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Research shows that people’s self-reports may be biased by an initial elevation
phenomenon in which ratings are higher the first time that people take a survey as
compared to the second and subsequent times. Apart from the fact that this phenomenon
exists, and that it might bias ratings for negative subjective experiences more strongly
than positive ones, little else is known. In the present study, we examined whether the
initial elevation phenomenon occurs for commonly used trait measures, such as ratings
on personality inventories and life satisfaction. We hypothesized that the initial elevation
phenomenon may be associated with the (un)desirability of the content of the self-report
items such that scores for undesirable facets would show initial elevation and scores for
desirable facets would show the reverse. We tested this in an online convenience sample

(N = 3,329) using 5 facets of a personality inventory and a single item measure of life
satisfaction. Our hypotheses were not supported. Our findings suggest that at least for
online convenience samples, ratings on personality inventories and life satisfaction are

not strongly impacted by initial elevation.

Introduction

Previous research shows that self-reports may be biased
by an initial elevation phenomenon. Controlled experi-
ments in which participants are, for example, randomly al-
located to respond to survey items either on 2 measure-
ment occasions (T1 and T2) or only once (T2) have found
that people’s ratings tend to be higher, on average, for
those who are taking the survey for the first time as com-
pared to a second time (Anvari et al., 2023; Shrout et al.,
2018). Shrout et al. (2018) and Anvari et al. (2023) found
that the initial elevation phenomenon occurs for various
self-reports, including momentary ratings of anxiety, gen-
eral negative affect, and general positive affect, and retro-
spective self-reports of mental and physical health symp-
toms. Although the phenomenon seems robust for
measures of these constructs, many questions remain. One
question with practical relevance for researchers is whether
the initial elevation phenomenon occurs more generally,
for measures of trait-like constructs. For example, it re-
mains unclear whether the initial elevation phenomenon
occurs for self-reports on personality inventories and for
life satisfaction, both of which are widely used in the social
sciences, and the mechanisms driving the phenomenon are
unknown.

Previously proposed mechanisms for the initial elevation
phenomenon involved some process in which people’s feel-
ings would change in the time between completing the first
and subsequent surveys. Perhaps the most obvious expla-
nation for any changes observed between two measurement
occasions are the confounds of time, whereby some event
causes changes in the experience being measured. But there
have also been other mechanisms proposed. For example,
the initial elevation phenomenon has been explained as a
reduction in test-taking anxiety (e.g., Windle, 1955), a gen-
eral change in the feelings of participants caused by tak-
ing part in the measurement process (French & Sutton,
2010; Knowles et al., 1996), or as a result of sampling bias
whereby people high in anxiety are selected into a study
for the first survey and the most anxious people subse-
quently dropout of the study or become less anxious by the
time the second survey is administered (e.g., Arslan et al.,
2021; Iachina & Bilenberg, 2012; Milich et al., 1980). How-
ever, these studies did not include experiments with control
groups to test the proposed mechanisms.

Recent studies with experimental controls have ruled out
these previously proposed explanations for the phenome-
non. For example, Shrout et al. (2018) randomly allocated
people to different groups with the only difference being
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when the groups would start participating in the longitudi-
nal study (e.g., one group would start the daily diary study
on Day 1 and another group would start the study on Day
22). They could therefore compare the different groups on
their survey responses to the same questions on the same
day (e.g., Day 22), but whereas one group would be com-
pleting the survey for the first time on that day, the other
group would have completed the survey at least once be-
fore. Shrout et al. found that people who were taking the
survey for the first time (e.g., the group starting on Day 22)
had consistently higher ratings, particularly for negative
subjective experiences such as anxiety, than people who
had started the study earlier (e.g., the group who started on
Day 1). Moreover, Shrout et al. found that the initial eleva-
tion occurred even when people were reporting the psycho-
logical distress of their roommates, so that the phenome-
non could not be explained by the confounds of time or any
other mechanism causing a change in the participants’ feel-
ings.

