View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you by fCORE

provided by DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska

University of Nebraska - Lincoln

DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln

Management Department Faculty Publications Management Department

2012

Measuring implicit psychological constructs in organizational
behavior: An example using psychological capital

Peter D. Harms
University of Nebraska - Lincoln, pharms@gmail.com

Fred Luthans
University of Nebraska - Lincoln, fluthans1@unl.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/managementfacpub

b Part of the Management Sciences and Quantitative Methods Commons

Harms, Peter D. and Luthans, Fred, "Measuring implicit psychological constructs in organizational
behavior: An example using psychological capital" (2012). Management Department Faculty Publications.
85.

https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/managementfacpub/85

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Management Department at
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in Management Department
Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln.


https://core.ac.uk/display/17266459?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/managementfacpub
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/managementdept
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/managementfacpub?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fmanagementfacpub%2F85&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/637?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fmanagementfacpub%2F85&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/managementfacpub/85?utm_source=digitalcommons.unl.edu%2Fmanagementfacpub%2F85&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages

Published in Journal of Organizational Behavior 33:4 (May 2012), pp. 589-594; doi: 10.1002/job.1785
Copyright © 2012 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. Used by permission.

Submitted August 12, 2011; accepted November 26, 2012; published online February 6, 2012.

“THE INCUBATOR”

Measuring implicit psychological constructs in
organizational behavior: An example
using psychological capital

Peter D. Harms and Fred Luthans

Department of Management, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, Lincoln, Nebraska, USA
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Abstract

Implicit psychological constructs are effective predictors of behavioral outcomes but are rarely used
in organizational settings because of real or imagined problems with measurement validity and ad-
ministration. To address these concerns, we present a means of assessing implicit constructs quickly
and easily by using psychological capital as an example.

Keywords: implicit measures, implicit theories, psychological capital, positive organizational be-
havior, organizational behavior research methods

“It's not what you look at that matters, but what you see.” — Henry David Thoreau

Introduction

The notion of implicit schemas and motives, conceived of as the unconscious drivers of behavior and
decisions, has played an important role in understanding and measuring psychological constructs such as
motivation, personality, and self-esteem. For example, Henry Murray and David McClelland pioneered
the use of implicit measures such as the now famous Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) in their research
on motivation, and self-esteem researchers have long used the Implicit Association Test. These implicit
measures utilize a picture or a word phrase to have the respondent interpret or evaluate in a spontane-
ous, automatic, or unconscious manner, as opposed to the much more widely used explicit, self-report
measures where the respondent answers specific questions in a more conscious, reflective manner. More-
over, respondents of implicit instruments are generally unaware of what construct is being measured. Al-
though organizational behavior researchers have acknowledged the importance of implicit constructs in
areas such as leadership, there has been comparatively little attention given to implicit measures.

The purpose of this “Incubator” is to stimulate interest and research activity in the development and
validation of what we feel has been a missing link in important established and emerging organizational
behavior implicit constructs —short, easy to use, and valid implicit measures. We use the now recognized
positive organizational behavior construct of psychological capital (PsyCap) to demonstrate the develop-
ment of such a new implicit measure that is easy to administer and interpret and provide beginning evi-
dence of its validity.
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Why Implicit Measures?

Although there has been a very recent surge of renewed interest in the study of implicit measures
among personality and attitudes researchers (e.g., see LeBel & Paunonen, 2011), such measures are sel-
dom found in the organizational behavior research literature (for some exceptions, see Bing, LeBreton,
Davison, Migetz, & James, 2007; Johnson & Saboe, 2011; Latham, Stajkovic, & Locke, 2010). A major stum-
bling block for organizational behavior researchers seems to be dissatisfaction with the suitability of im-
plicit measures for applied settings. A number of reasons for this dissatisfaction have been suggested —in-
cluding the complexity of scoring traditional implicit measures such as the TAT, the reported unreliability
of many implicit measures, the lack of convergent validity with explicit measures, concerns about what
construct is actually being measured, the difficulty of conducting such assessments in the workplace,
and/or simply a lack of awareness of the research that has been carried out (LeBel & Paunonen, 2011;
Schultheiss, 2008).

Despite these potential problems with measuring implicit constructs, the potential interest in both the
basic and applied fields comes from the fact that implicit psychological constructs have been linked with
important outcomes that may be of interest to organizational researchers (e.g., leadership performance,
leader emergence, conflict escalation and resolution, creativity, and health outcomes, Schultheiss, 2008).
For instance, recent research using word-fragment completion tasks to assess implicit self-concepts dem-
onstrated the predictive power of the implicit constructs for a variety of work performance outcomes
above and beyond that of explicit measures (Johnson & Saboe, 2011). Other researchers using perceiver ef-
fects as projective tests have demonstrated that implicit positive perceptions of others is associated with
higher levels of organizational satisfaction, less cynicism, greater identification with their organization,
and more positive peer-ratings of personality and popularity (Wood, Harms, & Vazire, 2010).

