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Abstract 

Despite personality measurement and feedback being pervasive practices, there are self-judgment biases that may impair 

their usage. We set out to analyze the differences between two kinds of false feedback and real feedback on personality 

regarding perceived accuracy and preference. We propose that there would be no differences between false and real 

feedback regarding perceived accuracy, but we expect differences regarding feedback preference. A sample of 146 

students completed the IPIP-50 instrument that measured the Big 5 Factors and received three kinds of feedback - a 

general one (Barnum effect as false feedback), a positive one (Better-than-average effect as false feedback), and a real 

one. They rated each regarding accuracy and preference. Results indicate differences regarding both dependent variables. 

Participants perceive false feedback as more accurate than the real one. Moreover, they prefer positive feedback over the 

other two, and general feedback compared to the real one. We discuss both theoretical and practical implications, 

alongside a series of limitations and future research directions. 
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Introduction 

Personality measurement is a pervasive 
element in organizations, especially regarding 
employee selection (Nikolaou & Foti, 2018), 
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as it predicts multiple work-relevant 
outcomes, such as engagement (Young et al., 
2018), creativity and voice behaviors (Zare & 
Flinchbaugh, 2019) and performance (Zell & 
Lesick, 2022). Yet, the majority of 
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participants rate bogus or trivial personality 
statements as accurate and personally 
applicable, a phenomenon known as the 
Barnum effect (for reviews, see Dickson & 
Kelly, 1985; Furnham & Schofield, 1987; 
Snyder et al., 1977).  

Previous studies have investigated whether 

the content of feedback statements plays a role 

in ratings of accuracy and acceptance 

(Furnham & Varian, 1988; Halperin et al., 

1976; Macdonald & Standing, 2002). Because 

feedback was more frequently accepted when 

using generally positive statements over 

neutral or negative ones, researchers argued 

that the Barnum effect could overlap with the 

Better-Than-Average effect (BTA; Johnson et 

al., 1985; MacDonald & Standing, 2002). This 

effect explains the tendency to view ourselves 

in a positive light and is supported by studies 

highlighting only a moderate association 

between self-evaluations of ability and 

objective ratings of performance (Dunning et 

al., 2004).  

There has been a lack of explicit 

distinction between ratings of perceived 

accuracy and preferences in previous work on 

the Barnum effect. Researchers also 

frequently only compared Barnum effect 

feedback to either real feedback or feedback 

presenting the individual in a positive light 

(Andersen & Nordvik, 2002; Dana & Fouke, 

1979; MacDonald & Standing, 2002). 

Additionally, the literature to date shows 

contradictory findings regarding the existence 

of the Barnum effect, although the majority of 

studies report results in favor of this bias. This 

limits our understanding of biases in the 

judgment of personality feedback. Such biases 

are crucial in understanding how well people 

generally know or understand themselves. 

Individuals are highly likely to endorse global, 

ambiguous, or positive descriptions and 

integrate them into their self-concept, 

especially if they believe they were derived 

from the results of psychological assessment 

techniques, and specifically developed for 

them (Johnson et al., 1985; Snyder et al., 

1977). 

In order to disentangle the literature on 

measurement acceptance and preference, we 

set out to investigate whether participants 

differentiate between generalized, better-than-

average, and real, personalized personality 

feedback in terms of accuracy. Secondly, 

drawing on previous research on biases in self-

judgments, we test whether participants prefer 

a generalized (Barnum effect) profile over a 

real one, or a profile presenting them in a 

positive light (better-than-average effect).  

The present study contributes to the 

literature on self-judgment biases by 

differentiating between perceived accuracy 

and preference in the context of three types of 

feedback. Consistent with the evidence 

supporting the Barnum effect, we argue that 

individuals are biased in their judgment of 

personality feedback. Moreover, we argue that 

participants will more likely endorse and 

prefer personality feedback that presents them 

in a self-enhancing way.  

 

Theoretical framework 

Self-knowledge and personality 

assessment 

Personality is most frequently conceptualized 

in terms of traits, defined as relatively enduring 

patterns of thought, emotion, and behavior 

(Funder, 2001; McCrae & John, 1992). The Big 

Five model (also known as the Five-Factor 

model or FFM) is one of the most widely used 

personality taxonomies (Costa & McCrae, 

1992; Goldberg, 1993). This model defines five 

broad superordinate dimensions (extraversion, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, 

and openness or intellect), capturing individual 

differences in personality (McCrae & Costa, 

1987; John & Srivastava, 1999). 

