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Operational definition: specification of precisely how a variable is measured in a research study.

Operational definitions should be perfectly clear in any research study. They allow readers to understand 
precisely what was done in the study, and they allow other researchers to conduct additional research to build 
on prior research. Let’s take another, potentially more difficult variable to operationalize in Terrell et al.’s (2008) 
study. Specifically, the variable of aggressive behavior is one that could be operationalized in many ways. When 
psychologists discuss aggressive behavior, they focus on a person’s intention of trying to harm someone else 
(Baron & Richardson, 1994). Here, aggressive behavior was operationalized as the numbers of noise blasts that the 
participant gave an unmet other participant to harm his or her task performance. How else could aggressive 
behavior be operationalized? Hitting another person could qualify as aggressive behavior if the intent is to harm 
the person being hit. However, in this research, such an operationalization was not possible because there was 
no actual other participant.1 Alternatively, aggressive behavior could have been operationalized by asking par-
ticipants how much they would like to harm the other participant. Doing so would get around the fact that there 
was no other participant. Regardless, the important point to remember here is that however a variable is opera-
tionally defined, it must be made explicitly clear. People reading about the research study must be able to judge 
how good or poor the operational definition was, and other researchers need to be able to use it in their research.

Measurement Reliability and Validity
Let’s take a fairly simple variable to operationalize: foot size. It is a variable because people have various foot 
sizes. Suppose you measured your foot size right now. If you measured your foot size again tomorrow, I bet the 
two measurements would give you close to, if not precisely, the same number. It is unlikely that your foot size 
would change much between now and tomorrow. This is the essence of measurement reliability. The measure-
ment of a variable is reliable to the extent that the measurement provides consistent scores. Think about a 
friend of yours whom you consider to be “reliable.” That means you can count on him or her to behave consis-
tently over time. If she says she will meet you at 11 a.m., she will be there by that time or even several minutes 
before that time. It is the same notion with measurement reliability. If the same person completes a measure of 
a personality construct (e.g., venturesomeness), his or her score on that measure should be consistent.

Reliability: extent to which a measure produces consistent results.

There are several forms of measurement reliability. We will briefly discuss two of them here. A measurement has 
test–retest reliability when people complete a measurement twice and they tend to have similar scores on that 
measurement each time they take it. For instance, in psychology, personality traits are understood to be stable 
(consistent) behavioral patterns that a person displays across situations. So, we would expect if people completed 
a measure of a personality trait today, they should score similarly when they complete that measure at another time.

Test–retest reliability: extent to which people tend to score similarly on a measurement that is completed at two differ-
ent points in time.

It is important to realize that measurement reliability is established by examining a large sample of data, not 
scores from one or two people. For instance, I took the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT®; College Board, New York, 
NY) twice and earned very different scores on the two testing occasions. However, when we examine a large 