Further evidence against the previously proposed mech-
anisms came from a study we conducted previously (Anvari
et al., 2023). We recruited a large sample of participants
from an online participant pool on Day 0 and randomly al-
located them to two groups. One group completed the sur-
vey on Days 1 and 2, whereas the other group completed
the survey only on Day 2. An initial elevation would be pre-
sent when on Day 2, the group responding to the survey for
the first time would have higher ratings than the group re-
sponding to the survey for the second time. In Study 1, this
is exactly what we observed: Participants completing the
survey for the first time on Day 2 reported higher levels of
anxiety than those who were completing the survey for the
second time. In Study 2, we made a slight change whereby
the survey on Days 1 and 2 consisted of a 3-item measure
of serenity, presumably the opposite of anxiety, and only
the Day 2 survey included the 3-item measure of anxiety
that they used in Study 1. we reasoned that if the initial el-
evation phenomenon was caused by a change in feelings,
such as a reduction in anxiety, then on Day 2 there should
be an initial elevation on the anxiety scale even though
both groups were responding to this scale for the first time,
and a corresponding reverse effect on the serenity scale.
There were no statistically significant differences, with ef-
fects for both scales falling within the equivalence bounds
(d =10.16]). Taken together with the findings in Shrout et al.
(2018), the initial elevation phenomenon is unlikely to be
caused by real changes in feelings.

In trying to identify alternative, plausible mechanisms
for the initial elevation phenomenon we examined the data
patterns reported in our previous work. For the present
study, we (Anvari et al., 2023, Supplemental) reported ex-
ploratory analyses showing that there was an initial eleva-
tion phenomenon for personality items that could be clas-
sified as being undesirable, but not for items that could
be classified as desirable. We analyzed these data on an
item-by-item basis and found that some undesirable items
showed an initial elevation phenomenon and that some de-
sirable items showed a reversed effect. We hypothesized

that the initial elevation phenomenon may therefore be re-
lated to the (un)desirability of the personality traits.

Present Research

For the study we report here, we hypothesized that per-
sonality facets we identified as being undesirable would
show an initial elevation phenomenon. In contrast, we ex-
pected that facets that are desirable would show a reverse
initial elevation. For those facets closer to neutral, we pre-
dicted an effect falling within the equivalence bounds. De-
tails of how we selected the personality facets are in the
methods section. Finally, we also included a single item
measure of life satisfaction to test whether this widely used
measure is impacted by the initial elevation phenomenon.
We recruited a large sample of participants and randomly
allocated them to two groups. One group completed the
measures directly after recruitment (T1) as well as in 2
weeks’ time (T2; this is “the T1-T2 group”). The other group
completed the measures only at T2 (this is “the T2-only
group”).

We were interested in examining the role of the (un)de-
sirability of the content of the personality measures in the
initial elevation phenomenon; namely, that people may at
first report higher levels of undesirable content and lower
levels of desirable content. Therefore, our hypotheses for
the personality measures were not concerned with whether
items were reverse scored. Rather, our hypotheses had to
do with whether higher or lower scores on the personality
measures indicated more or less of an (un)desirable thing.
With this in mind, we considered that an initial elevation
phenomenon would be evident on a personality measure if
the T2-only group had higher scores than the T1-T2 group
at T2, after scoring the measures in accordance with the
scoring key described in the methods section. And we ex-
pected that with the personality measures so scored, those
which were high in undesirability would show an initial ele-
vation phenomenon, those high in desirability would show
a reverse effect, and those which were low on (un)desir-
ability would have an effect falling within the equivalence
bounds. We included life satisfaction for the purposes of
another, unrelated study, and so this measure was included
only incidentally which we, nonetheless, preregistered a
hypothesis for, expecting an initial elevation. We therefore
had the following preregistered hypotheses for responses at
T2:

Hypothesis 1a: The T2-only group who are responding
for the first time to the survey items will have higher scores
for the highly undesirable Self-Consciousness facet, com-
pared to the T1-T2 group who are responding for the sec-
ond time (i.e., there would be initial elevation);

Hypothesis 1b and 1c: The T2-only group will have lower
scores than the T1-T2 group for the highly desirable As-
sertiveness and Self-Efficacy facets, respectively (i.e., there
would be a reverse effect, with later elevation);

Hypothesis 1d and le: The difference in scores between
the T2-only group and the T1-T2 group will fall within
the equivalence bounds of Cohen’s d = 0.16 for the rela-
tively neutral Sympathy and Artistic Interests facets, re-
spectively;
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Hypothesis 2: The T2-only group will have lower scores
than the T1-T2 group for life satisfaction (i.e., there would
be a reverse effect, with later elevation).

