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Foreword

Many technical issues must be considered in the evaluation 
of an instrument such as the Clifton StrengthsFinder. One set of 
issues revolves around information technology and the expand-
ing possibilities that Web-based applications offer for those who 
study human nature. Another set of issues involves what is known 
as psychometrics, which is the scientific study of human behavior 
through measurement. The Clifton StrengthsFinder is required to 
meet many American and international standards for psychomet-
rics applied to test development (such as AERA/APA/NCME, 1999). 
The Clifton StrengthsFinder Research FAQs deal with some ques-
tions that emerge from those standards as well as technical ques-
tions that a leader may have about the use of the Clifton Strengths-
Finder in his or her organization.

A few technical references have been cited for readers who wish 
to review primary source material. These technical materials may 
be found in local university libraries or on the Internet. The reader 
is encouraged to review the sources cited at the end of the FAQs. 
Readers with other research questions are encouraged to contact 
Gallup and request a copy of The Clifton StrengthsFinder Technical 
Report: Development and Validation (Lopez, Hodges, & Harter, 2005).



What is the Clifton StrengthsFinder?

The Clifton StrengthsFinder is a Web-based talent assess-
ment instrument from the perspective of Positive Psycholo-
gy. Through a secure connection, the Clifton StrengthsFind-
er presents 180 items to the user. Each item lists a pair of 
potential self-descriptors, such as “I read instructions care-
fully” and “I like to jump right into things.” The descrip-
tors are placed as if anchoring polar ends of a continuum. 
From each pair, the participant is then asked to choose the 
descriptor that best describes him or her, and also the extent 
to which it does so. The participant is given 20 seconds to 
respond to a given item before the system moves on to the 
next item. (Clifton StrengthsFinder developmental research 
showed that the 20-second limit resulted in a negligible item 
noncompletion rate.)

What is Positive Psychology?

For more than 50 years following World War II, psychol-
ogy focused primarily on a pathology model, attempting 
to diagnose and treat mental illness. Research focused on 
repairing damage within a disease model of human func-
tioning. Although this period yielded many important 
breakthroughs in the treatment of mental illness, psychol-
ogy’s predominant focus on the pathology model allowed 
for very little attention on the study of fulfilled individuals 
and thriving organizations. A search of more than 100 years 
of the psychology literature found approximately 8,000 ar-
ticles on anger, 58,000 on anxiety, and 71,000 on depression, 
but only about 850 articles on joy, 3,000 on happiness, and 
5,700 on life satisfaction turned up. Articles on negative 



emotions surpassed those on positive emotions by a 14-1 
ratio (Myers, 2000).

A new perspective in psychology, led by such pioneers as 
Donald O. Clifton, Ph.D., and Martin Seligman, Ph.D., is 
known as Positive Psychology. Positive Psychology is de-
fined as “the scientific study of optimal human functioning. 
It aims to discover and promote the factors that allow indi-
viduals and communities to thrive” (Sheldon, Fredrickson, 
Rathunde, & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Positive Psychology 
is about identifying the talents and strengths in individuals 
and organizations, and helping them develop and excel by 
building upon those talents and strengths. This new para-
digm explores ways to help people flourish rather than sim-
ply function. Topics receiving attention within the Positive 
Psychology movement include courage, strength, wisdom, 
spirituality, happiness, hope, resiliency, confidence, satis-
faction, and other related areas of study. These topics are 
studied at the individual level or in a work group, family, or 
community. The strong reception to this positive approach to 
psychology is evidenced through special journal issues de-
voted to Positive Psychology in the American Psychologist 
(January 2000, March 2001) and the Journal of Humanistic 
Psychology (Winter 2001), as well as a host of edited books 
on topics in the field of Positive Psychology (Cameron, Dut-
ton, & Quinn, 2003; Keyes & Haidt, 2003; Linley & Joseph, 
2004; Lopez & Snyder, 2003; Snyder & Lopez, 2002).

The Gallup Organization has been a prominent and recog-
nized leader in the Positive Psychology movement since 
its inception. In January 2003, Dr. Clifton was award-
ed an American Psychological Association Presidential 



Commendation in recognition of his pioneering role in 
Strengths-Based Psychology. The commendation states, 
“Whereas, living out the vision that life and work could 
be about building what is best and highest, not just about 
correcting weaknesses, [Clifton] became the Father of 
Strengths-Based Psychology.”

