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Abstract. One factor that may affect the accuracy of personality judgment is the level of similarity between the judge and the target. In
the current study, judges observed four targets with different levels of gender and ethnicity (GE) similarity (same gender and ethnicity,
only same gender, only same ethnicity, different gender and ethnicity). Judge-target GE similarity was positively related to the accuracy
of personality judgment among female judges, but not among male judges. It was also found that females were both more accurate judges
and more accurately judged, but that the combination of both a female judge and a female target only had an additive effect on accuracy.
Projection was also related to accuracy. These findings suggest that among the several factors that can be used to predict accuracy,
judge-target similarity, gender of the judge, gender of the target, and projection of the judge’s personality onto the target are important.
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Introduction
Making judgments of personality is something we do every
day, often with important consequences. For example, deci-
sions about whom one should marry or allow to care for one’s
children are based partly on judgments of personality. If the
factors that influence the accuracy of these judgments can be
determined, then we may be able to help people better iden-
tify when they are more likely to make accurate judgments –
as well as good decisions based on those judgments. One
factor that might influence this process is the similarity be-
tween the person making the judgment and the person being
judged. The main goal of the current project was to examine
whether accuracy of personality judgment is higher when
judges are more similar to the target in terms of two objective
and easily visible criteria: gender and ethnicity.

One model for explaining how accurate judgment of per-
sonality is possible is the realistic accuracy model (RAM;
Funder, 1995, 1999). RAM describes four behavioral and
cognitive processes that must be successfully completed for
an accurate judgment to be attained. According to RAM, ac-
curacy becomes possible when the target emits relevant and
available personality cues that are detected and appropriately
utilized by the judge. The four stages – relevance, availabil-
ity, detection, and utilization – must all be successful for mak-
ing an accurate judgment. For example, for a judge to rate a
target’s friendliness, the target must do something relevant to
friendliness (smile at a stranger), so that the behavior is avail-
able to the judge (the judge and the target are in the same

situation). Then, the judge must detect the cue and use it
appropriately to judge the target as friendly. An alternative
method for attaining accurate judgments bypasses this pro-
cess and instead involves the projection of one’s own person-
ality onto the target. However, this strategy is effective only
when the judge and the target have similar personalities; suc-
cessful completion of the stages of RAM, on the other hand,
result in accurate judgments regardless of the personality
similarity of the target and judge.

In addition to the stages of accuracy, research has fo-
cused on four moderators of accuracy (Funder, 1995,
1999). Good judges of personality are socially skilled,
agreeable, and well-adjusted (Letzring, 2005, 2008); good
targets are extraverted, agreeable, conscientious, emotion-
ally stable, psychologically adjusted, and exhibit more pos-
itive behaviors (Colvin, 1993). Good traits are visible, non-
evaluative, and occur frequently (Funder, 1999; Funder &
Dobroth, 1987). Good information is of greater quantity
and relevance to personality (Blackman & Funder, 1998;
Letzring, Wells, & Funder, 2006).

Judge-Target Similarity

The idea that the ability to accurately judge personality is
related to the level of similarity between the judge and the
target is not new (Allport, 1937; Taft, 1955), and evidence
suggests that similarity is related to accuracy and consensus.
For example, judges who had personalities more similar to

DOI 10.1027/1864-9335/a000007
Social Psychology 2010; Vol. 41(1):42–51 © 2010 Hogrefe Publishing



those of targets achieved higher levels of self-other agree-
ment (Funder, Kolar, & Blackman, 1995); people with more
similar meaning systems for interpreting observations of be-
havior reached higher consensus on certain characteristics
(Chaplin & Panter, 1993); and roommates reached a higher
consensus on ambiguous traits when ratings were based on
similar behavioral definitions (Story, 2003).

The link between similarity and accuracy has also been
examined for domains other than personality. For example,
some studies have found an ingroup advantage for judging
emotions in which accuracy is higher among members of
the same cultural group than among members from differ-
ent groups, although the accuracy among different cultural
groups is still above chance levels (Elfenbein & Ambady,
2002, 2003). Explanations for this finding include knowl-
edge of emotional expressions specific to certain cultures,
differences between cultures in the concepts of emotions
(i.e., some emotion words might have different meanings
in different cultures), and an advantage in the efficiency of
processing information from a face of someone of the same
culture. These explanations also likely apply to personality
judgment because judging emotion is similar to judging
personality: Behavioral cues must be detected and used to
infer internal constructs. If this is the case, then similarity
on such variables as cultural background are also likely to
be related to the accuracy of personality judgments.