Implicit and explicit measures of similar constructs often explain unique variance in important out-
comes (Bing et al., 2007; McClelland, Koestner, & Weinberger, 1989). However, implicit measures are be-
lieved to tap a more “authentic” psychological construct while at the same time being less susceptible to
known problems with self-report measures such as socially desirable responding (Roberts, Harms, Smith,
Wood, & Webb, 2006). On the basis of these and other recent studies, there is reason to believe that the
study and measurement of implicit constructs in organizational behavior is an underutilized but poten-
tially rewarding path to pursue.

A particularly good example to demonstrate the efficacy of implicit measures for organizational behav-
ior constructs is PsyCap. PsyCap is rooted in the wider positivity movement and is theoretically grounded
in the idea that individuals who perceive situations in a more positive way will be more likely to flourish.
Although Wood et al. (2010) were able to demonstrate that a positive worldview or mindset does have
positive implications for organizational outcomes, the method they used to measure this implicit schema
is likely prohibitive for most organizational researchers. Specifically, it involves getting multiple peer-rat-
ings of randomly selected peers and averaging scores across them to remove target effects.

As an alternative, we propose that having participants simply rate imaginary others will be equally ef-
fective at eliciting implicit schemas. This approach immediately does away with obvious concerns about
target effects, eliminates the need to have large groups of people who know one another, and reduces the
time needed to elicit the implicit levels of positivity in general and PsyCap in particular. To demonstrate
the potential benefits of using this type of implicit measure, we followed a brief overview of PsyCap by a
description of the development of the new Implicit PsyCap Questionnaire (I-PCQ).

Background on Psychological Capital

The field of positive organizational behavior was first introduced in the Journal of Organizational Behav-
ior about 10 years ago (Luthans, 2002; Wright, 2003) and has since received considerable attention through
its major construct of PsyCap. PsyCap is a multidimensional construct consisting of hope, efficacy, resil-
iency, and optimism (i.e., the HERO within; see Luthans, Youssef, & Avolio, 2007). Established in the pos-
itive psychology literature, hope is the belief or sense of agency that individuals can accomplish goals.
Efficacy is the belief or confidence in one’s own abilities to successfully execute and accomplish tasks. Re-
siliency reflects positive coping and bouncing back from adversity. Optimism is associated with making
positive attributions and having positive expectations for future events. Taken together, these four psy-
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chological resources have the common thread of implicitly reflecting “one’s positive appraisal of circum-
stances and probability for success based on motivated effort and perseverance” (Luthans, Avolio, Avey,
& Norman, 2007, p. 550).

A recent meta-analysis found that self-reported PsyCap is a significant predictor of a wide variety of
individual-level organizational outcomes such as multiple measures of performance, attitudes such as sat-
isfaction, commitment, and turnover intentions, and behaviors such as organizational citizenship and de-
viance (Avey, Reichard, Luthans, & Mhatre, 2011). To date, virtually all research on PsyCap has made use
of versions of a self-report measure of PsyCap, the Psychological Capital Questionnaire (PCQ; Luthans,
Youssef et al., 2007, pp. 237-238). However, to answer the call for more use of heretofore little used im-
plicit measures (e.g., see Becker, Cropanzano, & Sanfey, 2011; Latham et al., 2010) and to meet the objec-
tives of this “Incubator” section of the Journal of Organizational Behavior, as an example, we propose and
validate a new implicit measure of PsyCap, the I-PCQ. More generally, we aim to provide a framework
for developing new measures of implicit psychological constructs.

Development and Validity Support of the Implicit Psychological Capital
Questionnaire

The purpose in developing and testing the I-PCQ is to demonstrate the utility to the Incubator audi-
ence of the implicit measurement approach not only for PsyCap but also for other organizational behav-
ior constructs. More specifically, our objective is to introduce a method for developing new implicit mea-
sures that do not suffer from some of the problems associated with typical implicit measures (LeBel &
Paunonen, 2011). Our hope is that by demonstrating this process of developing a short and straightfor-
ward implicit measure, it will spur greater interest in the use of implicit measures in the wider field of or-
ganizational behavior.