Personality assessment consists of 

procedures for determining and measuring the 

underlying characteristics that account for 

individual differences in personality structure 

(Ozer & Reise, 1994). During the reporting 

stage, the examiner and the assessee 

frequently engage in a collaborative 

assessment process, when the examiner 

presents their feedback and the assessee can 

contribute with their own view (Fischer, 

2000). This process is especially relevant 

when examiners are less certain about their 

conclusions, or when the assessment is 

undertaken during a validation study. 

Validating an instrument based on 

individuals’ appraisal of accuracy is based on 

the underlying assumption that individuals can 
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accurately assess their personality or other 

intrinsic traits, often better than an observer 

would. For example, Costa and McCrae 

(1992) used ratings of the accuracy of NEO-

PI-R profiles to assess the validity of their 

instrument. 

However, drawing on the Barnum effect 

literature, participants should be more likely to 

endorse assessments and accept feedback as 

accurate if the statements used are generally 

accurate (trivial) rather than specific. On the 

other hand, drawing on self-enhancement 

theories, participants should be more likely to 

endorse positive statements, irrespective of 

their actual accuracy (Dickson & Kelly, 1985).  

This led authors to question the validity of 

accuracy ratings and the practice of using 

participants’ own assessment of instruments 

as a validation criterion (Forer, 1949), as 

participants might readily accept a profile as 

personally relevant and assimilate that content 

into their own self-concept (Rogers & Soule, 

2009). Similarly, Guerrettaz and Arkin (2016) 

argue that individuals who possess a high 

degree of self-concept clarity rate Barnum 

statements as less accurate, while individuals 

with lower self-concept clarity can more easily 

endorse the non-specific feedback and 

integrate it into their self-knowledge. 

 

Biases in the accuracy of self-

judgment 

The Barnum effect 

The Barnum effect (also known as the Forer 

effect; Forer, 1949) characterizes people’s 

tendency to accept bogus personality feedback 

as accurate descriptions of their personality. 

Although this effect was first introduced by 

Forer (1949), it was later labeled as the 

Barnum effect by Meehl (1956), as this 

scholar thought psychology clients were 

agreeing to general profile descriptions that 

could apply to everyone. Scholars have 

extensively investigated this effect, 

demonstrating the strong tendency to accept 

vague and generalized feedback after 

completing a personality test (Dana & Fouke, 

1979; Holmes et al., 1986; Rogers & Soule, 

2009; Stachnik & Stachnik, 1980).  

Although Barnum descriptions are general 

in nature and applicable to the general 

population, participants frequently rate 

Barnum-type personality feedback as 

personally relevant and uniquely true about 

themselves. This prompted many researchers 

to conclude that participants were gullible and 

lacked self-knowledge, considering 

generalized reports significantly more 

applicable to themselves than others (Johnson 

et al., 1985; Standing & Keays, 1987). This 

argument has been used to explain why many 

individuals believe in astrology and fortune-

tellers (Dickson & Kelly, 1985; Fichten & 

Sunerton, 1983; Snyder, 1974). However, 

there are other critical perspectives of the 

Barnum effect that go against the gullibility 

hypothesis.  

One perspective is that statements are 

accepted because they are vague in nature, 

which means participants can internalize the 

traits described based on their own 

understanding and assessment of the reports 

(Dickson & Kelly, 1985; Merrens & Richards, 

1970).  

Another perspective holds that statements 

are accepted because they are generally true, 

so they accurately describe the majority of 

individuals. Accordingly, participants are 

rational in rating the statements as true of 

themselves; in this case, the statements are 

considered to have high “base-rate accuracy” 

(Layne, 1979; Michels & Layne, 1980; 

Verberne, 1974). Especially when asked 

directly, participants can recognize that 

Barnum effect feedback fails to describe their 

uniqueness (Greene, 1977) and can 

differentiate between accurate, trivial, and 

inaccurate feedback (Harris & Greene, 1984).  