Previous research and theorizing has considered a vari-
ety of ways that judges and targets are similar to each other
(Chaplin & Panter, 1993; Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002,
2003; Funder et al., 1995; Pietromonaco, Rook, & Lewis,
1992; Story, 2003). The current study focused on the sim-
ilarity for two additional characteristics: gender and ethnic-
ity. These characteristics were chosen because they can be
objectively assessed, and it is straightforward to determine
whether two people are the same or different in terms of
these characteristics. This does not suggest that people with
the same gender or ethnicity have more similar personali-
ties (although this possibility is examined in the current
data); but instead that judges might more accurately judge
the personality of a target who is similar on these attributes.
It is hypothesized that judges with the same gender and
ethnicity as the target will achieve the highest levels of ac-
curacy; judges who share one attribute with the target will
achieve lower levels of accuracy; and judges who differ
from the target on gender and ethnicity will achieve the
lowest levels of accuracy. Based on previous research, pos-
sible explanations for this effect include differences in
knowledge about decoding expressive cues and the effi-
ciency of the processing of cues relevant to personality. The
current research does not specifically test these explana-
tions, but instead gathers additional evidence regarding the
advantage of being similar to the target, in terms of gender
and ethnicity, for making accurate personality judgments.

Rather than focusing on gender similarity between the
judge and the target, other research has compared levels of
accuracy for male vs. female judges and targets. Most re-
search shows that females are more accurate judges, includ-

ing when they are judging emotions based on nonverbal be-
havior (Hall, 1978, 1984), emotions from still photographs
(Mufson & Nowicki, 2001; Nowicki & Hartigan, 2001),
broad traits of personality in zero-acquaintance situations
(Ambady, Hallahan, & Rosenthal, 1995), intelligence based
on 1-minute interactions (Murphy, Hall, & Colvin, 2003),
broad judgments of personality based on 12-minute observa-
tions (Vogt & Colvin, 2003), and neuroticism from 30-s vid-
eoclips (Lippa & Dietz, 2000). However, females were found
to not be more accurate judges than males when judging ex-
traversion and masculinity-femininity (Lippa & Dietz).
There is also evidence that the emotions of females are more
accurately judged than the emotions of males when judg-
ments are based on nonverbal cues (Hall, 1978, 1984). How-
ever, research has also found that intelligence is judged more
accurately for male targets (Murphy et al.). Furthermore, a
meta-analysis by Hall (1978) on the judgment of emotion did
not find evidence of an interaction between the gender of the
judge and the gender of the target. The majority of these
findings suggest that it is not necessarily the similarity among
female judges and targets that produces higher accuracy, but
rather that females are simply both better judges and targets.
This interpretation is tested in the current project by assessing
whether females are indeed more accurate judges than males
(regardless of the gender of the target) and whether females
are more accurately judged than males (regardless of the gen-
der of the judge). The current study also allows the external
validity of these findings to be increased. All but one of the
cited studies examined judgments based on 1 minute or less
of observation, which emphasizes nonverbal cues. In the cur-
rent study, judgments of personality are based on 5-minute
observations in which both verbal and nonverbal cues are
available to the judges. Previous research also did not exam-
ine whether the superiority of females as judges and targets
interacts with the ethnicity of the targets or with the ethnic
similarity of the judges and targets.

Projection of Judge’s Personality onto
Targets

An additional explanation for the influence of judge-target
similarity on accuracy is that judges may project their own
personality onto targets they perceive as more similar to
themselves. Judges who use projection only achieve higher
levels of accuracy for targets with whom they actually have
similar personalities. Therefore, the key to using projection
beneficially is to determine whether the target is similar to
the self in terms of personality and to only use projection
to make judgments when the level of similarity is suffi-
ciently high. Judges who are able to make this distinction
are more likely to be accurate for both similar and dissim-
ilar targets (Vogt & Colvin, 2003), by using projection
when judging similar targets and by not using projection
when judging dissimilar targets.
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Research has shown that projection is more likely when
people are judging members of ingroups rather than out-
groups (Ames, 2004; Clement & Krueger, 2002). If a judge
perceives a target who is similar in gender and/or ethnicity
as being ingroup members, then that judge may project
more for more similar targets. This strategy increases ac-
curacy only if the judge and the target have similar person-
alities.

Hypotheses

– Hypothesis 1. The accuracy of personality judgment is
highest for judges when they are the most similar to the
target (when they have the same gender and ethnicity),
lower when they share only one attribute with the target
(either gender or ethnicity), and lowest when they are
the least similar to the target (when they differ on both
gender and ethnicity).

– Hypothesis 2. The hypothesis that females are both bet-
ter judges and targets than males is tested in order to
determine whether the current data are consistent with
previous findings on the relationship between accuracy
and gender.

