Assessment
Each participant rated their group members on the big five traits (i.e.,
neuroticism, extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness) at each
developmental point: (a) zero acquaintance, (b) getting-acquainted conversation, and
(c) final assessment. Within-group impression accuracy coefficients for each
individual and each trait were created by correlating each participant’s judgment of a
target group member with the targets’ NEO PI-R trait score (Figure 4). This withingroup accuracy coefficient revealed how accurately a judge differentiated the
members of their group on a given trait. A high positive correlation meant that the
judge accurately identified the members within his or her group that were high and
low on that particular trait relative to the other members in the group. An accuracy
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correlation of .00 would reflect random judgments or chance levels of accuracy.
Negative correlations could result if a perceiver judged targets low in a trait as high
while judging those high in a trait as low. In a sense, they would be seeing the inverse
of reality. The correlations were transformed into Fisher’s z coefficients (Silver &
Dunlap, 1987) to enable the computation of sample statistics and the analysis of
accuracy between traits and across time.

Figure 4. An example of a trait judgment accuracy correlation for one participant. This
figure represents the accuracy of one rater’s judgments of a single trait (e.g.,
extraversion) within their group (e.g., r = .65).
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CHAPTER 6 – Results
Demographics
The representativeness of the sample in terms of personality profiles can be
evaluated in Table 6.1 where the sample results for the NEO PI-R are detailed next to
the college population norms reported by Costa and McCrae (1992). The participants
in the present study were less neurotic but more open than has previously been
observed in the population.
Accuracy
Each accuracy correlation coefficient was based on 4 to 6 judge-target pairs
depending on how many individuals were in a group. Null correlation values that
resulted from lack of variance in judgment data (i.e., if they rated everyone in their
group identically for a given trait) were replaced with an r value of zero which
represented random judgment. Correlations were converted to Fisher’s z scores before
performing any parametric analyses.
It was hypothesized that the previously found extraversion trait accuracy at
zero acquaintance would be confirmed. All five traits were predicted to be accurately
judged after the acquaintance-inducing activities and specifically agreeableness would
be accurately judged after only the getting-acquainted conversation. It was also
expected that group members would become increasingly accurate in assessing each
other’s relative standing on all traits over the course of the information-increasing
situations.

[121.3, 132.1]
[107.3, 117.4]
[109.7, 120.6]

126.7 (113.9)

112.3 (107.4)

115.1 (113.5)

Openness

Agreeableness

Conscientiousness

(99.8)

114.9 (115.1)

119.2 (117.2)

126.0 (118.6)

126.9 (123.9)

94.2

M

[110.4, 119.4]

[115.0, 123.4]

[122.2, 129.3]

[123.2, 130.5]

[90.1, 98.4]

95% CI

Women
(n=110)
________________________

Population norms for college age students as reported by Costa and McCrae (1992) in bold text.

[117.0, 127.0]

122.0 (116.7)

Extraversion

a

[72.6, 85.3]

(90.5)

79.0

Neuroticism

95% CI

M

Trait

Men
(n=66)
________________________

Sample Mean Trait Levels (Population Normsa in Parentheses)

Table 6.1

(96.3)

115.0 (114.5)

116.6 (113.5)

126.1 (116.8)

125.1 (121.2)

88.5

M

[111.5, 118.4]

[113.4, 120.0]

[123.1, 129.1]

[122.1, 128.0]

[84.9, 92.2]

95% CI

Combined
(N=176)
________________________
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Accuracy at zero acquaintance. The mean Fisher’s z-transformed accuracy
coefficients achieved for each trait within the three levels of acquaintance are reported
in Table 6.2. The accuracy coefficients (all Fisher’s z scores) should be interpreted as
scores that are distributed around zero under the null hypothesis. To determine if
scores were significantly above zero, or chance accuracy, the mean accuracy
coefficient for each trait was tested against zero. The appropriate significance test is a
one sample two-tailed t-test against zero with 175 (N-1) degrees of freedom.
Replicating previously published findings, extraversion showed the highest
accuracy (M = .19, t175 = 3.77, p < .01) at zero acquaintance. Conscientiousness (M =
.12, t175 = 2.41, p < .05) and openness (M = .12, t175 = 2.68, p < .01) also showed
accuracy levels significantly above zero (see Table 6.2). Contrary to predictions, the
accuracy of neuroticism judgments was found to be significantly greater than zero (M
= .12, t175 = 2.48, p < .05).
Accuracy after getting-acquainted conversation and developmental
manipulation. In accordance with proposed theoretical models (Funder, 1995;
Kenny, 1991) and previous findings (Paulhus & Bruce, 1992) it was predicted that
each trait would be judged with above chance levels of accuracy after ten weeks of
trait-relevant situations across the sample, if not by every individual. No specific
predictions were made about the absolute levels of accuracy after the gettingacquainted conversation due to the differential manifestation of each trait.
After the brief conversation most traits were judged with accuracy levels
significantly above chance (p < .001). However, agreeableness showed much less

