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Abstract 
• This study examined social understanding, defined as better 

attention to others’ viewpoints, using a storytelling technique. 

The Interpersonal Decentering scoring system was applied to 

adult Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) stories from the  

Guidance study (GS) and Oakland Growth study (OGS) of the 

Institute of Human Development (IHD) longitudinal studies. 

GS participants’ adult California Psychological Inventory 

(CPI) for Self- acceptance and Social Presence (positively) 

and Socialization (negatively) scores were related to 

Decentering scores, as were Adult Q-Sort scores. The cohorts 

differed on support for Interpersonal Decentering as a measure 

of social understanding.  



Introduction 
• The study examined social cognitive maturity by correlating 

Interpersonal Decentering scores from the TAT with scales from the 

CPI and the Adult Q-sort when participants were in their 30s.  

• Interpersonal Decentering (role taking, perspective taking): 

• Differentiating self from other and among others. 

•  recognize that others have perspectives different from one’s own.  

• Coordinating these differentiated perspectives. 

• Internalizing these perspectives as memories, anticipations, and 

intentions that shape interpersonal actions. 

• Social maturity: understanding that other people have their own 

thoughts, feelings, emotions, and ideals. Integrating this information 

with one’s own thoughts, feelings, and emotions, and ideals in 

interpersonal situations.  



Introduction: Decentering 

• The concept of Interpersonal Decentering comes from Jean 

Piaget (1950, 1972) and Werner (1948).  

• Melvin Feffer’s (1959) Role-Taking Task (RTT) involves telling 

a story about a multi-person picture, then retelling it from each 

character’s perspective, and shows participants’ cognitive 

structuring of social content. Can the participant decenter 

attention from (a) the immediate perceptual aspects of the 

environment and (b) the point of view in the initial story?  

• Feffer and Jahelka (1968) developed the Interpersonal 

Decentering scoring system for the initial RTT story. 

• Concurrent validity with RTT found . 



Introduction: Decentering 

• High scores in Decentering shows the cognitive 

ability to consider others’ viewpoints in relation to 

one’s own. 

• This ability theoretically relates to one’s 

experience in social situations and one’s ability to 

take others’ perspectives. 

• This ability to shows high social maturity because 

considering all viewpoints should relate to better 

social understanding and interpersonal actions. 



Introduction: CPI Scales 
• Self-Acceptance (Sa) scale relates to confidence and comfort 

dealing with others in social situations. Comfort with interaction 

should facilitate an understanding of others’ viewpoints.  

• Socialization (So) scale relates to social maturity as it was 

designed to differentiate delinquents from non-delinquents, to 

represent knowing right or wrong in social situations. 

• Social Presence (Sp) scale relates to social maturity because  

those who enjoy social situations should have more experience 

with others’ perspectives and ideas.  

• Psychological Mindedness (Py) scale measures a person’s 

ability to contemplate actions related to their own goals and to 

other people’s viewpoints on a situation.  

 



Introduction: Adult Q-Sort Scale 

• Adult Q-Sort method: Several psychologists 

rated individuals on a set of 100 trait and 

behavioral items. The judge places the items in 

a forced normal distribution of nine categories; 

1-3 represent least characteristic, 4-6 somewhat 

(un)characteristic, and 7-9 most characteristic. 

Ratings were based on a 12 hour interview 

spread out over a few days. 
 

 



Q-Sort Scales 

 • The Decentering Q-Sort Scale item content reflects the 

cognitive processes scored by the Interpersonal Decentering 

scoring systems: higher levels of internalization represented by 

introspection, awareness of others’ internal states and motives 

and one’s own, and attention to interpersonal cues. 

• The Low Decentering Q-Sort Scale item content reflect 

cognitive processes hypothesized to interfere with social 

information-gathering and processing: chronic skepticism, 

intolerance of ambiguity, defensiveness, and irritability.  

• Empirically Derived Q-Sort Scales To gain understanding of 

the social presentation of high Decenterers, the Q-sort items that 

correlated significantly with Decentering were factor-analyzed, 

yielding 3 empirically derived scales. 