– Hypothesis 3. Based on previous findings that projection
is higher for ingroups than outgroups, it is predicted that
the level of projection will be higher for targets who are
more similar to the judge in terms of gender and ethnic-
ity.

Method

Overview

The present study used a within-subjects design to sample
levels of similarity between judges and targets. Each judge
observed four 5-minute video segments of college students
interacting in unstructured situations in the lab. The targets
were sampled to differ in their levels of similarity with the
judge. After observing each target, the judge rated the tar-
get’s personality.

Participants

Participants were 80 (42 female, 38 male) undergraduates
from Idaho State University who received research credit
in exchange for participation. All participants identified
themselves as Caucasian.1 The mean age of the participants

was 24.66 years (SD = 7.85, range = 18 to 55). In addition
to the 80 used in the analyses, five participants completed
the study but were not included for failure or inability to
follow instructions.2 Participants in the study served as ob-
servers of interactions and judges of personality.

Measure

California Adult Q-set (CAQ; Block, 1961, as modified for
use by nonprofessionals by Bem & Funder, 1978). The
CAQ is a set of 100 items that are brief descriptions of
personality characteristics. The items are rated on a 9-point
scale from 1 (extremely uncharacteristic) to 9 (extremely
characteristic). The CAQ allows for a broad description of
personality and includes items such as “is critical, skepti-
cal, not easily impressed” and “basically anxious.”

Stimulus Materials and Targets

The stimulus materials were constructed as part of the Riv-
erside Accuracy Project-Phase 2 (RAP-2; see Letzring,
Block, & Funder, 2005; Letzring et al., 2006), and the peo-
ple in the videos were the targets who were rated by the
participants in the current study. As part of RAP-2, college
students participated in one of five types of 3-person inter-
actions, three of which were 50-minute or 3-h unstructured
interactions. All students were unacquainted prior to the
interaction. For the current project, the second 5 minutes
of the three unstructured interactions were observed by the
judges. The second 5 minutes were chosen so that the con-
versation would have moved past introductions and into a
more conversational tone that might be more revealing of
personality.

A total of 98 targets were used in this project (48 fe-
males, 50 males; 14 Caucasians, 36 Asians, 18 Hispanics,
13 African Americans, and 17 other ethnicity). Targets
were categorized into four groups: male Caucasian (n = 9),
female Caucasian (n = 6), male and an ethnicity other than
Caucasian (n = 41), and female and an ethnicity other than
Caucasian (n = 42). Judges were assigned to a randomly
generated set of four targets with the requirement that there
would be one target at each level of similarity. This assign-
ment followed the stipulation that each target in a category
be assigned to be judged before assigning the same target
again, and therefore targets from the two Caucasian groups
were used more frequently than targets from the other
groups. Male Caucasian targets were judged between 7 and
11 times, female Caucasian targets were judged between 8
and 14 times, and both male and female targets of an eth-
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size they were not included in the analyses.

� One participant watched a video that was an incorrect length, one participant watched the same video twice, one participant answered a
phone call while completing personality ratings, one participant was legally blind, and one participant did not know which of the people he
should be rating.



nicity other than Caucasian were judged between 1 and 3
times.

Accuracy Criteria

As part of RAP-2, personality ratings of the targets were
gathered from the self, real-life acquaintances, and clini-
cian interviewers to obtain broad-based accuracy criteria.
For all targets used in the current study, there were a total
of 166 acquaintances and 6 clinicians who provided per-
sonality judgments. This approach allows for judgments of
accuracy to be computed by correlating the judges’ ratings
with the average personality descriptions of the targets pro-
vided by three kinds of knowledgeable informants, which
is more likely to reflect the targets’ real personality than a
single judgment. The result of these computations are re-
ferred to as realistic accuracy (Letzring, 2005; Letzring et
al., 2006), which should be differentiated from single-cri-
terion measures of accuracy such as consensus and self-
other agreement. When there were ratings from two indi-
viduals within the same source of criteria (either informants
or clinicians), these ratings were first averaged and then an
average was computed across the three sources. This meth-
od ensured that each source contributed equally to the final
criteria. The reliability of the composite accuracy criteria
was assessed with Cronbach’s α. For each of the 100 items,
Cronbach’s α was computed by treating the sources of ac-
curacy criteria like items on a test. Across the 100 items,
the mean Cronbach’s α was .42 for the entire set of targets
from the RAP-2 dataset (see Letzring et al., 2006).

Procedures

Participants (judges) were run individually. They were
greeted by a trained research assistant (RA) and asked to
sit in front of a computer and log-in to WebCT, a course
management program. They first completed a self-rating of
personality and then watched four videos and judged the
personality of one person in each video. Other than verbal
instructions from the RA at the beginning of the session
and a verbal debriefing at the end of the session, the study
was conducted through the quiz module of WebCT.