.19**
.12**
.05
.12*
.12

Extraversion

Openness

Agreeableness

Conscientiousness

ܠc
.20

.17***

.11*

.15**

.39***

.17***

Getting-Acquainted

.33

.29***

.36***

.30***

.48***

.20***

Final Assessment

The Fisher’s z transformed correlation between a group member’s TIPI (Gosling et al., 2003) judgments of every other
group member and their trait domain scores on the NEO PI-R (Costa & McCrae, 1992) calculated within the group
separately for each participant.
b
Significance from a t(175)-test against zero testing the null hypothesis that the population of accuracy coefficients is
distributed around zero.
c
The arithmetic average of the mean coefficients across the five trait domains.
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001

a

.12* b

Zero Acquaintance

Neuroticism

Trait

Mean Individual Trait Judgment Accuracy Coefficientsa as a Function of Acquaintance (N=176)

Table 6.2
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accuracy than the other traits after the getting-acquainted conversation (M = .11, t175 =
2.27, p < .05). Agreeableness may be a very different trait than the others, being much
more susceptible to presentational concerns.
Finally, all five traits including agreeableness were judged accurately (p <
.001) after participants spent ten weeks and multiple situations interacting with one
another (Table 6.2, Column 3).
Accuracy trends. Based on previous findings (e.g., Bernieri et al., 1994), it
was anticipated that agreeableness accuracy would improve after the gettingacquainted conversations and again after the acquaintance-inducing contexts. There
were not any precise predictions about how much accuracy would improve or when
the improvement would likely take place for the other four traits, simply that there
would be an increase between contexts.
In order to determine the changes in accuracy across the three periods, a group
by acquaintance (27 between X 3 within) mixed analysis of variance (ANOVA) was
performed on the individual accuracy coefficients such that a series of single df
repeated measures contrasts could test the significance of the gains in accuracy
between time periods (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1985). Two orthogonal contrasts
compared successive levels of acquaintance (zero acquaintance versus gettingacquainted conversation; getting-acquainted conversation versus final assessment). A
third contrast tested the significance of a linear trend over all three periods. Table 6.3
reports the F-tests of each of these contrasts. Increases in accuracy were initially

0.33
1.01

Agreeableness

Conscientiousness

6.07*

26.38***

11.59**

5.35*

0.24

Conversation vs. Final Assessment

8.43**

23.69***

14.75**

30.71***

1.03

Linear Trend

Note. Contrast F’s(1,149) derived from a group (27 levels between subjects) x acquaintance level (3 levels repeated within
subjects) ANOVA.
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.0001

0.31

12.45**

Extraversion

Openness

0.24

Zero vs. Conversation

Neuroticism

Trait

Contrast F’s Testing Zero Acquaintance versus Five Minutes, Five Minutes versus 10-Week, and Linear Trend of Acquaintance