Putting the two perspectives together, the 

observed differences could be due to 

methodological choices. Generally, 

participants discern more easily between real 

and randomly generated personality feedback 

compared to real personality feedback and 

Barnum-effect feedback (Andersen & 

Nordvik, 2002; Christian & Bringmann, 1982; 

De Fruyt & Wille, 2013). For example, 

participants were able to correctly identify 

descriptions based on randomly generated 

personality scores that deviated from their 

original scores (Andersen & Nordvik, 2002). 

Also, these participants tended to disagree 

more with the false feedback reports when the 
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difference between the real and random scores 

was larger (De Fruyt & Wille, 2013). 

However, participants still endorsed false 

reports if they were based on neutral scores 

(De Fruyt & Wille, 2013).  

Consistent with the previously cited 

literature, we put forward the following 

hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: The perceived accuracy of the 

real personality assessment report will be 

similar to the perceived accuracy of the false 

personality assessment reports including the 

Barnum effect feedback and the better-than-

average effect feedback. 

 

Although participants rate both real and 

fake personality descriptions as accurate, 

previous research suggests differences in 

terms of preference. Specifically, there is 

evidence that participants favor generalized 

(i.e., Barnum effect) feedback over 

personalized, real feedback that is based on 

their actual test scores. When asked to choose 

which profile better describes their 

personality, participants favored the Barnum-

effect description over a real description based 

on their actual Personality Research Form 

scores (Merrens & Richards, 1970). 

Accordingly, we put forward the following 

hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2: The participants will accept the 

Barnum effect feedback more frequently than 

in the case of the real feedback on personality 

assessment. 

 

The better-than-average effect 

Literature reveals that participants are more 

likely to favor descriptions containing positive 

statements or traits over negative statements, 

consistent with the better-than-average effect 

(Michels & Layne, 1980). When asked to rate 

the accuracy of astrological descriptions, even 

non-believers rated the fake astrological 

profiles as accurate when they contained 

positive statements (Glick et al., 1989). When 

directly comparing Barnum descriptions, 

participants frequently rate positively worded 

descriptions as more accurate and more 

descriptive of their own personalities than 

negatively worded descriptions (Furnham & 

Varian, 1988; Halperin et al., 1976; 

Macdonald & Standing, 2002). 

The better-than-average effect describes 
people's tendency to evaluate their abilities, 
attributes, and personality traits as better than 
an average peer (Alicke & Govorun, 2005). 
This effect comes in line with the self-
enhancement bias as self-insight (Allport, 
1960; Kwan et al., 2004), where individuals 
perceive themselves in a better light than 
others do. In support of the self-enhancement 
bias, this effect is more likely to be observed 
for positive traits, showing that individuals are 
more prone to present and view themselves in 
a positive light rather than self-protect and 
minimize their negative characteristics. 
Moreover, this effect is larger for personality 
traits than abilities (Zell et al., 2020). 

Therefore, we formulate the following 
hypothesis: 
Hypothesis 3: The participants will accept the 
favorable (BTA) feedback more frequently 
than in the case of the real feedback on 
personality assessment (3a) and the Barnum 
effect feedback (3b). 

 

Method 

Participants 

The sample comprises 146 participants that 
were enrolled as bachelor students in a large 
public Romanian university. Most of the 
participants were female (90.40%). The 
average age of the participants was 20.56 
years old (SD = 1.55). The sample of students 
has not previously received any personality 
feedback during the course they were 
attending. However, we do not have collected 
any information on previous personality 
assessments they have received. 

Participation in this study was voluntary, 
although all the tasks were carried out as part 
of a class on psychology applied to work and 
organization. The completion of the IPIP-50 
instrument was mandatory for the final grade 
of the participants, yet participation in the 
feedback evaluation was not mandatory. 
Those that took part in the feedback evaluation 
task received extra points for their final grade.  
 