Present Study Hypotheses 1-3 

• Hypothesis 1, CPI Sa will correlate positively with Decentering. 

Decentering in social situations depends on confidence in one’s own 

thoughts and actions. Lacking confidence in oneself hinders role-

taking; successful role-taking builds social confidence and comfort. 

• Hypothesis 2, CPI So scale will correlate positively with 

Decentering.  So scores relate to understanding of right and wrong in 

social situations; lower scores show lack of care regarding social 

norms. If high Decenterers are more empathic, they should care more. 

• Hypothesis 3, CPI Sp will correlate positively with Decentering. 

The Sp scale relates to decentering because a person who enjoys 

social situations is likely to have more experience with others’ 

viewpoints. Lacking such experience in perspective taking may 

complicate internalization, essential to higher level Decentering.  

 



Present Study Hypotheses 4-6 

• Hypothesis 4, CPI Py will correlate positively with 

Decentering. Py is related to involvement in intellectual 

interpersonal situations.  Such intellectual social stimulation 

should increase social-cognitive complexity for new viewpoints.   

• Hypothesis 5, Decentering Q-sort Scale will correlate 

positively with Decentering. The Decentering Q-sort scale is 

based on scale items that describe higher level decentering 

processes. Those observed by others to have these traits and 

behaviors should also have high Decentering ability.  

• Hypothesis 6, Low Decentering Q-Sort Scale will correlate 

negatively with Decentering. This scale was created from items 

hypothesized to interfere with decentering processes, so those 

having these traits should score low in Decentering. 



Method:  Participants  

• The data is from longitudinal studies at the Institute of 

Human Development (IHD), University of California, 

Berkeley. 

•  The Guidance Study N = 85 (36 men and 49 women), who 

told TAT stories, completed the CPI and interviewer-related 

Adult Q-Sort at about age 30. 18% of the sample was single.  

• The Oakland Growth Study N=98 (45 men and 53 women), 

told TAT stories, took the CPI and the interviewer-related 

Adult Q-Sort at about age 38. 10% of the sample was single.  

• Both samples are 97% white which is a true representation of 

the area at the time the original studies began (early 1930s).  



Measures:  Decentering 

• Interpersonal Decentering Scoring System (Feffer, Leeper, 

Dobbs, Jenkins, and Perez, 2008). 

• Scored from TAT cards 1, 4, 6BM, 7BM, 3GF, and M18 (Guidance 

Study); 1, 2, 3BM, 4, 6BM, and 12F (Oakland Growth Study). 

• Pairs of trained scorers reached acceptable levels of interscorer 

reliability before scoring real data, and worked independently on the 

same set of data before conferring. All per-card reliabilities exceeded 

rho = .70. Scorers were blind to all other data and the hypotheses. 

• If a consensus on a score could not be reached between the pair, the 

question was resolved at weekly scoring council of all scorers.  

• Scoring process: 

• 1. Identify interaction units: same characters, same place, same time. 

• 2. Score each interaction unit on 9-point scale (see table). 



Interpersonal Decentering Scoring Categories  

Score Description Example 

1 Undifferentiated relationship "They like sports." 

2 Non-reactive directional relationship "She gives him food."  

3 Reactive directional relationship "She gives him food which he appreciates."  

4 Interactive directional relationship "She gives him food that he likes.  She is glad." 

5 Internalized other, simple representation "He plans on telling her later." 

6 Internalized other, surface 

characteristics 

"He plans on telling her how she looks." 

 

7 Internalized other, internalized state "He plans on telling her when she feels better." 

8 Internalized others "He plans on telling her that Bill thinks of her." 

 

9 Internalized self-other "He felt that he was wrong in telling her that." 



Results:  Hypotheses 1-3 

•H1, CPI Sa will correlate positively with Decentering.  

• GS study showed a significant positive correlation between 

Decentering and Sa scores (Table 1), while the OGS study showed 

no significant correlation. Supported for GS only. 

•H2, CPI So will correlate positively with Decentering.  

• GS study showed a significant negative correlation between 

Decentering and So scores, while the OGS study showed no 

significant correlation. Not Supported! 

