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Intra-Observer and Inter-Observer Reliability

When ratings by an observer, rather than ratings by the subjects themselves, are being assessed at two or more 
points in time, test-retest reliability is termed intra-observer or intra-rater reliability. Let’s say a researcher 
observes a grade school cafeteria for signs of bullying behavior on multiple days. If his observations captured the 
same degree of bullying on every Friday, it can be said that his observations were reliable. When researchers use 
more than one observer to rate the same persons, events, or places, inter-observer reliability is their goal. If 
observers are using the same instrument to rate the same thing, their ratings should be very similar. In this case, 
the researcher interested in cafeteria bullying would use more than one observer. If the measurement of bullying 
is similar across the observers, we can have much more confidence that the ratings ref lect the actual degree of  
bullying behavior.

Can We Achieve Both Reliability and Validity?

We must always assess the reliability of a measure if we hope to be able to establish 
its validity. Remember that a reliable measure is not necessarily a valid measure, 
as Exhibit 4.8 illustrates. This discrepancy is a common flaw of self-report meas-
ures of substance abuse. The multiple questions in self-report indexes of substance 
abuse are answered by most respondents in a consistent way, so the indexes are 

Intra-observer reliability (intra-rater 
reliability)  Consistency of ratings by an 
observer of an unchanging phenomenon at 
two or more points in time

Inter-observer reliability  When similar 
measurements are obtained by different 
observers rating the same persons, events, or 
places

Exhibit 4.8 The Difference Between Reliability and Validity: Drinking Behavior

Subject 1

Time 1

Time 2

Subject 2

Time 1

Time 2

Measure is
reliable
and valid.

Measure is
reliable
but invalid.

Not at all. Not at all.

Not at all. Not at all.

Measure: “How much do you drink?”