Instruments 

To measure personality we used the Romanian 

version of the International Personality Item 

Pool 50 (IPIP-50) (Iliescu et al., 2015). Ten 

items were used to measure each of the 

following personality factors: extraversion 

(ɑ = .89; “I am the life of the party”), 
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agreeability (ɑ = .80; “I am interested in 

people''), conscientiousness (ɑ = .69; the 

exclusion of a reversed item leads to an alpha 

of .71; “I pay attention to details''), emotional 

stability (ɑ = .83; “I get stressed out easily”), 

and openness (ɑ = .79; “I have excellent 

ideas”). Participants were asked to rate each 

item using a Likert scale, ranging from 1 

(Totally disagree) to 5 (Totally agree).  

We examined two dependent variables – 

perceived global perceived accuracy of the 

description (which is defined as the measure 

of perceived global accuracy for the 

descriptions) and description acceptance 

(which is defined as a measure of evaluating 

each one of the statements that compose a 

description). 

To assess the global perceived accuracy of 

the personality descriptions we used a single-

item measure that was originally used by Forer 

(1949) - “On a scale from 0 to 5, where 0 

represents “completely disagree” and 5 

represents “completely agree”, please assess 

to what extent this description encaptures your 

personality”. This scale was used in the case 

of all three types of personality 

profiles/feedback: real feedback, Barnum 

effect, and BTA effect. 

For description acceptance, the second 

dependent variable, we used a single-item 

scale inspired by Forer (1949). Participants 

were asked to re-read the personality 

descriptions and then rate whether each 

paragraph is true, false, or unsure. Each of the 

alternatives had an assigned value - the “true” 

answer was coded with 1 point, a “false” 

answer was coded with minus 1 and an 

“unsure” was coded with 0. In order to 

compute the final score, we counted the 

number of “true” answers and divided it by the 

total number of statements. In order to work 

with integers, we multiplied the scores by 100.  

 

Procedure 

After the participants gave their consent to be 

part of this study, they were asked to fill in the 

Romanian version of the IPIP-50 (Iliescu et 

al., 2015). Each student that filled in this 

instrument, received an electronic report 

including three personality profiles: (a). the 

real personality profile resulted from IPIP-50; 

(b). a fake personality profile meant to 

position the individual as above average 

including five paragraphs developed by 

Paterson (in Forer, 1949; e.g. “Above average 

in intelligence or mental alertness. Also above 

average in accuracy—rather painstaking at 

times. Deserves a reputation for neatness—

dislikes turning out sloppy work. Has 

initiative; that is, ability to make suggestions 

and to get new ideas, open-mindedness”), and 

(c). a fake personality profile that included 13 

general short statements reflecting universal 

descriptions, used by Forer (1949) (e.g. “You 

prefer a certain amount of change and variety 

and become dissatisfied when hemmed in by 

restrictions and limitations”). Participants 

were asked to assess the perceived validity of 

the descriptions and the feedback acceptance.  

In order to avoid the order effect, we split 

the participants into two sub-groups. A 

number of the 78 participants were included in 

one of the sub-groups and 68 participants were 

included in the second one. The first sub-

group received the fake feedback first, while 

the second group received the true feedback 

first. Data was collected through Google 

forms between April 2020-May 2021.  

 

Results 

Data was analyzed using IBM SPSS V26. In 

order to test the first hypothesis, regarding the 

similarity in the perceived accuracy between 

real and fictitious descriptions, we used non-

parametric tests. The choice of the non-

parametric tests was driven by the 

measurement of the dependent variable on an 

ordinal scale. We chose the Friedman test as 

we adopted a repeated-measures design that 

involves an independent variable with three 

levels (i.e., better-than-average feedback, 

Barnum feedback, and real feedback on 

personality). In order to test the second 

hypothesis, regarding the acceptance of 

feedback, we used the repeated-measures 

analysis of variance (ANOVA).  

Table 1 presents the means, standard 

deviations, and correlation coefficients for the 

personality measures, perceived accuracy, 

feedback acceptance, and gender.  

According to the first hypothesis, we 

expect similar levels of perceived accuracy for 
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the three types of feedback (i.e., better-than-

average, Barnum, and real feedback). In order 

to test this hypothesis we used the Friedman 

non-parametric test. Data does not support this 

hypothesis, as we identified a significant 

difference between the three kinds of feedback 

(χ²(2) = 36.19, p < .001).  