•H3, CPI Sp will correlate positively with Decentering. 

• GS study showed a significant positive correlation between 

Decentering and Sa scores, while the OGS study showed no 

significant correlation. Supported for GS only. 



Results:  Hypotheses 4-6 

•H4, CPI Py scale will correlate positively with Decentering.  

•Neither study showed a significant correlation between Decentering 

and Py scores.  Not Supported.  

•H5, Decentering Q-sort scale will correlate positively with 

Decentering. 

• GS study showed a significant positive correlation between 

Decentering and the Decentering Q-sort Scale, while the OGS 

showed no significant correlation.  Supported for GS only. 

•H6, Low Decentering Q-Sort Scale will correlate negatively 

with Decentering.  

• GS study showed a significant negative correlation for Decentering 

with the Low Decentering Q-sort Scale, while the OGS study showed 

no significant correlation.  Supported for GS only. 



Exploratory Q-Sort Findings 

 

•Exploratory Empirically Derived Q-Sort Scales 

•Guidance Study Q-sort item that were 

significantly correlated with Decentering (N=21) 

were subjected to Principal Component Analysis 

with varimax rotation. Three factors explained 

56% of the matrix variance, and each was 

significantly correlated with Decentering.   

 



What is the Q-Sort Method 

• The Q-sort method is a technique using questions to 

describe personality traits. The questions pertain to 

how the interviewer thinks the interviewee will likely 

think or act in an environment. One may perceive 

another’s personality through observation of the 

other’s actions and by listening to the other (the 

thoughts that are verbalized). The Q-sort uses a sorting 

system where the interviewer ranks in groups from 

most characteristic to least characteristic.  

 



How does the Q-sort Method Work 

• Next the Q-sort data is collected to figure an 

average between all the interviewee’s ratings. 

This average of all the scores is the “ideal” 

person. Then comparisons can be made 

between the interviewee and the “ideal” person 

with which direction does one differ and how 

far.  

 
 



Q-Sort and Decentering 

• The objective is to discover if there is a relationship between 

these personality traits and the ability to decenter. Q-sort 

questions were selected and are compared to the interviewee’s 

written stories that have been scored for decentering. The Q-sort 

questions are compared to decentering to discover the 

relationship between personality traits to their decentering 

scores. How the 3 factors where organized. Each factors 

containing Q-sort questions presented trends of personality 

traits.  

 



Table 1 

GS Correlations of Decentering and CPI Scales 

Overall  

N = 85 

                    Decentering Score Highest a  Average b  Interactions c 

CPI scales 

Self Acceptance .23 * .11     .22 * 

Socialization -.28 **     -.30 ** -.03 

Social Presence  .31 **    .24 *       .29 ** 

Psychological Mindedness         .12 .10       .20 + 

+ = p < .10, * = p < .05, ** = p < .01.   

a  Highest score across all stories. 
b  Average score across all stories 
c Number of interaction units across all stories.  



Table 2 

GS Gender Differences in Correlations of Decentering and CPI Scales 

Women Men 

N = 49 N = 36 

Decentering Score High a Ave b  Interactions c High a Ave b  Interactions c  

CPI scales 

Self Acceptance .23 .09  .23 .24  .16  .25 

Socialization  -.25 +   -.27 +            -.04  -.30 +   -.36*         -.01 

Social Presence     .41 ** .25  .33 * .16 .10 .22 

Psychological 

Mindedness  

 .30 *    .26 +  .32 *     -.12   -.11 .11 

+ = p < .10, * = p < .05, ** = p <.01.   

a  Highest score across all stories. 
b  Average score across all stories 
c Number of interaction units across all stories.  



Results: Decentering with Q-sort Scales 

 Overall N=76 Women N=43 Men N=33 

High a    Avg b  High a   Avg b High a  Avg b 

Theory-

based 

  .28*   .33**   .32*   .39**   .25   .21 

Low 

Decen-

tering 

-.42*** -.42*** -.58*** -.53*** -.27 -.26 

Factor 1   .35**   .42***   .42**   .48***   .30+   .34+ 

Factor 2 -.32** -.35**  -.31* -.32* -.34+ -.41* 

Factor 3   .31**   .29**   .42**   .38*   .17   .14 

+p < .10. *p < .05.  **p < .01. ***p < .001.  a Highest score across all stories. b Average 

across all interactions in story, averaged across all stories. 