Methods

The hypotheses, methods, and analyses were all prereg-
istered on the OSF: https://osf.io/y29ch. The data, analy-
sis code, and materials (i.e., Qualtrics printouts) are also on
the OSF: https://osf.io/e2yj9/.

Participants and Procedure

Our smallest effect size of interest was d = 0.16, the same
as in Anvari et al. (2023) and the lower median estimate
found in Shrout et al. (2018). For each independent sam-
ples, two-sided, Welch’s t-test to have 95% power to detect
an effect size of d = 0.16, we required 1,445 participants for
each condition, i.e. 2,890 participants in total. To reject ef-
fects at least as large as d = |0.16| with equivalence tests at
95% power, we required 2,984 participants. Given the lon-
gitudinal nature of the study, we expected attrition. There-
fore, we recruited 4,000 participants from Prolific.co on 5th
July 2023 (Wednesday). After removal of duplicate entries,
we ended up with a sample of 3,995 participants recruited.
We randomly allocated participants to the T1-T2 group or
the T2-only group. The T1-T2 group completed the survey
items immediately after giving informed consent (T1) and
then were told that they would be contacted to do another
survey in 2 weeks. The T2-only group were told that they
would be contacted in 2 weeks to do the survey (i.e., they
completed none of the survey items at T1). In 2 weeks (T2),
on the same day of the week as the T1 survey (i.e., Wednes-
day 19th July), both groups were invited to do the survey.
The T2 survey was kept open for about 24 hours. At T1, par-
ticipants in the T2-only group were paid £0.10 and partici-
pants in the T1-T2 group were paid £0.40. At T2, all partic-
ipants were paid £0.40. After removal of duplicate entries,
we had a sample of 3,329 participants who completed the
survey at T2.

Using Prolific’s records, rather than collecting demo-
graphic data in our own study, 1,693 participants reported
sex as female, 1,614 as male, 7 preferred not to say, and
9 participants for whom the sex-data on Prolific had ex-
pired. Participants in the final sample had a mean age of
36.67 years (SD = 12.75 years), ranging from 18 to 123 years
(given that Jeanne Calment, the oldest verified person to
have lived, died at 122 years old, the 123 year old person in
our data is likely an entry error; the next oldest person was
81). The T1-T2 group who were responding for the second
time at T2 consisted of 1,662 participants, and the T2-only
group of 1,667.

Measures
Personality

To inform our selection of undesirable, desirable, and
neutral personality facets, we started with the results of
analyses of the facets in the NEO-PI-R reported by Schim-

mack (2019). Table 3 in Schimmack (2019) shows each
facet’s loading onto an evaluative bias factor. The evalua-
tive bias factor reflects whether a facet is undesirable (neg-
ative loading), desirable (positive loading), or more neutral
(low or zero loading). The NEO-PI-R is not freely avail-
able. Therefore, we used the free 120-item IPIP (Maples et
al., 2014), which has items, facets, and domains that corre-
spond well with the NEO-PI-R.