Self-Reports of Personality

Participants began the study by completing two self-reports
of personality, the CAQ and the Big Five Inventory (BFI:
John, Donahue, & Kentle, 1991), a measure of the Big Five
traits of personality. Only the CAQ is used in the current
analyses. Obtaining the self-ratings of the CAQ at this point
allowed the participants to become familiar with the items
before rating the first target.

Video Observations and Judgments of Targets

Prior to arriving at the lab, each participant had been as-
signed to watch a set of four targets who varied in their
level of similarity with the judge. Judges were assigned to
observe different sets of targets in order to increase the gen-
eralizability of the findings. Order of level of similarity was
counterbalanced using a Latin square design.

Following the self-report of personality, the participants
were shown how to complete the observation and judgment
component of the study. The RA pointed out the instruc-
tions on the computer that informed participants about the
person they should focus on, since this would be the person
for whom they would be making personality judgments.
The participants were shown how to click on the link to
start the video, instructed to watch the entire video, to close
the video window when the video stopped, and to complete
the questionnaire (the CAQ) about the person they had fo-
cused on. Finally, the participants were instructed to com-
plete these steps three more times, once for each of the
remaining targets. The RA remained in the room to ensure
that the participants watched the entire 5-minute segment
of each video, and to answer questions and deal with tech-
nical difficulties.

End Questionnaire

After the participants had completed the observation and
judgment portion of the study, they provided their age, gen-
der, and ethnicity.

Results

Computation of Realistic Accuracy

Realistic accuracy was computed using profile correlations
across the 100 items of the CAQ. For each judge-target
pair, profile correlations were computed between the
judge’s ratings of the target and average ratings from the
three sources of accuracy criteria – the self, acquaintances,
and clinician interviewers. All correlations were z-trans-
formed before being used in analyses.

Test of Order Effects

When using a repeated-measures design in which presen-
tation of conditions is counterbalanced, it is important to
establish that there are no order effects. Therefore, a mixed-
model analysis of variance (ANOVA) was computed with
level of gender and ethnicity (GE) similarity as a within-
subjects factor, order of presentation as a between-subjects
factor, and realistic accuracy as the dependent variable. The
main effect of target order, F(3, 76) = 1.47, p = .28, ηp

2 =
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.06, and the interaction between target order and level of
GE similarity, F(9, 228) = .33, p = .96, ηp

2 = .01, were not
significant. Based on these findings, all orders were ana-
lyzed together.

Descriptive Statistics for Levels of Accuracy

The means for realistic accuracy by level of GE similarity
for the total sample and for females and males are presented
in Figure 1.

Judge-Target Personality Similarity

We did not expect that judges and targets who were more
similar in terms of gender and ethnicity would also have
more similar personalities, but this possibility was exam-
ined. Across the 100 items of the CAQ, correlations were
computed between the judges’ self-ratings of personality
and the three sources of accuracy criteria for each target.
Then, these correlations were z-transformed for each judge
and averaged across the accuracy criteria. Personality sim-
ilarity across all levels of GE similarity was of moderate
strength (M = .38) and quite variable (range = –.16 to .84,
SD = .19). The moderate strength of the mean personality
similarity score may be the result of recruiting judges and
targets from similar populations (i.e., college students).

These personality similarity scores were then used as the
dependent variable in a mixed-model ANOVA, with level of
GE similarity as a within-subjects variable and gender of
judge as a between-subjects variable. Personality similarity
did not differ as a function of GE similarity, F(3, 234) = 2.52,
p = .06, ηp

2 = .03. However, since this difference approached
conventional levels of statistical significance, posthoc tests
were examined to determine which groups had the largest
difference in personality similarity. Judges and targets with

the same gender and different ethnicity were the most similar
in personality (mean r = .38) and judges and targets with the
same ethnicity and different gender were the least similar in
personality (mean r = .33). Judges with neither the same gen-
der nor ethnicity as the target (mean r = .35) and judges with
the same gender and ethnicity as the target (mean r = .37) fell
between these two extremes. Furthermore, personality simi-
larity did not differ as a function of the gender of the judge,
F(1, 78) = .07, p = .79, ηp

2 = .001, and there was not an inter-
action between GE similarity and gender of judge,
F(3, 234) = .23, p = .88, ηp

2 = .003.