Theory Based Scale Items (α = .85) 

Q-sort Item# Item 

16 Is introspective. (N.B..: Introspectiveness per se does not 

imply insight.) 

32 Seems to be aware of the impression he/she makes on others. 

44 Evaluates the motivation of others in interpreting situations. 

(N.B..: Accuracy of evaluation is not assumed. (N.B..: Again, 

extreme placement in one direction implies preoccupation 

with motivational interpretations; at the other extreme, the 

item implies a psychological obtuseness. S does not consider 

motivational factors.) 

60 Has insight into own motives and behavior. 

64 Is socially perceptive of a wide range of interpersonal cues. 



Low Decentering Q-sort Scale (α = .61) 

Q-sort Item# Item 

1 Is critical, skeptical, not easily impressed. 

9 Is uncomfortable with uncertainty and 

complexities. 

12 Tends to be self-defensive 

34 Over-reactive to minor frustrations; irritable. 

45 Has a brittle ego-defensive system; has a small 

reserve of integration; would be disorganized 

and maladaptive when under stress or trauma. 



Factor 1: Articulate, Charming, Perceptive 

Q-sort Item# Item Loaded > .50 

4 Is a talkative individual. 

9 R Is uncomfortable with uncertainty and complexities. 

12 R Tends to be self-defensive. 

32 Seems to be aware of the impression he/she makes on 

others. 

64 Is socially perceptive of a wide range of interpersonal cues. 

88 Is personally charming. 

92 Has social poise and presence; appears socially at ease. 

98 Is verbally fluent; can express ideas well. 



Factor 2: Conventional Power-Oriented Repressors 

Q-sort Item# Items Loaded > .50 

7 Favors conservative values in a variety of areas. 

16 R Is introspective. (N.B.: Introspectiveness per se does not 

imply insight.) 

46 R Engaged in personal fantasy and daydreams, fictional 

speculations. 

57 R Is an interesting, arresting person. 

60 R Has insight into own motives and behavior. 

63 Judges self and others in conventional terms like 

“popularity,” “the correct thing to do,” social pressures, etc. 

86 Handles anxiety and conflicts by repressive or dissociative 

tendencies. 

91 Is power-oriented; values power in self or others. 



Factor 3 Calm, Cheerful, Easy Going 

Q-sort Item# Item Loaded > .50 

1 R Is critical, skeptical, not easily impressed. 

33 Is calm, relaxed in manner. 

34 R Over-reactive to minor frustrations; irritable. 

84 Is cheerful. (N.B.: extreme placement toward 

uncharacteristic end of continuum implies 

gloominess.) 



Discussion 

• The GS results supported most of the hypotheses; the OGS 

didn’t. 

• For the GS, the emerging picture of a high Decentering scorer is 

of a confident, positive, poised, perceptive, easygoing 

individual who is insightful about the internal states and 

motives of self and others, tolerant of ambiguity and negative 

feelings, and accepting of interpersonal differences. 

• This picture is consistent across self-report measures and 

interviewers’ Q-Sort ratings.  There are minor gender 

differences in the self-report CPI scale ratings, and somewhat 

larger differences in the interviewers’ ratings, with larger effect 

sizes for women than for men. 



Discussion 

• Study Differences in Findings:  Age Cohort Effects 

• The GS were born in 1928-29, were children during the Depression, 

adolescents during World War II, and young adults in the 1950s economic 

boom. 

• The OGS were born in 1920-21, were adolescents during the Depression, 

young adults during World War II (some fought in that war), and in the 

1950s economic boom were raising young teenagers after having delayed 

childbearing. 

• These age cohort differences in historical conditions are likely to have 

affected both personality development  as a sequence of learned behaviors 

and the conditions under which personality is expressed. 

Study Differences in Findings:  Picture Effects 

• Differences in picture stimuli might affect both the level and interpretive 

meaning of Decentering scores. 
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