Table 6.3
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predicted across the three repeated measurements, thus planned contrasts were
utilized.
Three notable results can be seen in Table 6.3. First, contrary to predictions,
only extraversion judgments increased in accuracy after only the getting-acquainted
conversation; there were no statistically significant increases for the trait of
agreeableness. Second, the judgment accuracy of all traits except neuroticism
increased over the course of the practicum as indicated by the statistically significant
linear trend contrasts. Finally, neuroticism exhibited statistically significant levels of
accuracy across all time periods, but although accuracy appeared to increase over time
the increases did not reach statistical significance.
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CHAPTER 7 – Discussion
Consistent with previous findings (Paulhus & Bruce, 1992), after becoming
well-acquainted with each other, participants judged the distrubtion of group members
along each of the five major trait domains at a level of accuracy that was significantly
above chance. All traits with the exception of neuroticism showed a statistically
significant trend of increasing accuracy from zero acquaintance to the final
assessment. This increase in accuracy across the trait-relevant interaction situations
suggests that at the beginning of a relationship, much of what individuals perceive
may not accurately reflect the personality traits of the target. Within groups such as
families it is important to assess how much information regarding a new individual is
necessary before trait perception can be accurately inferred.
The primary contribution of this research is the assessment of trait judgment
accuracy by systematically manipulating the level of acquaintance. Family groups are
required to integrate new members and incorporate the new individual’s personality
into the already established dynamic. In family groups this method of informal
assessment typically comprises a sequence of situations that elicit facets of
personality. For example, sharing a meal may include conversation about topics
relevant to the trait of openness (i.e., the latest political debacle) while the
talkativeness of the new individual may be an indicator of extraversion (i.e., the more
the new individual speaks, the more extraverted they are).
To investigate this process of family group integration, acquaintance was
operationally defined in a very precise manner by manipulating the amount of trait-
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relevant information via several distinct interpersonal and social situations (e.g.,
playing games, eating) chosen as tasks that occur when becoming acquainted with new
individuals or groups. This systematic series of acquaintance-inducing activities was a
unique function of the present research, connecting the judgment of personality with
the developmental nature of relationships and the notion of social process time in
groups such as families.
Personality Judgments
Zero acquaintance. As in previous research (e.g., Borkenau & Liebler, 1992),
extraversion was the most accurately judged trait at zero acquaintance. The
consistency in this finding is likely due to the outward manifestation of extraversion.
The main source of information at zero acquaintance is physical appearance; the types
of clothes worn, how kempt an individual looks, and the presence of tattoos may all
influence personality judgments. Johnny’s bright orange tie may indicate to Suzie’s
family that he is an outgoing individual. If cues to extraversion are available based on
merely visual information (e.g., brightly colored clothing), then it would seem logical
that this trait be accurately assessed early in the relationship, assuming individuals
interact in person.
Contrary to predictions, three of the other four traits were also judged at a level
of accuracy significantly above chance. Neuroticism accuracy is the most surprising
in that it is not typically a trait that would manifest itself outwardly. One explanation
for the presence of neuroticism accuracy may be in the design of the study. On the
day of the zero acquaintance judgments the participants were given nametags, sat in
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assigned seats, and asked to not engage in any interaction, verbal or nonverbal, with
other participants. This novel situation may have induced individuals prone to
experiencing negative emotions to express a detectable level of anxiety, one of the
indicators of neuroticism. This, in turn, may have led to perceptive group members to
rate the neurotic individuals as more anxious and less emotionally stable while others
less prone to distress would have been rated as less anxious and more emotionally
stable, resulting in an accurate assessment of neuroticism at zero acquaintance.
Finally, agreeableness showed no statistically significant accuracy at zero
acquaintance, suggesting that it may be necessary to acquire more information on an
individual than just appearance-based cues to accurately assess the trait. Furthermore,
agreeableness may be a trait that is managed by individuals in the beginning phases of
a relationship, known as presentation bias.
In a first impression situation there is a risk that traits will not be accurately
judged due to self-presentational concerns. When meeting someone for the first time
it is common to be highly aware that an impression is being formed. Lippa and Mash
(1981) investigated the accuracy of perceptions of individuals who are either high or
low self-monitors. High self-monitors are known to manage their appearance
depending on the situation (i.e., they act differently with their family than with their
significant other) whereas low self-monitors tend to act similarly regardless of the
situation (i.e., they act the same around their family and significant other). It was
found that anxiety was more difficult to judge in high self-monitors. This would
suggest that less externally visible traits such as agreeableness, neuroticism, and
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openness may be more difficult to judge in individuals with this presentation bias.
When impressions are formed in the beginning of relationships many individuals are
more focused on how they present themselves, thus leading to less accuracy for some
traits at zero acquaintance.
Getting-acquainted conversation. It was hypothesized that as participants