As the Friendman test is an omnibus test, 

we were further interested in identifying the 

specific types of feedback where significant 

differences emerge. Thus, we used the 

Wilcoxon test in order to make two-by-two 

comparisons. In order to avoid the escalation 

of the alpha error, we used the Bonferroni 

correction. We divided the .05 threshold by the 

number of comparisons, resulting in a 

threshold of .016. The comparison between 

the two false feedbacks (i.e., Barnum and 

better-than-average feedback) does not show a 

statistically significant difference (z = -2.12, p 

= .03). The comparison between the real 

feedback and better-than-average feedback 

shows a statistically significant difference (z = 

-5.41, p < .001). The comparison between the 

real feedback and the Barnum feedback also 

shows a statistically significant difference (z = 

-4.12, p < .001). Table 2 presents the rankings 

for the comparisons. 

 

 

Table 1. Correlations, means, and standard deviations (N = 146) 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1. Gender              

2. Extraversion 3.30 .81 -.02 -          

3. Agreeability 3.99 .56 .16 .32**          

4. Conscientiousness 3.67 .54 .09 .02 .14         

5. Emotional 

Stability 

2.83 .72 -.10 .18* -.01 .31**        

6. Intellect 3.66 .53 .03 .42** .20* -.03 -.08       

7. Accuracy BTA 4.07 .93 .20* .27** .24** .13 .02 .09      

8. Accuracy Barnum 3.90 .88 .18* .06 .05 -.04 -.29** .09 .44**     

9. Accuracy Real 3.46 1.07 .05 -.01 .01 .06 .08 -.01 .25** .31**    

10. Acceptance 

BTA 

.86 .18 .23* .39** .19* .04 .12 .13 .64** .25** .11   

11.Acceptance 

Barnum 

.72 .19 .15 .10 .11 -.17* -.38** .21* .33** .58** .18* .26**  

12. Acceptance Real .61 .25 .12 .00 .02 .03 -.06 .02 .25** .29** .69** .12 .27** 

Note. On the diagonal line we preset the means and standard deviations for each variable; *p < .05,  

**p < .01 

 

 

According to the second and third 

hypotheses, there are significant differences 

regarding the acceptance of feedback, with 

participants accepting the Barnum feedback 

more than the real one (H2), and the better-

than-average feedback more than the other 

two types of feedback (i.e., general and real) 

(H3). In order to test these hypotheses we used 

repeated measures ANOVA, with gender as a 

control variable.  

Overall, there is a significant difference 

regarding the acceptance of feedback (F(2, 

288) = 19.60, p < .001, 𝜂2 = .12, π = 1). The 

effect of gender is also significant (F(1, 144) = 

8.55, p < .01, 𝜂2 = .056, π = .828), with 

females (M = .74, SE = .01) accepting 

feedback at higher levels compared to males 

(M = .63, SE = .04). Table 3 shows the 

pairwise comparisons, where we used the 

Bonferroni test. The second hypothesis is 
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supported by data, as the average acceptance 

for the Barnum feedback (M = 68.07, 

SE = 2.61) is significantly higher than the one 

for the real feedback (M = 56.62, SE = 3.56). 

The third hypothesis also received empirical 

support, as the average acceptance for the 

better-than-average feedback (M = 80.07, 

SE = 2.50) is significantly higher than the 

other two kinds of feedback.  

 

 

 
Table 2. Wilcoxon test ranks 

  N Mean Ranks Sum of Ranks 

Barnum and Better-than-

Average Feedbacks 

Negative ranks 49 38.60 1891.50 

Positive ranks 28 39.70 1111.50 

Ties 69   

Total 146   

Real and 

Better-than-Average 

Feedbacks 

Negative ranks 74 51.62 3820 

Positive ranks 23 40.57 933 

Ties 49   

Total 146   

Real and Barnum Feedbacks Negative ranks 63 45.48 2865 

Positive ranks 24 40.13 963 

Ties 59   

Total 146   

 

 

Table 3. Pairwise comparisons feedback acceptance (N = 146) 

Variable 1 Variable 2 Mean 

Difference 

SE 95% Confidence Interval 

Better-Than- 

Average Feedback 

Barnum 

Feedback 

11.99*** 3.16 [4.30, 19.65] 

Better-Than- 

Average Feedback 

Real Feedback 23.44*** 4.16 [13.37, 33.51] 

Barnum Feedback Real Feedback 11.45** 3.84 [2.14, 20.76] 

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, **p < .001 
 

 

Discussion 

The aim of the present paper was twofold. 