Accuracy as a Function of GE Similarity

Mixed-Model ANOVA of GE Similarity and Gender
of Judge

As an initial assessment of differences in levels of accu-
racy as a function of GE similarity, the accuracy scores
were compared using a mixed model repeated-measures
ANOVA, with GE similarity as a within-subjects factor,
gender of the judge as a between-subjects factor, and re-
alistic accuracy as the dependent variable. There was not
a main effect of GE similarity, F(3, 234) = .88, p = .45,
ηp

2 = .01, but there was a main effect of gender of judge,
F(1, 78) = 7.61, p = .007, ηp

2 = .09. Regardless of GE
similarity, female judges (M = .32, SD = .14) were more
accurate than male judges (M = .23, SD = .19). There was
also a significant interaction between GE similarity and
gender of judge, F(3, 234) = 6.85, p < .001, ηp

2 = .08. To
examine the nature of this interaction, we computed with-
in-subjects ANOVAs with GE similarity as the within-
subjects factor and accuracy as the dependent variable
separately for female and male judges and used posthoc
LSD tests with the Bonferroni adjustment to determine
which levels of GE similarity differed significantly from

Figure 1. Judge-target GE similarity
and realistic accuracy. Note. Total N =
80, female n = 42, male n = 38.

46 T.D. Letzring: Judge-Target Similarity and Accuracy

Social Psychology 2010; Vol. 41(1):42–51 © 2010 Hogrefe Publishing



each other. Among females, accuracy was higher when the
judge and the target were similar in both gender and eth-
nicity (M = .42, SD = .30) than when the judge and the
target were similar in only ethnicity (M = .25, SD = .23,
p = .03) or had nothing similar (M = .28, SD = .29, p =
.04). Among males, accuracy was higher when the judge
and the target were similar in only ethnicity (M = .34,
SD = .27) than when they were similar in gender and eth-
nicity (M = .17, SD = .29, p = .056).

Contrast Analyses

Contrast analyses (Rosenthal, Rosnow, & Rubin, 2000)
were next used to test the specific pattern of accuracy
scores across levels of GE similarity that is consistent with
Hypothesis 1. When using within-subjects variables, one
first computes a linear trend score, or L-score, for each
participant by summing the products of the contrast
weights and the scores for each condition. Then the L-
scores for the group are tested using a one-sample t-test
to determine whether they differ from 0. As is the norm
with contrast analyses in which a specific prediction is
being tested, one-tailed p-values are reported. Therefore,
the results of an analysis are considered to be “statistically
significant” only if the pattern in the data is consistent
with the a priori prediction.

Based on Hypothesis 1 – that accuracy of personality
judgment is highest for judges when they are the most sim-
ilar to the target, lower when they share one attribute with
the target, and lowest when they are the least similar to the
target – contrast weights of –1 (different in gender and eth-
nicity), 0 (same gender only), 0 (same ethnicity only), and
+1 (same gender and ethnicity) were used. The data were
somewhat consistent with this prediction among females
(nothing similar M = .28, SD = .29, same gender M = .33,
SD = .27, same ethnicity M = .25, SD = .23, same gender
and ethnicity M = .42, SD = .30, mean L-score = .16, SD =
.37), t(41) = 2.84, p1-tailed = .007, r = .41. The data were not
consistent with the prediction among males (nothing simi-
lar M = .22, SD = .28, same gender M = .18, SD = .32, same
ethnicity M = .34, SD = .27, same gender and ethnicity M =
.17, SD = .29, mean L-score = –.05, SD = .36), t(37) = –.79,

p = .43, r = –.13, or for the total sample (nothing similar
M = .25, SD = .29, same gender M = .26, SD = .30, same
ethnicity M = .29, SD = .26, same gender and ethnicity M =
.31, SD = .33, mean L-score = .06, SD = .38), t(79) = 1.50,
p = .14, r = .17.

3-Way ANOVA

It is also possible to examine these data in terms of a 2
(Gender of judge) × 2 (Gender of target) × 2 (Ethnicity of
target) mixed-model ANOVA, using the realistic accuracy
scores as the dependent variable (see Table 1 for means
and SDs3). This analysis resulted in a significant main ef-
fect for gender of judge, F(1, 78) = 7.61, p = .007, ηp

2 =
.09, with female judges (M = .32, SD = .14) obtaining
higher levels of accuracy than males judges (M = .23,
SD = .19)4. There was also a significant main effect of
gender of target, F(1, 78) = 14.65, p < .001, ηp

2 = .16,
such that female targets (M = .33, SD = .20) were judged
more accurately than male targets (M = .22, SD = .23).
These results support hypothesis 2, that females are better
judges and better targets. The gender of judge × gender of
target interaction was not significant, F(1, 78) = .13, p =
.72, ηp

2 = .002, suggesting that the advantage of the com-
bination of being a female judge and having a female tar-
get is only additive.