To make sure that the facets from the 120-item IPIP
loaded onto the evaluative bias factor similarly to the cor-
responding facets of the NEO-PI-R reported by Schimmack
(2019), we conducted factor analyses on data from Bain-
bridge et al. (2022) who used the same 120-item IPIP that
we used. Bainbridge et al. had two studies. Their Study 2
(2a and 2b) had the larger sample size. We used the data
from this study to tailor the measurement model, by adding
cross-loadings and allowing facet residuals to correlate, and
identify a good fitting model. We extracted from this model
the loading of each facet onto the evaluative bias factor. We
then validated the model using the data from Bainbridge et
al.'s Study 1 and, again, extracted each facet’s loading onto
the evaluative bias factor. The R code and data for these
analyses are on the OSF link provided above which also
includes an excel file containing each facet and its factor
loading onto the evaluative bias factor in our models using
Bainbridge et al’s data. We selected the facets from the IPIP
which had loadings onto the evaluative bias factor similar
to the loadings of the corresponding facets in Schimmack
(2019).

We thus selected the undesirable Self-Consciousness
facet (N4); the desirable Assertiveness (E3) and Self-Effi-
cacy facets (C1; in Schimmack’s 2019 inventory the latter
is called Competence); and the relatively neutral Sympathy
(A6) and Artistic Interests facets (O2; in Schimmack’s 2019
inventory these were called Tender-Mindedness and Aes-
thetics, respectively). The items from each of the selected
facets are presented below. The evaluative bias factor load-
ings for the facets we selected in the validation model were:
Self-Consciousness (-.55); Assertiveness (.65); Self-Efficacy
(.61); Sympathy (.21); and Artistic Interests (.09). We were
therefore confident that the facets we selected from the
120-item IPIP had appropriate loadings on the evaluative
bias factor, so that two facets were highly desirable, one
was highly undesirable, and two were neutral or low on
(un)desirability.

The personality items were used in both the T1 and T2
surveys. Participants were asked, "How much do you agree
or disagree with each of the following statements?:

NA4: Self-Consciousness

I find it difficult to approach others.

I am easily intimidated.

I am not embarrassed easily.*

I am able to stand up for myself.*

E3: Assertiveness

I take charge.

I try to lead others.

I take control of things.

I wait for others to lead the way.*

02: Artistic Interests
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I see beauty in things that others might not notice.

I do not like art.*

I do not like poetry.*

I do not enjoy going to art museums.*

C1: Self-Efficacy

I complete tasks successfully

I excel in what I do.

I handle tasks smoothly.

I know how to get things done.

A6: Sympathy

I sympathize with the homeless.

I feel sympathy for those who are worse off than myself.

I suffer from others’ sorrows.

I am not interested in other people’s problems.*

The above personality items were presented in random
order on a single page and rated: 1 = disagree strongly, 2 =
disagree a little, 3 = neither disagree nor agree, 4 = agree
a little, 5 = agree strongly. Ratings on the items for each
facet were averaged for each participant, after reverse scor-
ing the relevant items. (* Indicates the item should be re-
verse scored.)

Life Satisfaction

At both T1 and T2, after the personality items and on
a separate page, we included a single item measure of life
satisfaction as used in the German Socio-Economic Panel
(Goebel et al., 2019):

“How satisfied are you with your life, all things consid-
ered?”, rated from 0 = completely dissatisfied, to 10 = com-
pletely satisfied.

Additional Measures

At T2 only, on the same page as the life satisfaction item,
we asked participants 3 further questions for another study
unrelated to this one:

“Remember 2 weeks ago when you first signed up to this
study. How satisfied were you with your life at that time, all
things considered?”, rated from 0 = completely dissatisfied,
to 10 = completely satisfied.

“Compared to 2 weeks ago, would you say that you are
less satisfied with your life now, more satisfied now, or
about the same?”, 1 = much less satisfied, 2 = a little less
satisfied, 3 = about the same, 4 = a little more satisfied, 5 =
much more satisfied.

“What rating did you give 2 weeks ago for how satisfied
you were with your life? (If you didn’t do the survey 2 weeks
ago, choose “n/a”.)”, rated from 0 = completely dissatis-
fied, to 10 = completely satisfied, and n/a being the 11th re-
sponse option.

We do not report these last 3 items any further in this
paper.

