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Self-report continues to be one of the most widely used measurement strategies in psychology 
despite longstanding concerns about its validity and scientific rigor. In this article, the merits of 
self-report are examined from a philosophy of science perspective. A framework is also provided 
for evaluating self-report measures. Specifically, four issues are presented that can be used as a 
decision aid when making choices about measurement.

Self-report is among the most widely used mea-
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-
tions of self-report or how those limitations might 

-

that self-report is inherently !awed (and that other 

-
pirical determination of theory choice, the control of 



-
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criticisms appear to have only grown stronger over 
the years, particularly in light of recent measurement 

-

-
lustrates how views of self-report have changed since 

Psychological Science, Jour-
nal of Abnormal Psychology, Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, and Child Development. We 

-
-

-

-

-

-

-

-
-

ens of validity coe"cients are o#ered as evidence of 

-

 We hypothesized that psychologists’ early ex-
perience with research methods and measurement 
theories from undergraduate and graduate courses 

such as criterion validity, construct validity, concur-
rent validity, and predictive validity
the index was followed up, and most revealed only 

example of the concept, ranging over an array of con-
-

next research decision involves which measure (the 

educational experiences may send an implicit mes-
sage that self-report is less valid than other types of 

 The data suggest that many researchers view 
self-report as inferior to other measurement strate-
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the continued use of self-report, it is necessary to ex-
amine whether this measurement tool is detrimental 

merits of self-report from a philosophy of science per-
-

Philosophy of Science: Is Self-Report Inherently Unscientific?

-

the appropriateness of some presumptions 

-

-

-

-
-

-

-

that randomization produces its intended e#ect, that 

of faith are made in order to systematically examine 

-

-
sumptive stances that we have come to trust implicitly 

trust in these assumptions need not remain implicit 

alternative practice serves as another level of the in-

of some index of the validity or adequacy of the data 
-

cedure prevails, we can return it to the trust portion 

-

 In practice, one never demonstrates that one meth-
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-
dington tells of a scientist who wanted to catalog the 

of 2-

he concluded that there were no %sh in the sea smaller 

trust in the adequacy of his method was somewhat 
misplaced and led the researcher to draw an inaccu-

adequacy of the netting procedure and performed an 
investigation speci%cally to test its adequacy relative to 
some speci%c alternative procedure, the misinterpreta-

-
searcher might have considered an alternative research 
method: damming a small inlet of the sea, draining the 

-

Therefore, research testing the adequacy of research 

 The purpose of the aforementioned analogies is 
to demonstrate that measurement techniques are not 

-
sures are simply tools that are used to test theories 

-

 From a philosophy of science perspective, self-
report measures are not inherently !awed, unscien-

-

-

Thus, it is important to carefully evaluate whether the 

four issues to consider when determining whether to 

Issue 1: Theory
-

-

construct validity of a measure and, in turn, a method 

-
haves as one would expect the construct it measures 

-
ing example: A researcher is interested in identifying 

-
cally supported measurement options such as the 

-

-

with stress to predict depression, predict event spe-
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 This example underscores the need for well-artic-
-

ate the validity of our measurement tools without 

rarely specify mechanisms that can explain the as-

well-articulated theories in psychology that has led 

then the search for a measurement tool to test the 

Issue 2: When Is Self-Report Valid?
-

lidity of self-report continues to have a tremendous 
in!uence on the %eld and is often the only citation 
needed when critiquing the validity of self-report 

have little insight into their cognitive processes and are 
-

tations that most researchers associate with self-report 

-

-
mation on which humans can validly report:

-

current sensations are and has what almost all 
psychologists and philosophers would assert to 

As this quotation highlights, it is critical to di#er-

accurately reporting on inner processes, they are 

-

-

interpreted as evidence against the validity of self-

-

it is necessary to adopt a critical multiplist orienta-

If measure #1 is a self-report and measure #2 is a 

-
dent, multiply operationalized index of the construct 

measure, an expert’s rating, an in vivo index, and a 

-

validity coe"cients of the self-report measures were 

-

products, plans, emotions, attitudes, and other con-

that self-report is cost-e#ective and easy to administer 
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Issue 3: Not All Self-Report Is Created Equal
-

-

 Self-report measures di#er in their level of trans-
-

randomized to one of three conditions: an incentive 
group in which participants were told they would 

score,” an incentive and coaching group in which 
participants received the $100 incentive and received 
coaching on what the test measured, and a no-incen-

this self-report measure is unin!uenced even when 

 Another issue to consider when choosing a self-
report measure is the degree of insight required from 

in the level of insight participants need to complete 

with the DAS, requires a much lower level of insight 

-

-
nitive sample on the CSQ that is thought to reveal 

does require the participant to possess a high level of 

-

accurately how much he or she agrees or disagrees 
with this statement, the participant must have insight 

as this example illustrates, items in the DAS are very 

rather than speci%c events requires a greater degree 

-

 As these examples illustrate, all self-report mea-

their level of transparency and the degree of insight 
-

port should avoid items that require a high level of 

then the transparency of a measure is another issue 

Issue 4: When Validity May Not Matter

cases, it does not matter if the participant is grossly 
inaccurate in his or her self-report as long as it predicts 

care if a patient’s self-reported level of social support 
-

-

Indeed, self-report measures often outperform other 

outperform self-report measures of psychological 
constructs in predicting future onset of psychopa-
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-

-

with no history of mental illness and used to predict 
%rst onsets of depression and schizophrenia spectrum 

-
ly in applied settings, in which measurement is not 

some danger in using a measure for purely predic-

Conclusion
Researchers continue to use self-report measures at 

-
ingly, the tone of the critiques has changed over the 

to provide an unsophisticated critique that dismiss-

These critiques are presented in a theoretical vacuum 

 To address these critiques, we examined self-
report from a philosophy of science perspective to 
determine whether its use is detrimental to scienti%c 

depends on the theoretical context in which it is 

suggests that self-report is well suited for assessing 
-

-

eliminating self-reports, that we may accelerate the 

NOTE

-
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