The main effect of ethnicity of target was not significant,
F(1, 78) = 2.66, p = .11, ηp

2 = .03. The accuracy with which
Caucasian targets (M = .30, SD = .19) and other ethnicity
targets were judged (M = .26, SD = .23) did not differ. The
main effect of gender of target was qualified by a gender
of target × ethnicity of target interaction, F(1, 78) = 5.05,
p = .03, ηp

2 = .06. Among female targets, Caucasians (M =
.38, SD = .29) were judged more accurately than targets of
another ethnicity (M = .28, SD = .28), but among male tar-
gets there was no difference between Caucasians (M = .21,
SD = .27) and targets of another ethnicity (M = .23, SD =
.31). The gender of judge × ethnicity of target interaction,
F(1, 78) = .19, p = .66, ηp

2 = .002, and the three-way inter-
action, F(1, 78) = .01 p = .94, ηp

2 < .01, were not signifi-
cant.

Table 1. Realistic accuracy means and standard deviations for the 2 × 2 × 2 ANOVA

Female judges (n = 42) Male judge (n = 38)

Ethnicity Female target Male target Mean across
target gender

Female target Male target Mean across
target gender

Caucasian .42* (.30) .25* (.23) .34 (.17) .34 (.27) .17 (.29) .26 (.21)

Other .33* (.27) .28* (.29) .31 (.21) .22 (.28) .18* (.32) .20 (.25)

Mean across target ethnicity .38 (.19) .26 (.21) .32 (.14) .28 (.21) .18 (.25) .23 (.19)

Note. *Significantly greater than random correlations.
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Comparison to Random Correlations

A final way to examine these data is to determine whether
the average level of accuracy in each of the eight cells of
the 2 × 2 × 2 ANOVA exceeds the chance level of accuracy
for that judge-target combination (Furr, 2008). Even when
judgments and accuracy criteria are randomly paired, the
profile correlations tend not to be zero, potentially because
of factors such as stereotype accuracy and because most
people tend to be high on some traits (e.g., has high aspi-
ration level for self) and low on others (e.g., is deceitful and
manipulative). Within each cell, profile correlations be-
tween a judgment and the accuracy criterion for a different
target were computed for 30 randomly selected pairs. These
correlations were z-transformed, averaged, and converted
back to r. The levels of realistic accuracy for each cell were
then compared to the average random correlation using
one-sample t-tests (see Table 1). Among female judges, re-
alistic accuracy was significantly higher than random for
female Caucasian targets (average random r = .26, t(41) =
4.02, p < .001), female other ethnicity targets (average ran-
dom r = .21, t(41) = 3.22, p = .003), male Caucasian targets
(average random r = .18, t(41) = 2.10, p = .04), and male
other ethnicity targets (average random r = .15, t(41) =
2.91, p = .006). Among male judges, realistic accuracy was
significantly higher than random for male other ethnicity
targets (average random r = .06, t(37) = 2.43, p = .02), but
was not significantly higher for female Caucasian targets
(average random r = .28, t(37) = 1.61, p = .12), female oth-
er ethnicity targets (average random r = .14, t(37) = 1.69,
p = .10), or male Caucasian targets (average random r =
.11, t(37) = 1.28, p = .21).

Projection

A possible explanation for a relationship between GE sim-
ilarity and accuracy is the use of projection. If judges have
more similar personalities with targets at higher levels of
gender and ethnicity similarity, then judging the more sim-
ilar targets in a way that reflects the judges’ self-ratings will
result in higher levels of accuracy. However, recall from
the personality similarity analysis presented previously that
personality similarity did not differ across levels of gender
and ethnicity similarity. Regardless of the actual level of
personality similarity, judges may be more likely to project

their self-view onto targets whom they perceive as being
more similar to themselves and targets who were similar
on gender and ethnicity may have also been perceived as
more similar on personality. Therefore, the possibility that
projection was more evident among higher GE similarity
targets was tested. Projection was computed by correlating
the judges’ self-ratings and the judges’ ratings of the tar-
gets, within each level of GE similarity. These projection
correlations were then z-transformed and used to examine
whether more projection occurred among judge-target
pairs with more GE similarity. See Table 2 for means and
standard deviations.

A mixed-model ANOVA with GE similarity as a with-
in-subjects factor and gender of judge as a between-sub-
jects factor and the z-transformed projection scores as the
dependent variable was used to examine differences in pro-
jection. The data were not consistent with Hypothesis 3 –
that projection would be higher for targets who were more
similar to the judge in terms in gender in ethnicity – as there
was not a main effect of GE similarity, F(3, 234) = .72, p =
.54, ηp

2 = .01. The main effect of gender of judge was close
to conventional levels of significance, F(1, 78) = 3.79, p =
.06, ηp

2 = .05, such that women (M = .28, SD = .19) were
somewhat more likely to use projection than men (M = .19,
SD = .22). There was also a significant interaction between
GE similarity and gender of judge, F(3, 234) = 6.54, p <
.001, ηp

2 = .08. Posthoc one-way repeated-measures ANO-
VAs revealed that among female judges projection did not
differ across levels of GE similarity, F(3, 123) = 2.50, p =
.06, ηp

2 = .06. However, among male judges projection did
differ across levels of GE similarity, F(3, 111) = 4.86, p =
.003, ηp

2 = .12, and was highest when the judge and the
target were only the same ethnicity (comparisons to same
gender and ethnicity, p = .003; same gender, p = .006; noth-
ing similar, p = .02).