First, we were interested in differences in the 

perceived feedback accuracy regarding 

personality assessment for false and real 

feedback. Second, we were interested in 

differences in the preference for false and real 

feedback on personality profiles 

Overall, our results show support for the 

existence of biases in the judgment of 

personality feedback. Primarily, our first set of 

data analyses provide findings that were not in 

line with the expectations included in our first 

hypothesis. These findings indicate a tendency 

to rate fictitious feedback as more accurate 

than real one. This comes in support of the 

Barnum effect (Dickson & Kelly, 1985; 

Furnham & Schofield, 1987; Snyder et al., 

1977), as more general descriptions of 

personality are easily integrated into the self-

concept of participants (Dickson & Kelly, 

1985; Merrens & Richards, 1970). 
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Interestingly, the better-than-average 

effect feedback (Alicke & Govorun, 2005) 

was also assessed by our participants as more 

accurate than the real feedback, with no 

differences between the two types of false 

feedback. These results may offer a more clear 

direction toward unraveling the mechanism 

for these biases. The results regarding 

perceived accuracy may also be explained 

through the lens of the self-enhancement 

effect (Dickson & Kelly, 1985). Thus, in order 

for feedback to enable one to gain higher self-

esteem levels and to provide a positive self-

image, it must be accepted as accurately 

describing the person. This can be achieved 

with either general, easy-to-integrate 

statements (i.e. Barnum effect), or overly 

positive ones (i.e. better-than-average effect). 

Secondarily, our participants not only 

rated fictitious feedback as more accurate, but 

they also preferred it over real feedback. This 

preference indicates a significantly higher 

acceptance in the case of Barnum effect 

feedback and better-than-average feedback 

descriptions. These findings are in line with 

the previous research on the Barnum effect 

showing a preference for general, rather than 

actual feedback (Merrens & Richards, 1970). 

This is also aligned with the self-enhancement 

effect (Dickson & Kelly, 1985), with 

participants preferring feedback that enables 

them to maintain a positive self-image. There 

was also a significant difference in preference 

between the two false feedbacks, with 

participants preferring the better-than-average 

feedback over the Barnum effect. This 

difference underscores the idea that people are 

more likely to endorse feedback that puts them 

in a good light when it comes to personality.  

 

Theoretical and practical 

implications 

Our findings have multiple implications, both 

theoretically and practically. In terms of 

theoretical implications, we add to and extend 

the literature on the Barnum effect and the 

better-than-average effect, showing support for 

the idea that individuals are more open to 

feedback that is easy to integrate (i.e. Barnum 

Effect) or that puts them in a positive light (i.e., 

Better-than-Average Effect). Furthermore, apart 

from previous research, we examined 

simultaneously these three types of feedback on 

personality descriptions. Interestingly, from the 

perspective of accuracy, there was not a 

significant difference between the two types of 

false feedback. But there was a significant 

difference regarding the preference for the three 

types of feedback. These findings take the study 

of self-judgment biases a step forwards, as it 

becomes clear that people are biased in their 

views on feedback, but the new research venue 

involves disentangling the subtle differences 

between biases and the relationship between 

them.  
Additionally, our findings discuss self-

judgment biases in light of two dependent 
variables - perceived accuracy and preference, 
clearly delineating between the biased 
perception of feedback and the preference 
towards a positively-formulated one. We note 
that participants do not only prefer more 
general and positive feedback, but they also 
perceive it as being more accurate. These 
results are important as they offer insight into 
the pervasive influences of feedback in the 
light of the self-enhancement effect (Dickson 
& Kelly, 1985), with general and positive 
feedback being more readily accepted due to 
their effect on a positive self-concept.  