Attrition Analyses

We assessed potential differences in attrition between
the two groups. Overall attrition, going from T1 to T2,
was 16.6% (665 participants completed the T1 recruitment
phase/survey but did not complete the T2 survey). Of these,

335 were the T1-T2 group and 330 were from the T2-only
group. The attrition rate for the T1-T2 group was 16.8% and
for the T2-only group it was 16.5%, and this difference was
not statistically significant, X2 = 0.03, p = .8595. Therefore,
attrition is unlikely to explain any potential differences be-
tween the T2-only and the T1-T2 groups.

We also assessed potential differences in the T1 re-
sponses on the measures for the T1-T2 group between
those who completed the T2 survey and those who did not
complete the T2 survey. Although this would not inform us
about potential differences on the measures between the
T2-only and the T1-T2 groups, it could shed light on po-
tential differences for the within-group analyses reported
in the “Exploratory Analyses” section of the results. For ex-
ample, if people who dropped out had scores that consis-
tently reflected poorer adjustment (e.g., higher Self-Con-
sciousness, lower Life Satisfaction and Self-Efficacy, and so
on), then such a systematic pattern could be used to infer
why there might or might not be differences in scores be-
tween T1 and T2. There were only two measures (out of
six) on which T1 scores were statistically significantly dif-
ferent between those who dropped out and those who did
not. Those who dropped out (M = 3.93, SD = 0.67) had lower
scores on Self-Efficacy than those who did not (M = 4.01,
SD =0.67), t(477'12) =2.00, p =.0462. In contrast, those who
dropped out (M = 6.56, SD = 0.1.87) had higher scores on life
satisfaction than those who did not (M = 6.26, SD = 1.97),
t495.62) = -2-66, p = .0080. The differences on the other
measures were not statistically significant (all ps > .10)
and the two significant differences may be chance findings
given the number of multiple tests (the Bonferonni cor-
rected alpha for six comparisons is .008). There was there-
fore not a clear pattern that could be used to shed light on
the results of the within-group analyses described further
below.

Results
Preregistered Analyses

For all analyses, ratings given at T2 were the dependent
variables. With 6 tests (Hypotheses la-1le, and 2), the cor-
rected alpha was preregistered to be (.05/6) .008. We tested
Hypotheses la-1e and 2 using independent samples, two-
sided, Welch’s t-tests. The t-tests for the hypotheses that
were not significant were followed up with equivalence
tests. Hypotheses 1d and le were to be tested using equiv-
alence tests to examine whether the effect size falls within
the equivalence bounds of d = -0.16 and 0.16. The means,
standard deviations, and t-test results comparing the
groups at T2 are presented in Table 1.

Hypothesis 1a was that the T2-only group would have
higher mean ratings for Self-Consciousness than the T1-T2
group. This hypothesis was not supported. The equivalence
test showed that the difference between the groups fell
within the equivalence bounds, t3321.6) = 3.52, p =.0002.

Hypothesis 1b and 1c were that the T2-only group would
have lower mean ratings than the T1-T2 group for As-
sertiveness and Self-Efficacy, respectively. Neither of these
were supported. The equivalence tests showed that the ef-
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Table 1.

Measure M (SD) T2-only M (SD)T1-T2 Cohen’s d[Clgs] Inferential Statistics

Self-Consciousness 2.72(0.86) 2.68(0.89) 0.04[-0.03,0.11] ti3321.6)= 1.10,p=.2733
Assertiveness 3.24(0.89) 3.29(0.93) -0.05[-0.12,0.01] taaaz2) = 1.55.p=.1216
Self-Efficacy 3.95(0.67) 4.00(0.66) -0.07[-0.14,-0.01] t(3326.2)= 2.14,p=.0321
Sympathy 3.73(0.75) 3.78(0.76) -0.07[-0.14,0.000] t(3325.9) = 1.96,p =.0504
Artistic Interests 3.70(0.93) 3.76(0.93) -0.07[-0.13,0.002] tiaa26.9) = 191, p=.0560
Life Satisfaction 6.22(2.00) 6.23(2.05) -0.01[-0.08,0.06] t3324.5) = 0.25,p = 8031

Note. The M (SD) columns present the means and standard deviations for each group. Cohen’s ds were calculated using the cohen.d() function from the “effsize” package (version
0.8.1; Torchiano, 2020) in R, with pooled standard deviation and Hedge’s correction. A positive Cohen’s d indicates that the T2-only group had higher mean scores than the T1-T2

group (i.e., initial elevation) and a negative Cohen’s d indicates the reverse.