Even though levels of projection were relatively low in
magnitude, projection was moderately to highly correlated
with accuracy across all levels of GE similarity, r’s = .59
to .89, p’s = .0001 (see Table 3). These results suggest that,
regardless of the level of GE similarity, projection is posi-
tively related to accuracy and therefore advantageous when
used correctly in this situation.

Based on the strong correlations between projection and
accuracy, the question arose whether projection or gender
of the judge was a stronger predictor of accuracy. Multiple
regression was used to examine this question by entering

Table 2. Means and standard deviations of projection as a
function of judge-target GE similarity

Level of similarity

Nothing
similar

Same
gender

Same
ethnicity

Same gender
and ethnicity

Total .22 (.32) .22 (.37) .27 (.31) .26 (.32)

Female .26 (.32) .30 (.36) .20 (.29) .36 (.32)

Male .18 (.32) .12 (.37) .33 (.32) .14 (.29)

Note. Total N = 80, female n = 42, male n = 38.

Table 3. Correlations between projection and realistic ac-
curacy

Level of GE similarity

Nothing
similar

Same
gender

Same
ethnicity

Same gender
and ethnicity

Total .74 .81 .65 .70

Female .71 .69 .59 .59

Male .77 .89 .68 .73

Note. Total n = 80, female n = 42, male n = 38. All p values = .0001.
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each judges’ average projection score across the four tar-
gets and each judges’ gender as predictors of the average
accuracy score across the four targets. Both variables ex-
plained 67% of the variance in accuracy, which is a signif-
icant amount, F(2, 77) = 78.62, p < .001. Furthermore, the
average level of projection predicted a significant amount
of the variance in accuracy, β = .78, p < .001, and gender
was just above conventional levels of significance as a pre-
dictor of accuracy, β = – .13, p = .056. This result suggests
that projection is a stronger predictor of accuracy than gen-
der of judge.

For all levels of GE similarity, correlations were com-
puted between projection and personality similarity to de-
termine whether judge’s used projection more when they
had more similar personalities with the target. Across all
levels of GE similarity, it was found that projection was
more likely when the judge and the target had more similar
personalities (nothing similar r = .36, p = .001; same gen-
der r = .30, p = .006; same ethnicity r = .30, p = .008; same
gender and ethnicity r = .40, p < .001). These results sug-
gest that judges used more projection when they were in
fact more similar to targets in terms of personality, which
helps to explain why projection and accuracy are so highly
related.

Discussion

Some support was found for the hypothesis that judge-tar-
get GE similarity is related to the accuracy of personality
judgment. Based on the contrast analysis results, female
judges who were similar to the target in both gender and
ethnicity were more accurate than female judges who had
only gender or ethnicity in common with the target, or who
had neither gender nor ethnicity in common with the target.
Based on the ANOVA results, female judges who were
similar to the target in both gender and ethnicity were more
accurate than female judges who were similar to the target
on ethnicity but different on gender, and who differed from
the target on both gender and ethnicity. However, this pat-
tern was not found among male judges. Instead, male judg-
es achieved the highest levels of accuracy when they were
judging female targets (nothing similar and same ethnicity
targets).

A possible explanation of the benefit to accuracy at-
tained by female judges of more similar targets, especially
same gender targets, is that people who are more similar to
each other are more likely to have shared meaning systems.
People with shared meaning systems have similar ideas
about how personality is expressed through behavior and
therefore assign the same meaning to personality cues. For
example, eye contact could be interpreted as a sign of re-
spect for people with one meaning system and as a sign of
defiance for people with a different meaning system.
Therefore, similarity in meaning systems allows for the ap-
propriate interpretation of behavioral cues and is important

for success at the utilization stage of RAM. The weighted
average model (WAM) of consensus includes the parame-
ter of shared meaning systems and predicts that judges with
similar meaning systems achieve higher levels of consen-
sus (Kenny, 1991). This rationale also applies to accuracy
because judges and targets with similar meaning systems
are more likely to interpret behavior in similar ways, help-
ing judges to detect and correctly use cues emitted by tar-
gets and thus to make more accurate judgments of person-
ality (Allport, 1937; Hayes & Dunning, 1997; McCrae,
Stone, Fagan, & Costa, 1998). Shared meaning systems
also provide a possible mechanism of ingroup advantage
(Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002, 2003). Judges may be more
likely to have more similar meaning systems with people
in their ingroups, which would allow for more accurate in-
terpretations of behavior and therefore more accurate judg-
ments of personality.