At the practical level, these results have 
important implications regarding the usage of 
personality measurements and feedback, in 
general, and when working with student 
populations in academic contexts, in 
particular. In these contexts, personality 
assessment may be used for self-knowledge 
and career orientation purposes. As 
participants readily tend to accept general and 
positive feedback, it would be worthwhile to 
provide real feedback on personality by 
presenting information in a positive manner 
(e.g., positively worded, discussing positive 
consequences) in order to ensure their 
integration. Moreover, as the theory backing 
these results involves the self-enhancement 
effect, with people being motivated to 
maintain a positive self-image (Dickson & 
Kelly, 1985), practitioners could build the 
feedback around the positive self-concept of 
the assessee, helping bridge the gaps between 
the positive self-image and the real results of 
the assessment. Thus, they could identify the 
positive self-concept of the assessee, and their 
current position, and discuss ways in which 
they can attain that image. 
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Limitations and future directions 

The present paper also has limitations. First, the 

sample of our study consists of students derived 

from one bachelor specialization from one 

Romanian University. As the participation in 

this study was voluntary, this limits the 

generalizability of the results to the general 

population, in general, and to the student 

population, in particular. Moreover, it could be 

that age may place a role in the observed results. 

It is possible that our findings hold only for the 

population of younger people. As we collected 

data from university students, our study was 

insensitive to group differences in terms of age 

effects. Research suggests that senior students 

were more skeptical than juniors or sophomores 

in rating Barnum effects statements (Beins, 

1993; Greene, 1977), so we encourage the 

replication of our study using samples of older 

students or other categories of participants that 

are assessed in terms of personality for various 

decisions, such as employment or career-

related decisions.  

Another limitation regards the content of 

the task we used, particularly how the three 

types of feedback on personality were 

formulated. As the personality assessment 

targeted a five-factor personality model (Costa 

& McCrae, 1992; Goldberg, 1993), only the 

real feedback was constructed around the five 

dimensions. The two kinds of false feedback 

were extracted from studies regarding self-

perception biases (Forer, 1949), and they had 

patterns of response that were not reflective of 

the five-factor personality model (Costa & 

McCrae, 1992; Goldberg, 1993). As research 

showed that the degree of discrepancy 

between different types of feedback in terms 

of scaffolding or format plays an important 

role (De Fruyt & Wille, 2013), false feedback 

should be constructed by respecting the same 

patterns and carefully manipulating the 

quantity of discrepancy. Moreover, it is 

possible that the differences we identified 

between the three types of feedback in terms 

of perceived accuracy and preference might 

reflect differences in the language used in the 

content of the personality descriptions such as 

jargon. Literature reveals that psychological 

reports often involve jargon that imposes a 

high level of reading difficulty, which can 

become problematic in that they are read by 

multiple audiences with varying levels of 

educational background (Harvey, 2006) and 

experience with psychological testing and 

assessment, in general, and personality 

assessments, in particular.  

Furthermore, we consider that the lack of 

high-stake feedback consequences may limit 

the generalizability of the present findings. In 

organizations, personality feedback usually 

has some consequences, such as employment 

decisions (Nikolaou & Foti, 2018), 

performance improvement, and general 

development (Jelley, 2021; Kwiatkowski, 

2018). In the present study, there were no 

high-stake situations regarding the personality 

assessment results, which may not have led the 

participants to the need to protect the self as 

much. Future studies may focus on high-stake 

situations, where rejection, exposure of weak 

points, or penalization may trigger the need to 

protect the self-image.  

Last, future research could include the 

manipulation of assessment and feedback 

reports length. In this sense, previous studies 

indicate that longer assessment procedures, 

but shorter personality descriptions are more 

often endorsed than shorter assessment 

procedures, respectively longer personality 

descriptions (Dickson & Kelly, 1985). 

 

Conclusion 

The present study represents an effort to 
disentangle the effect of different types of 
feedback on judgments of accuracy and 
preference. We used three types of feedback, 
two reflecting self-judgment biases (i.e., 
Barnum effect, better-than-average effect), 
and one reflecting the observed scores on a 
personality assessment instrument. We used a 
within-subjects experimental design, in which 
participants rated the accuracy and preference 
for the three types of feedback on personality. 
Our findings revealed that participants rate 
false feedback as more accurate than real 
feedback. In addition, participants prefer 
better-than-average feedback more than the 
other two kinds. They also prefer the general, 
Barnum feedback more than the real one. 
These results add to the literature on self-
judgment biases and offer insights for 
practitioners regarding personality assessment 
in general, and reporting, in particular.  
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