Gallup has sponsored and hosted the first five major Posi-
tive Psychology Summits, now attended annually by more 
than 300 research leaders, graduate students, and practitio-
ners. Gallup is also actively involved in the science of Posi-
tive Psychology through theory development and empirical 
research in the areas of talent-based hiring, strengths-based 
development, employee engagement, and customer engage-
ment. Further, many of the leading academics in the Positive 
Psychology field are members of Gallup’s Senior Scientist 
program designed for global research leaders who teach at 
conferences and client programs, conduct publishable re-
search, and lend their expertise to Gallup research design 
and consulting. Current Gallup Senior Scientists engaged 
in Positive Psychology research and instruction include 
Chip Anderson (Azusa Pacific University), Bruce Avolio 
(University of Nebraska-Lincoln), Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 
(Claremont Graduate University), Ed Diener (University of 
Illinois-Urbana Champaign), Barbara Fredrickson (Univer-
sity of Michigan), Daniel Kahneman (Princeton University), 
Fred Luthans (University of Nebraska-Lincoln), and Phil 
Stone (Harvard University).

James K. Clifton, Gallup Chairman and CEO, articulated 
the following vision for the future of Positive Psychology 



in his letter to attendees of the First International Positive 
Psychology Summit.

We believe many of the answers and solutions 
the world needs most lie within this new science 
[of Positive Psychology]. We [Gallup] will con-
tinue to do our part to contribute both financial 
and methodological resources to help harden 
with math and economics what many perceive 
to be a science that is too soft. They are of course, 
wrong, and have no idea of the power in many 
of the discoveries that you [Positive Psychologi-
cal researchers] have made. The best partnership 
Gallup can have with this new institution is to 
help provide research and evidence that this sci-
ence is as hard as physics or medicine. That will 
be our contribution (Clifton, 2002).

Is the Clifton StrengthsFinder supposed to be a work-related 
inventory, a clinical inventory, both, or neither?

The Clifton StrengthsFinder is an omnibus assessment based 
on Positive Psychology. Its primary application has been in 
the work domain, but it has been used for understanding 
individuals in a variety of roles and settings -- employees, 
executive teams, students, families, and personal develop-
ment. It is not intended for clinical assessment or diagnosis 
of psychiatric disorders.



Why isn’t the Clifton StrengthsFinder based on the “big five” 
factors of personality that have been well established in 
research journals since the 1980s?

The “big five” factors of personality are neuroticism (which 
reflects emotional stability -- reverse-scored), extroversion 
(seeking the company of others), openness (interest in new 
experiences, ideas, and so forth), agreeableness (likeability, 
harmoniousness), and conscientiousness (rule abidance, 
discipline, integrity). A substantial amount of scientific re-
search has demonstrated that human personality function-
ing can be summarized in terms of these five dimensions. 
This research has been conducted across cultures and lan-
guages (for example, McCrae and Costa, 1987; McCrae, 
Costa, Lima, et al., 1999; McCrae, Costa, Ostendorf, et al., 
2000).

The major reason that the Clifton StrengthsFinder is not 
based on the big five is that the big five is a measurement 
model rather than a conceptual one. It was derived from 
factor analysis. No theory underpinned it. It consists of the 
most generally agreed upon minimal number of personality 
factors, but conceptually it is no more correct than a model 
with four or six factors (Block, 1995; Hogan, Hogan, and 
Roberts, 1996). Some parts of the Clifton StrengthsFinder 
could be boiled down to aspects of the big five, but nothing 
would be gained from doing so. In fact, reducing the re-
spondent’s Clifton StrengthsFinder score to five dimensions 
would produce less information than is produced by any 
current measure of the big five, as those measures report 
subscores within those of the five major dimensions.



How was the Clifton StrengthsFinder developed?

The conceptual basis of the Clifton StrengthsFinder is 
grounded in more than three decades of the study of suc-
cess across a wide variety of functions in business and edu-
cation. Data from more than two million individuals were 
considered in the development of the Clifton Strengths-
Finder. The item pairs were selected from a database of cri-
terion-related validity studies, including more than 100 pre-
dictive validity studies (Schmidt & Rader, 1999). Factor and 
reliability analyses were conducted in multiple samples to 
assess the contribution of items to measurement of themes 
and the consistency and stability of theme scores -- thereby 
achieving the goal of a balance between maximized theme 
information and efficiency in instrument length.

Why does the Clifton StrengthsFinder use these 180 item pairs 
and not others?