Table 2.

Measure M(SD)T1 M (SD)T2 Cohen’s d [Clgs4,] Inferential Statistics

Self-Consciousness 2.68(0.89) 2.68(0.89) 0.003[-0.03,0.03] t(1661) =0.19,p=.8457
Assertiveness 3.37(0.92) 3.29(0.93) 0.08[0.05,0.11] ti1661) = 5.58,p <.0001
Self-Efficacy 4.01(0.67) 4.00(0.66) 0.01[-0.02,0.04] te61) = 0.48,p=.6297
Sympathy 3.79(0.76) 3.78(0.76) 0.01[-0.02,0.04] te61) = 0.89,p=.3752
Artistic Interests 3.77 (0.91) 3.76(0.93) 0.01[-0.02,0.04] te61) = 0.82,p=.4111
Life Satisfaction 6.26 (1.97) 6.23(2.05) 0.01[-0.01,0.04] ti1661) = 1.03,p=.3025

Note. The M (SD) columns present means and standard deviations at T1 and T2 for the T1-T2 group. Cohen’s ds were calculated using the cohen.d() function from the “effsize” pack-
age (version 0.8.1; Torchiano, 2020) in R, with pooled standard deviation and Hedge’s correction. A positive Cohen’s d indicates that the T1 scores were higher than the T2 scores

(i.e., initial elevation) and a negative Cohen’s d indicates the reverse.

fects fell within the equivalence bounds for Assertiveness,
t3322.25) = 307, p = .0011, as well as for Self-Efficacy,
t3326.2) = 2-47, p = .0067.

Hypothesis 1d and le were that the difference between
the T2-only group and the T1-T2 group would fall within
the equivalence bounds of d = 0.16 for ratings of Sympathy
and Artistic Interests, respectively. The equivalence test
was statistically significant for both Sympathy, , t(3325.89) =
2.66, p = .0040, and Artistic Interests, £ 3376 99y = 2.70, p =
.0034.

Finally, Hypothesis 2 was that the T2-only group would
have lower mean ratings than the T1-T2 group for life sat-
isfaction. This hypothesis was also not supported, and the
equivalence test showed that the difference fell within the
equivalence bounds, t (33,4 49y = 4.37, p <.0001.

Exploratory Analyses

In exploratory, non-preregistered analyses, we also ex-
amined whether the T1-T2 group (n = 1,662) showed any
change in ratings going from T1 to T2. With 6 measures
and therefore 6 tests, we used the corrected alpha of .008
for these exploratory analyses. An initial elevation would
be evident if the scores at T1 are higher than the scores at
T2. The means, standard deviations, and one-sample t-test
results comparing T1 with T2 for the T1-T2 group are pre-
sented in Table 2.

The only within-group comparison that was significant
was for Assertiveness, for which there was an initial eleva-
tion. However, this was in the direction opposite to what
would be expected if our proposed mechanism of (un)de-

sirability of the content of the measure was the explana-
tion, since Assertiveness was highly desirable and which we
therefore expected to show a reverse effect (see Hypothesis
1b). All of the other within-group differences were centred
almost directly over zero.

