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When scientists lack validity evidence for measures, they lack the necessary information to 

evaluate the overall validity of a study’s conclusions. 

~ Flake and Fried (2020, p. 457) 

 

In their ambitious review of the Reading the Mind in the Eyes Test (RMET) 

literature, Pavlova and Sokolov (2022) draw attention to many important issues including a 

critical question: “what does the RMET truly measure?” (p. 3). Unfortunately, when 

addressing this question, they provide limited discussion of the structural component of 

the RMET’s construct validity, despite it being vital to determining what this test truly 
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measures. This is unfortunate given the growing evidence of a “measurement crisis” in 

psychology, according to which researchers routinely fail to rigorously examine whether 

psychological measures truly measure what they aim to measure (Flake & Fried, 2020). In 

this commentary, we briefly summarise research that suggests that the RMET fails to 

exhibit acceptable levels of structural validity, which brings much of the RMET literature 

into question. In particular, we highlight three key limitations that we recently identified 

(Higgins et al., 2022). 

First, the RMET does not have a consistent factor structure. A noteworthy 

limitation of Baron-Cohen et al.’s (2001) presentation of the RMET is that it does not 

include a factor analysis. Subsequent tests of the dimensionality of the RMET are rare, and 

those few factor analyses that have been conducted either found poor model fit or failed 

to report key statistics for assessing model fit (Higgins et al., 2022). Nonetheless, the RMET 

is routinely interpreted as measuring a single underlying psychological construct. To 

rigorously examine the factor structure of the RMET, we conducted what we believe is the 

first pre-registered psychometric study focused on the structural validity of the English 

language RMET (Higgins et al., 2022). In a demographically representative study of 1,181 

Americans aged 18 to 88, we failed to identify a well-fitting factor model. Moreover, all 

models that we tested had weak factor loadings, multiple items failing to load on to any 

factor, and we could not identify any conceptual explanation for the multiple factors.  

Second, the RMET often demonstrates poor internal consistency. A recent meta-

analysis based on the most frequently reported statistic of internal consistency, Cronbach’s 

alpha, found that half of reported values were below the conventional minimum 

acceptable value of .70 (Kittel et al. 2021). While the meta-analytic point estimate was an 

“acceptable” .73, the 95% confidence interval included unacceptably low alpha values 

[.65, .79]. Moreover, because the RMET is long, and studies have found weak – and even 

negative – interitem correlations, Kittel et al. suggested that the acceptable point estimate 
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is likely an artifact of test length (i.e., adding items to a test typically increases alpha and 

with 36 items, the RMET is a long test).  

Third, there is considerable uncertainty about what mental states are being 

expressed in the photos used for each RMET item and whether each item has a “correct” 

response. This is because Baron-Cohen et al. (2001) selected photos for the RMET from 

magazines without knowledge of what emotions the models were feeling or attempting to 

express, then chose four mental state terms – the “correct” response and three “incorrect” 

foils – for each candidate RMET item and validated them through consensus in a sample of 

103 University of Cambridge undergraduate students and 122 members of the general 

public in the UK. They used two validation criteria that must be passed for a candidate item 

to be retained: at least 50% of participants must select the “correct” target and no more 

than 25% of participants select the same “incorrect” foil. Importantly, if this consensus 

does not hold across samples, then it is questionable whether the “correct” responses 

generalise to different populations. Unfortunately, individual item response rates are rarely 

reported in RMET studies, making it impossible to estimate how often consensus levels are 

maintained across the diverse populations sampled in RMET research. Troublingly, our 

psychometric study (Higgins et al., 2022) found that eight of the 36 items (i.e., 22%) failed 

to meet at least one of the two original validation criteria. 

To their credit, Pavlova and Sokolov (2022) do briefly mention some concerns 

associated with the structural validity of the RMET. In particular, they note that internal 

consistency can be low and state that “There are also several points regarding the 

psychometric characteristics of the RMET . . . and multidimensionality of the response 

outcome” (p. 3), citing several papers. However, they avoid the elephant in the room: the 

uncertain factor structure, poor internal consistency, and concerns about whether items 

have “correct” responses make it far from clear that the RMET measures an ability to read 

emotions from the eyes. This lack of careful engagement with validity concerns manifests 
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in several places. For example, Pavlova and Sokolov (2022) summarised a study that 

translated two versions of the RMET into Korean, one that retained the original items and 

one that used Asian eyes (Koo et al., 2021), observing that these versions were 

“comparable in terms of psychometric properties” (Pavlova & Sokolov, 2022, p. 8). 

However, they did not report that these comparable Cronbach’s alpha values were 

both .54, which is well below what is considered acceptable for a valid psychological test. 

This downplaying of evidence against the validity of the RMET is consistent with the 

“measurement schmeasurement” attitude that Flake and Fried (2020) identify across the 

psychology literature, with uncertainty about the validity of the RMET creating uncertainty 

about the conclusions of studies throughout the vast literature that uses it. Going forward, 

we argue that it is crucial that scholars carefully examine the validity of the RMET to come 

to a clearer understanding of what knowledge and skills participants are tapping into when 

they select the “correct” mental state descriptors for these pairs of eyes. 
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