became acquainted (i.e., gained more trait-relevant information) trait judgment
accuracy would increase. While all traits were judged at moderate levels of accuracy,
only extraversion showed a statistically significant increase in accuracy from zero
acquaintance to after the conversation. A key component of extraversion is the
talkativeness of the individual, which is made apparent through conversation thus
leading to more accurate judgments.
It was predicted that after the getting-acquainted interaction agreeableness
accuracy would increase. The expected gain was due to the availability of relevant
cues such as the target’s eye contact, posture, and other verbal or nonverbal feedback
in addition to any specific personal details the target elected to divulge. Though
agreeableness judgment accuracy coefficients were significantly above zero after the
getting-acquainted conversation, they did not show any statistically significant
increase, suggesting little difference between the zero acquaintance and gettingacquainted accuracy coefficients. Agreeableness is a trait whose judgment accuracy
may be affected by self presentation and social desirability biases as well as influenced
by other situational factors (McLarney-Vesotski et al., 2006). The McLarneyVesotski et al. (2006) study demonstrated agreeableness to be highly influenced by a
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desire to please the experimenter. However, the objectives of participants in the
present research may be slightly different. Participants were aware they would be
interacting with the same group of individuals for the entire term, so they were likely
motivated to both like and be liked by others in their group to avoid discomfort for the
ten weeks. First, as previously mentioned, ratings of agreeableness may have been
dependent on the liking between the judge and the target (Connelly & Ones, 2010).
Second, if there was in fact a strong desire to be liked, individuals may have selfpresented to create a more favorable impression. If a disagreeable individual acted
friendly in the brief interaction situation, ratings of their personality would have been
inaccurate.
This may also hold true when meeting new family members for the first time;
Johnny has an overwhelming desire to be liked and will often prioritize this goal over
revealing his actual personality. Individuals manage the impression they are
portraying to others by being friendly and not particularly quarrelsome when first
meeting a new group, especially if the goal is to be liked and accepted.
Agreeableness, for example, has been related to a lower level of confrontation in
marital conflict (Lee-Baggley, Preese, & DeLongis, 2005). Thus, the ability to
interpret another’s agreeableness may help in anticipating future conflict. However, if
there is a presentation bias, there may be less accuracy for particular traits due to the
display of information contrary to the individual’s true personality, in turn
compromising the benefits of perception accuracy.
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Final assessment. After weeks of experiencing situations relevant to
increasing acquaintance, all five traits were judged at above chance levels of accuracy
(p < .001). And, with the exception of neuroticism, all traits showed statistically
significant positive developmental trends in accuracy from zero acquaintance to the
final assessment. This suggests that more information not only leads to trait
perception accuracy, but an increase in that accuracy as individuals gain relevant
information.
Agreeableness displayed significance levels lower than the other traits after
only a brief conversation but comparable significance levels to those of other traits
after the acquaintance-inducing situations. This slow progression in accuracy may
indicate that agreeableness is a trait that requires extensive personal interactions in
varying situations in order to be accurately judged. In the family context this suggests
that while traits such as extraversion can be accurately assessed based on minimal
information, other traits that may be indicative of smooth family functioning such as
agreeableness have lower visibility early in the relationship (Dyrenforth, Kashy,
Donnellan, & Lucas, 2010).
Limitations
It is clear that these findings may not precisely extend to family contexts due to
the reliance on undergraduate participants. However, the more the characteristics of
family systems align with well-known qualities of groups, the more applicable the
findings are to family groups (McGrath, 1984). For example, if a family is like other
groups in the sense that its members feel the group helps to define their social identity,
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the impression development findings may be relevant. Using groups composed of
unacquainted and unrelated members to study family interactions allows for a more
effective manipulation of situations. As previously mentioned, there is not a sufficient
zero acquaintance time point for all family members, but the study of accuracy in
personality judgment can be useful to families that require the integration of new
members. It is important to note that when generalizing findings, the use of groups of
undergraduates as alternatives for all facets of the population is unrealistic.
Though much of this discussion has revolved around how Suzie’s family
interprets Johnny’s behavior and makes trait attributions over time, the design of the
accuracy metric actually addresses how Johnny judges Suzie’s family. Construction
of this particular scenario for research purposes would be challenging. In order to
appropriately represent a family, researchers would have to find an already acquainted
group, integrate a new group member, and systematically provide acquaintanceincreasing situations. The accuracy coefficient conceptually indicates how well an
individual can order the members of their group on a particular trait, which is what
Johnny would do when interacting with Suzie’s family. However, the findings of the
present research are useful in decoding how groups of unacquainted individuals
perceive each member’s standing on a trait relative to other group member’s standing
on the same trait. Suzie’s family may still use this process of relative trait standing
and compare Johnny to previous significant others introduced by Suzie.
The group structure of the data made analysis and interpretation tricky. While
much research has been done with groups of individuals judging one another (e.g.,