Discussion

We tested whether the initial elevation phenomenon oc-
curs for self-report ratings on several facets of a personality
inventory and for life satisfaction, and whether the phe-
nomenon corresponds with the (un)desirability of the
facets’ content. The pattern of results we hypothesized was
not supported. There was a statistically nonsignificant
small initial elevation on the undesirable facet of self-con-
sciousness, and nonsignificant small reverse effects on the
2 desirable facets and the 2 relatively neutral facets. For life
satisfaction, the effect was centred almost exactly on zero.
All effects fell within the equivalence bounds. Therefore, if
there is an initial elevation phenomenon (or reversal) that
occurs on the facets of the personality inventory and for
life satisfaction in participants from convenience samples,
it is likely to be smaller than d = |0.16]. Our smallest ef-
fect size of interest was based on results from past research
examining the initial elevation phenomenon using similar
methodological designs. Shrout et al. (2018), reported d =
0.16 as the smallest median effect size from their studies,
and Anvari et al. (2023) used that as their smallest effect
size of interest. Researchers conducting future studies may
select an effect size relevant for them, based on their own
justifications.
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In exploratory analyses we examined whether there was
support for our hypotheses at the within-person level, by
comparing the ratings the T1-T2 group gave at T1 against
T2. Five of the effects centred almost exactly on zero, with
the Assertiveness facet showing an initial elevation; which
was in the opposite direction to the predicted effect based
on the desirability of the facet. Because these within-per-
son comparisons were exploratory and less causally infor-
mative because of the lack of randomization, we do not
draw any conclusions about the one statistically significant
effect.

The simplest interpretation of our results is that person-
ality inventories and life satisfaction ratings, such as those
in the present study, are not affected by or less prone to an
initial elevation phenomenon as compared to the affect and
symptom measures used in past research (e.g., Anvari et al.,
2023; Shrout et al., 2018). And, furthermore, this parsimo-
nious interpretation of our results suggests that the initial
elevation phenomenon is unrelated to the (un)desirability
of the content of the measures.

There could be various explanations as to why person-
ality inventories and life satisfaction ratings may be less
prone to an initial elevation phenomenon. The ratings for
both the personality inventories and the life satisfaction
ratings are given on bipolar scales. For the personality
items, participants reported how much they disagreed-
agreed with each statement, and for life satisfaction partic-
ipants reported how much they were dissatisfied-satisfied.
Experimentally controlled studies showing evidence for the
initial elevation phenomenon have used unipolar scales,
such as where participants give ratings from 1 = not at all,
to 5 = extremely (Anvari et al., 2023; Shrout et al., 2018).
One could therefore speculate that bipolar scales may, for
some unknown reason, be immune to initial elevation.

However, we urge caution against drawing any strong
conclusions about personality inventories and life satisfac-
tion ratings being immune to initial elevation across all
contexts. Participants in our sample had been approved, on
Prolific, for completing a mean number of 555 (SD = 546)
studies; median of 368. It is therefore plausible that we may
not have observed initial elevation on the personality and
life satisfaction measures due to participants having had
experience with completing similar measures previously. If
previous survey experience immunized participants against
the initial elevation phenomenon, we would have to ad-
ditionally assume that: (i) personality inventories and life
satisfaction scales are included in online surveys more of-
ten than affect measures, since initial elevation has, in past
research, been found for samples from Prolific using mea-
sures of momentary anxiety and general affect, as well as
retrospective reports of mental and physical health symp-
toms (Anvari et al., 2023); and (ii) a substantial part of our
sample had indeed participated in a study that included
personality and life satisfaction measures. Some experi-
mentally controlled studies have reported that the initial
elevation phenomenon may last at least up to 2 months,
with effect sizes declining over time. People who completed
the measures 2 months ago tend to still have lower ratings

than people completing the measures for the first time now
(Shrout et al., 2018; see also Windle, 1954).