In constructing our I-PCQ, we use a semi-projective technique using written prompts that are fol-
lowed by normal, short questions scored along a Likert scale. To elicit implicit schemas related to posi-
tivity and PsyCap, we present respondents with three situational prompts, ask them to generate stories
about someone (not themselves), and then have them respond to construct-targeted questions about the
stories they generated. For clarification and for those who wish to use the I-PCQ, we include this im-
plicit measure in Appendix A. This shows the instructions, the three story prompts, and the questions
asked about each story.

As shown in the Appendix, one prompt presents a positive experience (i.e., “Someone has a new job”),
one prompt presents a negative experience (i.e., “Someone makes a mistake at work”), and one prompt
provides an ambiguous experience (i.e., “Someone talks to their supervisor”). The reason for having typ-
ically positive, negative, and ambiguous prompts is to provide a diversity of situational contexts with
varying levels of difficulty that will facilitate response variation across items on the survey. Importantly,
the ambiguous prompt is especially open to interpretation by the respondent. Such ambiguity is most
similar to the classic Rorschach ink blots or TAT pictures that tend to be neutral in order for the respon-
dents to project their personality or motives. This traditional approach, of course, takes more time and
skill to interpret. However, the continuum of positive, neutral, and negative trigger terms on the I-PCQ
with the same questions for each prompt greatly simplifies these time and interpretation problems.

Besides the three simple prompts, another important feature of the I-PCQ is that respondents are
told to not actually write out their stories, just simply imagine them. Then for each of the positive, nega-
tive, and ambiguous stories, efficacy is assessed with item 8 “Feeling confident and self-assured in their
ability,” hope is assessed with item 2 “Believing that they can accomplish their goal,” resiliency is as-
sessed with item 7 “Believing that they can bounce back from any setbacks that have occurred,” and fi-
nally, optimism is assessed with item 3 “Expecting good things to happen in the future.” The remain-
ing four items included in each of the three statements are fillers used to help disguise the intent of the
measure. The three story prompts and questions were derived through unanimous agreement by the
researchers and a panel of subject matter experts. These questions are answered using a 7-point scale
(with anchors of -3 = the opposite is very true of this character, 0 = irrelevant thought/feeling for this character,
and +3 = very true of this character). Averaging the 12 items (the four PsyCap questions across the three
stories) determined an overall PsyCap score.
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Validity Analysis

Although reporting the detailed statistical analysis is beyond the scope of this Incubator piece, we did
find strong support for the validation of the [-PCQ (details can be obtained from the first author). The
sample used in our analysis consisted of 278 employed adults from a wide variety of jobs and industries
who volunteered to participate in university-sponsored research on the workplace. Besides the I-PCQ
shown in Appendix A, the study participants also completed the self-report measure of psychological
capital (PCQ-12; Luthans, Youssef et al., 2007), the Minnesota Satisfaction Questionnaire (Price & Mueller,
1986), Williams and Anderson’s (1991) individual and organizational citizenship behaviors questionnaire,
the interpersonal deviance subscale of Bennett and Robinson’s (2000) workplace deviance measure, and
task performance was measured using Williams and Anderson’s (1991) scale.

The internal reliability coefficient for the I-PCQ was high, as were all the other measures used in the
analysis. In terms of convergent and discriminant validities, the [-PCQ scores were significantly correlated
with the established self-report PCQ- 12, but this correlation was also low enough to indicate discriminant
validity. Moreover, both the I-PCQ and PCQ-12 measures were significantly correlated with each of the
major work attitudinal, behavioral, and performance outcome measures.

To evaluate whether the I-PCQ adds any meaningful predictive power above and beyond the tradi-
tional PCQ self-report measure of PsyCap, we entered the I-PCQ after the PCQ in multiple regression
equations predicting the work outcomes. In each case, the I-PCQ not only significantly predicted the per-
formance and satisfaction outcomes beyond the effects of the PCQ measure of PsyCap, but the addition of
the I-PCQ to the model also significantly improved the amount of variance explained in the criteria. Thus,
the analysis indicated that not only does the I-PCQ measure of PsyCap indicate convergent and discrimi-
nant validity vis-a-vis the PCQ but that the I-PCQ also is a significant predictor of both positive and neg-
ative work outcomes and explains variance in these outcomes beyond the effects of the traditional self-re-
port measure of PsyCap.

Demonstrating the Value of Implicit Measures

Although once again popular among personality psychologists, organizational behavior researchers
still largely ignore implicit measures and their relationship to important work outcomes. We submit that
implicit measures can add considerable value to understanding implicit organizational constructs as dem-
onstrated here with PsyCap. Two major reasons for the past general neglect are the difficulties faced by
researchers attempting to measure implicit constructs and skepticism surrounding the reliability and va-
lidity of various methods of assessing implicit constructs (LeBel & Paunonen, 2011).We have attempted to
demonstrate that these concerns can be addressed in a relatively straightforward manner using the exam-
ple of implicit and explicit measures of PsyCap. We demonstrated not only that the I-PCQ is simple to de-
velop, administer, and interpret but also that it is a valid predictor of work outcomes above and beyond
the widely used self-report measure of PsyCap.

