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ASSOCIATION FOR
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE

Scientific interest in the ways that people differ in their 
personal tendencies and capacities regarding the han-
dling of emotion and navigation of social situations has 
been examined for more than a century (e.g., Moss, Hunt, 
Omwake, & Ronning, 1927). Terms used in this field of 
research include inter- and intrapersonal intelligence 
(Gardner, 2000), emotional intelligence, personal intelli-
gence (Mayer, Caruso, & Salovey, 2016), and social intel-
ligence (Thorndike, 1920). We refer to such a set of 
constructs more generally as socioemotional constructs.

We provide an overview of some socioemotional 
constructs in Figure 1, focusing on those involving the 
processing of emotion. Subdimensions within these 
constructs, such as specific emotion-regulation strate-
gies, are excluded from the figure. Constructs are 
grouped by commonly used descriptions.

To create a taxonomy of these constructs, we begin 
by applying a prevailing classification of individual-
differences construct types, specifically (a) typical 
behavior, representing participants’ everyday behavior 
or preferences, and (b) maximal effort (or abilities), 
representing participants’ best performance under ideal 
circumstances and motivation (Cronbach, 1949). Typical 
behavior is usually assessed by participants via self-
report questionnaires or by external raters (e.g., peers) 

who rate their agreement with several statements or 
adjectives describing the participant. Maximal effort is 
usually assessed after participants complete several tri-
als, and their performance is compared with an objec-
tively correct set standard (e.g., a cognitive test). Trials 
vary in difficulty level, allowing researchers to differenti-
ate persons with a range of abilities. The extent to which 
individual measures assess either construct type varies. 
We provide examples of each type in the sections below.

This distinction is essential because it affects what 
is measured. For example, self-report measures of emo-
tional intelligence capture typical-behavior emotional 
intelligence, or one’s perspective about one’s emotional 
abilities, and cannot capture objective abilities.

Challenges

There are several specific challenges to the study of 
socioemotional constructs, which have been thoroughly 
reviewed elsewhere1 and which we highly recommend. 
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We focus here on an often neglected but similarly exis-
tential set of problems referred to as jingle fallacies and 
jangle fallacies. These fallacies indicate a disconnect 
between what proponents of a measure think they are 
measuring and what validity evidence is showing. A 
jingle fallacy is when the same label is used but, in 
practice, different constructs are measured. The 
“unthinking acceptance of verbal equality [is treated] 
as proof of real equality” (Thorndike, 1904, p. 11). The 
opposite, when different labels are used but, in prac-
tice, the same construct is measured, is termed a jangle 
fallacy. As originally defined, this was “two separate 
words or expressions covering in fact the same basic 
situation, but sounding different, as though they were 
in truth different” (Kelley, 1927, p. 64).

We have written about these fallacies for specific 
socioemotional constructs in regard to trait and ability 
emotional intelligence (Wilhelm, 2005) and in the eval-
uation of theories proposing a connection between 

emotion perception and empathy (Olderbak & Wilhelm, 
2017). Here, we discuss the larger problem of jingle 
and jangle fallacies affecting socioemotional constructs 
generally, discuss causes of these fallacies, provide 
more examples, and offer more recommendations for 
addressing the problem.

Jingle Fallacy: Same Label but 
Different Constructs Assessed

To illustrate jingle fallacies, we focus on work done in 
the field of emotion perception, highlighting three com-
mon causes. First, jingle fallacies occur when research-
ers do not consider their measurement approach. For 
example, measures of emotion perception include 
typical-behavior self-report questionnaires (see Fig. 2a) 
and maximal-effort tests (see Figs. 2b and 2c). The dif-
ferences in measurement approach, such as asking par-
ticipants to self-report their abilities (Fig. 2a) or asking 
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Fig. 1. Some of the many postulated socioemotional constructs (white and green ovals) organized around commonly used descriptions (brown 
ovals). These constructs are postulated or measured as representing typical behavior (white), maximal effort (dark green), or both (light 
green) and can be divided into lower-level facets or factors (e.g., specific emotion-regulation strategies). This is only a higher-order overview.
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participants to identify the emotion expressed by a face 
(Fig. 2b), mean that researchers assess different con-
structs, in this case self-perceived emotion-perception 
abilities (i.e., typical behavior; Fig. 2a) and the ability 
to identify emotion expressed in the face (i.e., maximal 
effort; Fig. 2b). If the same construct were being 
assessed, then these measures would be highly corre-
lated with each other. However, they are weakly related 
(i.e., correlations less than .30), which tells us that very 
different constructs are being assessed (e.g., Elfenbein, 
Jang, Sharma, & Sanchez-Burks, 2017).