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Albright et al., 1988), there is not a single method for assessing the accuracy of judges.
Previous research has looked at the ability of individuals to match their judgments of
extraversion to the target’s self reported judgments. The analysis of the current data is
useful for answering questions regarding an individual’s ability to pick out who is the
most extraverted in their group and who is the least. This skill may in fact be useful in
a wide variety of situations, but it is not the only way to measure accuracy.
Furthermore, though the accuracy coefficients appear small and statistical significance
determined by a t-test against zero may be a unique assessment of accuracy, the direct
and substantive importance in family studies is unknown due to the lack of research in
this domain.
Family Theory
The present research demonstrated that acquiring trait-relevant information and
using that information to make accurate judgments is a developmental process.
Family groups are marked by their dynamic nature in the changing of roles and
expectations, especially in the loss and addition of family members over the life
course. When new individuals are introduced into the family context impressions are
quickly formed to accommodate shifts within the family structure. This integration of
others is common within most any group that is encountered, but it can be especially
demanding in family groups due to the high likelihood of future interactions.
As previously discussed, it is also apparent that measurement of acquaintance
in groups that resemble families may be more challenging than simply recording the
amount of time individuals have spent with each other. The more experiences that
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individuals share, the more relevant behavioral information they will have to make
their trait judgments. Due to the high amount of accuracy in personality judgment
after getting to know group members, it would seem that the operationalization of
increasing acquaintance as an increase in trait-relevant social situations was an
effective way to expose participants to a wide array of group members’ traits. Since
these experiences were modeled after situations relevant to the getting-acquainted
process in family groups, the findings can be extended to family interactions and are
not exclusive to groups of undergraduate college students.
Implications
There is currently limited research investigating the impression formation
process in family groups, especially those that are incorporating new individuals into
their family system. Theoretically, the longer individuals have known each other, the
more time they have had to interact and gather relevant information. However, in
family groups acquaintance is likely measured by the amount and range of situations
shared with the new individual rather than number of hours spent together. The
available information can be used to make attributions about personality and form an
overall impression of the new individual.
Future research should more deeply investigate familial relationship
experiences to determine which contexts are common to the family impression
development process. The development of personality impressions may have
important ramifications in relationship and life satisfaction of close family members
where accurate judgments lead to better life outcomes (Dyrenforth et al., 2010).
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CHAPTER 8 – Conclusion
Family life course development theory suggests that because of the
development process, families are not stable entities; the individuals and relationships
that make up the family unit are in a constant state of flux (White & Klein, 2008). In
nearly every family a new individual will be introduced and effort will be spent
forming impressions. Over time the new individual will likely be invited to
increasingly more family activities, many of which will be informally structured to
encourage interaction and exchange of information. After each subsequent
experience, the growing family’s impressions of each other will likely evolve until
they have a more accurate understanding of how everyone actually behaves within this
new family system.
The present research demonstrates that there are different developmental trends
in the accuracy of personality trait judgment in groups. While each trait increases in
accuracy over the course of the interactions, traits showed a difference in when their
judgments became accurate. These trends are no doubt influenced by the degree of
acquaintance of the individuals as the amount of trait-relevant information was
systematically increased. For example, accurate judgments of extraversion are known
to occur at zero acquaintance; however accuracy for the trait of agreeableness may not
occur until later in the relationship. Agreeableness may be influential in family
outcomes and thus the effects of liking and family disclosure may be influenced by
this latency in accuracy. Further investigation into the particular developmental trends
for each trait and their respective implications is recommended.
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Footnotes
1

Each of the Big Five traits had six subdomains (i.e., extraversion has the subdomains

of warmth, gregariousness, assertiveness, activity, excitement seeking, and positive
emotion). Analyses were performed using the subdomain that most closely matched
the TIPI items, however, agreement was lower using this method than when using the
overall trait scores. Thus, the NEO PI-R trait scores were used as the criterion.
2

The conscientiousness ratings of the first three groups reported here were based on

one item rather than two due to a typographical error in the materials.
3

For two of the groups reported here, the zero acquaintance rating procedures were

carried out slightly differently. Groups began with their chairs facing inward prior to
making ratings. Procedures were changed to control for participants naturally
assessing each other before making inferences about personality.
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APPENDIX A
Sample items from the Neuroticism-Extraversion-Openness Personality Inventory Revised (NEO PI-R; Costa & McCrae, 1992).
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APPENDIX B
Ten Item Personality Inventory (TIPI; Gosling et al., 2003).
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