Beyond providing a needed alternative measure in the case of PsyCap, our results suggest a num-
ber of possible avenues for future researchers. Although this study focused on the implicit measurement
of PsyCap, there is no reason why this method could not be utilized to assess implicit cognitive schemas
surrounding other organizational behavior constructs in areas such as motivation, ethics, conflict, stress,
power, politics, and leadership. Moreover, we would argue that the method used here represents a signif-
icant advance over other methods of assessing implicit constructs because it does not require coding and
interpretation (e.g. TATs), the use of computers (e.g. Implicit Association Tests), or having participants
rate multiple random targets (for an example, see Wood et al., 2010). Further, because such a technique
could be orally presented to respondents or job applicants, it does not require even the basic literacy skills
required for word-fragment completion tasks.

Besides the ease of administering this proposed implicit measurement approach, perhaps its biggest
advantage over the almost universally used face-valid self-report measures is that the objective of this im-
plicit measure is not easily discernable by the respondent. The questions do not specifically ask about the
person making the ratings. Importantly, this makes implicit measures such as the [-PCQ both more “fake”
resistant and less susceptible to socially desirable responding, two very big problems of commonly used
self-report measures.
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Finally, motivation researchers have long argued that whereas implicit constructs are best suited to
predicting important long-term outcomes, explicit measures are likely to be better predictors of short-
term tasks (McClelland et al., 1989). Although it remains to be seen whether this will hold true for the
implicit and explicit measures of PsyCap, it nonetheless suggests that researchers investigating implicit
constructs should not neglect usage of explicit measures. Both types of measures should be expected to
contribute uniquely to the prediction of workplace outcomes.

In conclusion, we believe that the approach utilized in the construction of the I-PCQ represents an ef-
fective way to address concerns surrounding both implicit and explicit measures. Using this “Incubator”
as a platform and point of departure, we look forward to organizational behavior researchers to be stimu-
lated to try this approach to assess implicit constructs in other domains of organizational behavior, as well
as rejuvenating the study and resulting theory building and effective application of PsyCap.
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Appendix A: Harms & Luthans Implicit Psychological Capital Questionnaire (I-PCQ)

In the following you will see a series of three statements. Your task is to invent stories about the people in these
statements. Try to imagine what is going on. Think about what happened before, who the characters are, what they
are thinking and feeling, what will happen next, and how will the story end. You don’t need to write the story down,
just think about it until it is clear in your mind. Then respond to the items after each of the three statements using
your own thoughts about what the character is thinking and feeling. Plan to spend around 2-4 minutes per story.
There are no right or wrong stories. Imagine whatever kind of story you like.

Someone Talks to Their Supervisor

Remember your task is to invent a story about someone in this statement. Again, you don’t need to write the story
down, just think about it until it is clear in your mind. Then respond to the following items using your own thoughts
about what the character is thinking and feeling. Rate the degree to which the character in your story thinks or feels
using the following scale:

1. Feeling smart
or intelligent

2. Believing that
they can
accomplish their
goal

3. Expecting good
things to happen
in the future

4. Feeling
satisfied with their
life

5. Being
concerned about
being seen as
important

6. Feeling
accepted by
others

7. Believing that
they can bounce
back from any
setbacks that
have occurred

8. Feeling
confident and self-
assured in their
ability

The opposite
is very true of

this character

The opposite
is somewhat
true of this

character

Q

The opposite
is slightly true
of this

character

o)

Irrelevant
thought/feeling
for this

character

o

Slightly
true of this

character

Somewhat
true of this

character

Very true
of this

character

Note to those using the Harms & Luthans I-PCQ: Repeat the above exact survey items and response scale format for two additional
pages with the statements at the top of: “Someone Has a New Job” and “Someone Makes a Mistake at Work”. Remember that
the 7-point scale ranges from -3 on the left anchor to 0 in the middle to +3 on the right anchor. The I-PCQ score is calculated from
items 2 (hope), 3 (optimism), 7 (resiliency) and 8 (efficacy) from all three statements, the other four items are intended to be filler

items.




	Measuring implicit psychological constructs in organizational behavior: An example using psychological capital
	

	Harms JOB 2012 Measuring implicit--DC VERSION.indd