When the construct type is the same, jingle fallacies 
can still occur because tests differ in their design. For 
example, tests from the Berlin Emotion Perception and 
Recognition Test battery use only facial stimuli (Wil-
helm, Hildebrandt, Manske, Schacht, & Sommer, 2014), 

thus relying on perceptual skills. On the other hand, 
the Index of Vocal Emotion Recognition uses only 
voices (Scherer, Banse, & Wallbott, 2001), thus relying 
on auditory skills. As has been supported empirically, 
these tests assess different abilities (Schlegel, Grandjean, 
& Scherer, 2012).

Jingle fallacies also occur because researchers have 
idiosyncratic definitions of a construct. For example, 
two typical behavioral measures of emotion perception—
the Emotion Perception subscale of the Trait Emotional 
Intelligence Questionnaire and the Recognition of Emo-
tion in Self and Recognition of Emotion in Others sub-
scales of the Multidimensional Emotional Intelligence 
Assessment—reflect differences in definitions. In the 
former, emotion perception is defined as being clear 
about one’s own feelings and those of another (Petrides, 
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Expression From Composite Faces 
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Fig. 2. Example of a jingle fallacy, which occurs when several assessment tools use the same label but measure different constructs. In 
this example, each of the three instruments is intended to measure emotion perception. However, the different measurement approaches 
mean that the measure shown in (a) is assessing typical behavior, whereas the measures shown in (b) and (c) are assessing maximal effort. 
Additionally, because the measure shown in (b) uses only facial stimuli, it has a different test design than the measure shown in (c), which 
uses only voices. The weak correlations between these measures indicate that they do not measure the same construct.
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2009). In the latter, emotion perception is defined as 
having two separate dimensions: (a) being in touch with 
one’s own feelings and (b) attending to the nonverbal 
emotional cues of other people (Tett, Fox, & Wang, 2005).

Jingle fallacies affect the interpretation of validity 
evidence. For example, depending on the maximal-
effort emotion-perception tests administered, one finds 
either no relation or strong relations of emotion percep-
tion with fluid or crystallized intelligence. Specifically, 
tests that use person stimuli, such as emotional faces or 
voices, are strongly correlated with fluid and crystallized 
intelligence, whereas tests with pictures of inanimate 
objects, such as stones or a picture of scenery, are 
weakly related (Olderbak, Semmler, & Doebler, 2018). 
This is troubling and disconcerting given that these tests 
are frequently used in clinical settings in which poor 
performance is an indicator of certain disorders, such 
as autism spectrum disorder (American Psychiatric Asso-
ciation, 2013).

Jangle Fallacy: Different Labels but 
Same Construct Assessed

Let us now turn to the jangle fallacy, which can occur 
for two reasons. First, jangle fallacies occur when new 
constructs and measures are not adequately compared 
with related or established constructs. For example, 
emotion perception, empathic accuracy, and theory of 
mind have distinct definitions and are proposed to 
describe distinct psychological processes (see Fig. 3 for 
construct definitions). However, in practice, tests of 
individual differences usually use the same test design: 
a maximal-effort test in which participants are pre-
sented with an emotional face of an unfamiliar person, 
usually displayed on screen. Then they are asked to 
judge what that person is thinking or feeling (see Fig. 
3 for examples of common tests). As illustrated in Fig-
ure 3, the overall approach and procedure for assessing 
these constructs is essentially the same. Thus, the ques-
tion instead becomes, Why should the assessed con-
structs differ from one another?

By using a similar test design, one should not be 
surprised that performance on these tests is strongly 
related (e.g., Olderbak et al., 2015) and that the same 
brain regions are activated when these tasks are being 
completed (Mitchell & Phillips, 2015). Other things 
being equal, one also finds the same predictive validity 
for such measures. For example, researchers have found 
that the hormone oxytocin improves performance for 
each of the tests presented in Figure 3, separately con-
cluding that oxytocin improves empathic accuracy 
(Bartz et al., 2010), emotion perception (Shahrestani, 
Kemp, & Guastella, 2013), and theory of mind (Domes, 
Heinrichs, Michel, Berger, & Herpertz, 2007).

