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Reliability and Validity in Relation to Psychopathology
Concerns about the accuracy of assessment and classification of psychopathology require 
us to consider two very different questions. The first has to do with the person who is being 
interviewed. We need to know if the person is giving us information that is accurate or not. 
Sometimes, individuals will “fake bad” if there is some advantage such as receiving a larger dis-
ability payout. Other times, individuals will “fake good” and deny there are any problems.

The second question is which assessment instruments to use. An assessment instrument can 
be an interview, an inventory, a mood scale, and so forth. In considering instruments, we think 
about measurement. Measurement considerations help to define the variety of instruments that 
we use and the theoretical variables that these reflect.

Traditionally, the two key measurement issues are reliability and validity. That is, does an 
instrument measure the construct consistently (reliability) and accurately (validity)? The mea-
surement of temperature, for example, is based on the kinetic theory of heat, which helped define 
the type of devices used. With psychopathology, however, we lack exact formal definitions that 
tell us exactly how to make measurements. In fact, we are both trying to learn about disorders and 
creating techniques for making diagnoses. This makes reliability and validity considerations both 
more difficult and more important.

Reliability
Reliability asks the question of whether the instrument is consistent. We would expect, for exam-
ple, that the odometer in our car would reflect that we drove a mile each time we drove 5,280 feet. 
We would also expect our bathroom scale to show the same reading if our weight had not changed. 
Researchers interested in questions of measurement discuss a number of types of reliability:

Internal reliability—Internal reliability assesses whether different questions on an 
instrument relate to one another. If we were seeking a general measure of depression, 
for example, we would want to use questions that relate to one another. Questions 
related to feeling sad, not having energy, and wanting to stay in bed would be expected 
to show internal reliability.

Test–retest reliability—Test–retest reliability determines whether two measurement oppor-
tunities result in similar scores. A key consideration with test–retest reliability is the nature 
of the underlying construct. Constructs seen as stable, such as intelligence or hypnotiz-
ability, would be expected to show similar scores if the same instrument was given on 
more than one occasion. In psychopathological research, measures of long-term depres-
sion or trait anxiety would be expected to show a higher index of test–retest reliability than 
measures that reflect momentary feelings of mood.

Alternate-form reliability—As the name implies, 
alternate-form reliability asks whether different 
forms of an instrument give similar results. If you 
were giving an IQ test, for example, you would not 
want to ask the same question each time, since the 
individual could learn the answers from taking the 
test. Thus, it would be important to create alternate 
forms that reflect the same underlying construct.

Inter-rater reliability—Inter-rater reliability asks 
how similar two or more individuals are when they 
observe and rate specific behaviors. Psychopathol-
ogy researchers often rate the emotional responses 
of children as they engage in various activities. An 
index of inter-rater reliability would measure how 
consistent different observers would be in rating the 

reliability: consistency of the 
measurement by an assessment 
instrument

We expect our bathroom scale to show the same reading if our 
weight has not changed. Likewise, researchers are concerned with 
the reliability, or consistency of measurement, by assessment 
instruments.
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