There is also research on panel conditioning effects (or
instrumentation, as discussed by Baird et al., 2010) that
suggests initial elevation may last substantially longer than
2 months. For example, Wooden and Li (2013) examined 10
waves of a yearly panel survey of Australian households,
testing for changes in life satisfaction and mental health.
For life satisfaction, they found an initial elevation in peo-
ple’s ratings on the first wave as compared to the second
wave, even after including other potential influencing vari-
ables in their model, noting that the initial elevation effect
was small (0.06 points, on an 11-point scale). Their analy-
ses of the mental health measure showed no initial el-
evation when their model included the influencing vari-
ables, except when they examined only the women in their
data. They observed that women’s scores increased in suc-
cessive waves, suggesting a reverse initial elevation; but
higher scores on their measure were indicative of better
mental health so that in the first wave women reported
poorer mental health. This is partly consistent with the
findings of experimentally controlled studies in which men-
tal health measures show initial elevation, such that people
reported elevated mental and physical health symptoms in
the first survey as compared to the second (Anvari et al.,
2023; Shrout et al., 2018). In what may perhaps be con-
sidered a better test of initial elevation on panel research,
Van Landeghem (2012) used the German SOEP and Swiss
Household Panel survey to compare life satisfaction rat-
ings given by respondents from refreshment samples being
added to the panels against the ratings given by existing
panel members completing the surveys on a yearly basis.
Van Landeghem found that those in the refreshment sam-
ples completing the survey for the first time had higher life
satisfaction ratings than those who had completed the sur-
veys already (differences ranged from 0.16 to 0.64, on an
11-point scale), even after controlling for age differences
between the refreshment and the existing samples.

Moreover, experimentally controlled studies have also
been used to examine panel conditioning effects. For exam-
ple, Torche et al. (2012) conducted a panel study of ado-
lescents, randomly allocating students to two groups. Both
groups completed the survey at both T1 and T2 which were
separated by a year. One group’s survey included questions
about substance use at both T1 and T2, whereas the other
group’s survey included the substance use questions only
at T2. Torche et al. found that the group responding to
the substance use questions for the first time at T2 had a
higher rate of reporting substance use than those respond-
ing for the second time (i.e., there was an initial elevation
effect; but see Halpern-Manners et al., 2014, where an ef-
fect in the opposite direction was found for other illicit be-
haviors among adults). Similarly, in another panel study
that was conducted every 2 months, participants were ran-
domly allocated to complete additional weekly surveys or to
continue with just the bi-monthly surveys; although there
was no effect on most measures, those who completed sur-
veys less frequently had higher ratings for feeling depressed
(i.e., an initial elevation; Cornesse et al., 2023). Taken to-
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gether, panel conditioning effects in the longitudinal sur-
vey literature show that initial elevation may be observed
even when surveys are separated by one year.

This means that, because our participants were experi-
enced survey-takers who had likely completed personality
inventories and life satisfaction scales relatively recently,
we cannot rule out the role of the (un)desirability of the
content of the measures in the initial elevation phenome-
non, nor can we conclude that personality inventories and
life satisfaction ratings are generally immune in samples of
participants with no previous experience with these mea-
sures. Nonetheless, our findings still have practical rele-
vance. An increasing number of studies in psychological
science use opt-in online samples, such as those supplied
by Prolific (Bohannon, 2016; Uittenhove et al., 2022). It is
therefore important for researchers using such samples to
have some indication of whether their measures might be
impacted by initial elevation.

In attempting to explain the difference between our re-
sults in the present study and past research using online
convenience samples finding an initial elevation, one could
also argue that our sample may have contained a small but
not insignificant proportion of bogus respondents. Kennedy
et al. (2020) found that bogus respondents in opt-in online
samples (4% to 7%), like the one we used, tend to say “Yes”
to most questions regardless of content, perhaps to in-
crease their chances of being screened in for a subsequent
study (see also Mercer & Lau, 2023). It is conceivable that
professional survey takers have learned that feigning neg-
ative affect and psychopathology, but not undesirable per-
sonality, increases their odds of being screened into sub-
sequent studies. However, several of the samples used by
Shrout et al. (2018) were student samples, which should be
immune to such concerns, and still showed the initial ele-
vation phenomenon.

In conclusion, our results show that at least for samples
from Prolific.com, and possibly other convenience samples
commonly used by psychology researchers (e.g., MTurk and
Cloud Research), ratings on personality inventories and life
satisfaction are not very strongly impacted by the initial el-
evation phenomenon. Although these measures may be im-
pacted by initial elevation in samples of participants who
do not routinely participate in surveys, our findings show
that researchers using convenience samples may not need

to worry too much about the initial elevation phenomenon
on personality inventories and life satisfaction scales.
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