We argue that all three approaches allow one to suc-
cessfully complete the trials with basic emotion-per-
ception skills (i.e., perceiving what is expressed). It is 
not evident why empathic accuracy or theory of mind 
are additionally needed or required to succeed in the 
tests. Thus, we conclude that studies using these tests 
are most likely investigating the ability to perceive 
facially displayed emotions. Thus, findings with oxyto-
cin could instead be summarized to show that the hor-
mone oxytocin improves emotion perception.

Jangle fallacies can also occur when relations 
between constructs are investigated without controlling 
for measurement error. When measurement error is 
properly handled—for example, by modeling constructs 
as latent variables (Kline, 2005)—these correlations 
should approach 1.0, indicating that the same construct 
is measured.

Recommendations

Because of jingle and jangle fallacies, scientific progress 
in understanding socioemotional processes has been 
limited. The proliferation of constructs subject to either 
jingle or jangle fallacies can be attributed to several 
causes, including incentive structures in research to dis-
cover something new, insufficient knowledge of one’s 
field and previous work in related fields, and insufficient 
training in measurement. In order to bring resolution to 
jingle and jangle fallacies, and also to solve known 
problems for the assessment of socioemotional con-
structs, we offer some general recommendations.

Recommendation 1: embed 
socioemotional constructs within 
the larger network of psychological 
constructs

Existing and newly proposed socioemotional constructs 
should always be tested against known and established 
psychological constructs. A useful methodological 
approach is the application of a multitrait, multimethod 
framework, in which new constructs are assessed with 
multiple measures in relation to similar and dissimilar 
constructs (Campbell & Fiske, 1959). This framework 
allows researchers to evaluate agreement between mea-
sures of the same construct, the uniqueness of that 
construct from other established constructs, the distinc-
tion from constructs that are assumed to be dissimilar, 
and whether or not methodological aspects of measure-
ment drive relations. For example, a multitrait, multi-
method framework would show low convergent validity 
for jingle fallacies (same label but different constructs 
assessed) and poor discriminant validity for jangle fal-
lacies (different labels but same construct assessed).
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Recommendation 2: sanitize 
terminology and embrace a 
measurement approach

It is important that researchers use more descriptive 
labels for their constructs. This involves thinking care-
fully about the psychological process elicited by the 
measure and whether that construct qualifies as maxi-
mal effort or typical behavior. For example, constructs 
that are assessed as typical behavior should not include 
the terms intelligence, capacity, or ability in their label. 
Likewise, constructs that are assessed as maximal effort 

should not include terms such as motivation, volition, 
or preference.

Constructs should be measured and conceptualized 
as either typical behavior or maximal effort, not both. 
Likewise, researchers should be careful that their defini-
tion of a construct matches how that construct is mea-
sured. For example, affective empathy is sometimes 
defined as the ability to feel what another person feels. 
Because it is impossible to get an objective external 
assessment of how a participant feels, responses cannot 
be compared with an objectively correct response stan-
dard. Thus, affective empathy cannot be assessed as 

Proposed Construct Assessed: Emotion 
Perception (the Ability to Discriminate 
and Identify Emotions Expressed by 
Another Person)
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bottom half of the face?
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Proposed Construct Assessed: Empathic 
Accuracy (the Ability to Accurately 
Perceive the Thoughts, Feelings, and 
Inner States of One’s Peers)

He/she was thinking: 

He/she was feeling: 

Example Item:

a b c

Video recording of Person A:

Measure: Standard Stimulus Paradigm 
(Ickes, 2001)

Description: Participants Are Shown a 
Video of Two People Discussing an 
Emotional Issue and Are Asked to Rate 
the Emotions Felt by One or Both 
People.

Measure: Reading the Mind in the 
Eyes (Version 2; Baron-Cohen,
Wheelwright, Hill, Raste, & Plumb,
2001) 

Description: Participants View a 
Stimulus Person’s Eyes and Are Asked 
What the Person Is Thinking or 
Feeling.