The current findings are partially consistent with the
idea that judges who are more similar in gender and eth-
nicity to a target – and perhaps also have meaning systems
that are more similar to that target – are able to more accu-
rately judge personality. If people who are the same gender
and ethnicity are more likely to interpret behavioral cues
and items describing traits in similar ways, then this simi-
larity could explain why females judged targets of the same
gender and ethnicity with the highest levels of accuracy.
Perhaps gender and ethnicity are more useful cues to shared
meaning systems for females than for males, which might
explain why the main hypothesis was confirmed among
female judges but not among male judges.

The finding that females are more accurate judges and
targets is consistent with the nonverbal literature (Hall,
1978, 1984). Perhaps female targets give off more and/or
better cues to personality and therefore are easier for both
female and male targets to judge. The especially interesting
aspect of this finding is that having a female target was
more beneficial to males than having a target of a similar
gender. This finding suggests that factors other than simi-
larity of gender are more important for making accurate
judgments of personality than was predicted. One of these
more important factors might be how many relevant cues
to personality a target makes available. People who emit
more relevant cues have the chance of being judged more
accurately than those who emit fewer relevant cues; and
based on the stereotype that females are more expressive
than males, females may give off more relevant cues to
their personalities. In fact, there is some evidence that fe-
males are more expressive than males, especially for emo-
tions (Hall, Carter, & Horgan, 2000; Manstead, 1992). This
factor of the availability of relevant cues may be an impor-
tant first step for accuracy that cannot be compensated for
by judge-target similarity or shared meaning systems. If
there are not enough behavioral cues available on which to
base an accurate judgment, then shared meaning systems
cannot influence accuracy. This finding is consistent with
research on the good judge of personality that points to the
importance of the first two stages of RAM – relevance and
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availability – for the achievement of accurate personality
judgments (Letzring, 2008).

Projection also appears to provide an advantage in terms
of judgmental accuracy in this context, across all levels of GE
similarity. This advantage occurred even though projection
was not used more for targets with higher GE similarity. For
this reason, the results do not suggest that projection is an
alternative explanation for the similarity effect, because for
this to be the case projection should have been higher among
more similar judges and targets. However, projection was
used more for targets who actually had personalities that were
more similar to the judge. Furthermore, the results suggest the
use of projection is even more important than the gender of
the judge for predicting accuracy. This combination of find-
ings suggests that in this situation, in which judges are ex-
posed to five minutes of an unstructured interaction, making
judgments of others that are similar to judgments of the self
is related to higher levels of accuracy.

Limitations and Future Directions

One limitation of this research is that similarity of meaning
systems between judges and targets was not directly as-
sessed. In order to examine whether this is an appropriate
explanation of the link between similarity and accuracy
among females, future research should directly assess this
factor and examine it as a predictor of accuracy.

Another limitation in this study is the ethnic homogene-
ity of the judges, which made it impossible to assess wheth-
er the findings generalize across ethnicity of the judge.
Therefore, the reported findings may apply only to Cauca-
sian judges for whom Caucasian targets are the similar eth-
nic group. Furthermore, rather than similarity of ethnicity
being the explanation for increased accuracy among fe-
males, an alternative explanation may be that Caucasian
targets are easier to judge than targets of other ethnicities.
Future research should include more ethnically diverse
judges in order to address these issues.

A third limitation of the current project is that the cues
available to judges in the videos are not known. Presum-
ably, judges base their personality ratings on these cues. It
is possible that more relevant cues are available for female
targets than for male targets, which would help explain why
females are judged more accurately than males. A line of
research currently being pursued examines the usefulness
of various cues to personality in order to determine which
cues result in the most accurate judgments.

Conclusion

For some people, and especially for females, having the
same gender and ethnicity as the target is related to more
accurate personality judgments. One possible explanation

of this finding is that judges who share similar meaning
systems with the targets are more likely to interpret cues to
behavior in the way the target intends, which leads to more
accurate judgments. However, since similarity and accura-
cy were not related in the same way among male judges,
there seems to be more to the story. For example, the more
important factor may be the gender of the judge and the
target (in that having female judges and females targets
results in higher accuracy). In line with RAM, perhaps it is
especially important for relevant cues to first be available,
and then the extent to which the judge and the target share
meaning systems will have a greater influence on judgmen-
tal accuracy.
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