Measure: Berlin Emotion Perception
and Recognition Test  
Battery: Identification of Emotion 
Expression From Composite-Faces Task 
(Wilhelm, Hildebrandt, Manske, 
Schacht, & Sommer, 2014)

Description: Participants Are Shown a 
Face in Which the Top and the Bottom 
Halves Express Different Emotions and 
Are Asked to Identify What Emotion Is 
Expressed in One Half.

Fig. 3. Example of a jangle fallacy, which occurs when different construct labels are used, but because the measurement approach is the 
same, the same construct is assessed. In this example, the three measures are intended to assess empathic accuracy (a), theory of mind (b), 
and emotion perception (c), but because of the strong similarity in measurement design, performance on all three measures is generally 
strongly correlated, indicating that all three measure the same construct. The images used in (a) and (b) are similar to the types of stimuli 
presented in these tasks; the image in (c) is an actual picture from that task.
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maximal effort, and researchers should not claim to 
assess it as an ability.

Recommendation 3: have a strong 
connection between theory and 
measurement

Stronger measures result from a clearer connection with 
a theoretical model. Models with more specific descrip-
tions of individual-differences constructs, from which we 
can build better measures, are needed (Landy, 2006). For 
example, the branch of ability emotional intelligence that 
investigates the facilitation of thought using emotion 
includes vague descriptions of several types of reasoning 
involving the use of emotions to enhance thought. For 
example, one type of reasoning is leveraging mood 
swings to generate different perspectives (Mayer et al., 
2016). For this type of reasoning, it is unclear what is 
meant by leveraging mood swings or how one would 
build a cognitive test for this type of reasoning.

Likewise, jingle and jangle fallacies could be mini-
mized if test designs better matched construct descrip-
tions. For example, the Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional 
Intelligence Test (MSCEIT) is purported to assess the 
ability to manage emotions. However, participants are 
asked to respond to situational judgments, and at no 
point do participants actually need to manage their own 
emotions. Thus, the connection between theory and 
measurement in this test is insufficient.

Recommendation 4: choose truth over 
consensus

Part of the challenge of developing better maximal-
effect tests is identifying objectively correct responses. 
More work is needed to identify and validate objectively 
correct responses for socioemotional maximal-effort 
constructs. Many of these constructs use a situational-
judgment test format in which participants are given a 
scenario and asked which behavior is the most appro-
priate response (Motowidlo, Hanson, & Crafts, 1997). 
With this format, the behavior selected by the majority 
of the population or a majority of experts on that topic 
is deemed the correct response. However, this proce-
dure presupposes that the population or experts are 
correct. In fact, because individuals have their own 
biases and abilities, lay or expert opinions are a poor 
standard for declaring the objective truth of responses.

Conclusions

We argue that the study of socioemotional constructs 
is plagued with frequent and prominent jingle and 

jangle fallacies. Here, we focused on socioemotional 
constructs specifically associated with the processing 
of emotion. However, the logic applied here extends 
to other constructs, such as personal and social intel-
ligence. Bringing resolution to jingle and jangle fallacies 
would most likely lead to a dramatic reduction in socio-
emotional constructs, a culling of theories in the field, 
and the development of broadly accepted measures. 
However, the field could then focus on deepening our 
understanding of surviving constructs. To further sup-
port these efforts, we think the open-science movement 
and recent efforts to improve the reproducibility of 
psychological research should be extended, with more 
theoretical demands concerning (a) a sound elaboration 
of the expected convergent and discriminant correla-
tions of a construct and (b) a discussion of how and 
why newly developed tasks constitute an improvement 
over existing measures.
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Note

1. See the following special issues or special sections on prob-
lems in emotional-intelligence research: Barchard, Brackett, and 
Mestre (2016); “Emotional Intelligence” (2004); McCauley (2010); 
Murphy (2006); Scherer & Davidson (2001); and Spector (2005). 
Likewise, see the book A Critique of Emotional Intelligence: 
What Are the Problems and How Can They Be Fixed? (Murphy, 
2006). For problems specifically related to the Mayer-Salovey-
Caruso Emotional Intelligence Test (MSCEIT), see Maul (2012b) 
and the associated commentaries and reply by Mayer, Salovey, 
and Caruso (2012); MacCann, Matthews, and Roberts (2012); 
and Maul (2012a).
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