These pairs reflect Gallup’s research over three decades of 
studying successful people in a systematic, structured man-
ner. They were derived from a quantitative review of item 
functioning, from a content review of the representative-
ness of themes and items within themes, with an eye to-
ward the construct validity of the entire assessment. Given 
the breadth of talent we wish to assess, the pool of items 
is large and diverse. Well-known personality assessments 
range from 150 to upward of 400 items.

Are the Clifton StrengthsFinder items ipsatively scored, and if 
so, does this limit scoring of the items?

Ipsativity is a mathematical term that refers to an aspect of 
a data matrix, such as a set of scores. A data matrix is said to 



be ipsative when the sum of the scores for each respondent 
is a constant. More generally, ipsativity refers to a set of 
scores that define a person in particular but is comparable 
between persons in only a very limited way. For example, 
if you rank-ordered your favorite colors and someone else 
rank-ordered their favorite colors, one could not compare 
the intensity of preference for any particular color due to 
ipsativity; only the ranking could be compared. Of the 180 
Clifton StrengthsFinder items, less than 30 percent are ipsa-
tively scored. These items are distributed over the range of 
Clifton StrengthsFinder themes, and no one theme contains 
more than one item scored in a way that would produce an 
ipsative data matrix (Plake, 1999).

How are Clifton StrengthsFinder theme scores calculated?

Scores are calculated on the basis of the mean of the intensity 
of self-description. The respondent is given three response 
options for each self-description: strongly agree, agree, and 
neutral. A proprietary formula assigns a value to each re-
sponse category. Values for items in the theme are averaged 
to derive a theme score. Scores can be reported as a mean, 
as a standard score, or as a percentile.

Was modern test score theory (for example, IRT) used to develop 
the Clifton StrengthsFinder?

The Clifton StrengthsFinder was developed to capitalize on 
the accumulated knowledge and experience of Gallup’s tal-
ent-based strengths practice. Thus, items were initially cho-
sen on the basis of traditional validity evidence (construct, 
content, criterion). This is a universally accepted method 
for developing assessments. Methods to apply IRT to 



assessments that are both heterogeneous and homoge-
neous are only now being explored (for example, Waller, 
Thompson, and Wenk, 2000). Further iterations of the Clif-
ton StrengthsFinder may well use other statistical methods 
to refine the instrument.

What construct validity research has been conducted in relation 
to the Clifton StrengthsFinder?

The Clifton StrengthsFinder is an omnibus assessment of 
talents based on Positive Psychology. Therefore, it undoubt-
edly has correlational linkages to these measures to about 
the same extent that personality measures link to other 
measures in general.

Construct validity can be assessed through a number of 
analysis types. During development phases, a number of 
items were pilot tested. The items with the strongest psy-
chometric properties (including item correlation to theme) 
were retained.

Items should correlate to their proposed themes (constructs) 
at a higher level than they do to other themes (constructs.) 
In a follow-up study of 601,049 respondents, the average 
item-to-proposed-theme correlation (corrected for part-
whole overlap) was 6.6 times larger than the average item 
correlation to other themes.

Construct validity can also be assessed on the basis of con-
vergent and discriminant validity evidence. A 2003 con-
struct validity study explored the relationship between 
the Clifton StrengthsFinder and the five-factor model of 
personality. Several expected associations between Clifton 
StrengthsFinder themes and five-factor model constructs 



were found. For example, the Discipline theme correlates 
.81 with a measure of conscientiousness. Theoretically, these 
constructs have similar definition in relation to orderliness 
and planning. Other examples include the .83 correlation 
between Woo and extroversion, the .70 correlation between 
Ideation and intellectence, and the .58 correlation between 
Positivity and agreeableness.

Convergent and discriminant validity studies are a part of 
past and ongoing construct validity research.

Can Clifton StrengthsFinder scores change?

This is an important question for which there are both tech-
nical and conceptual answers.

Technical answers: The talents measured by Clifton Strengths-
Finder are expected to demonstrate a property called reli-
ability. Reliability has several definitions. The most impor-
tant form of reliability estimate for the Clifton Strengths-
Finder is technically known as test-retest reliability, which 
is the extent to which scores are stable over time. Test-retest 
reliabilities on the Clifton StrengthsFinder themes are high 
in relation to current psychometric standards.

Almost all Clifton StrengthsFinder themes have a test-retest 
reliability over a six-month interval between .60 and .80. A 
maximum test-retest reliability score of 1 would indicate 
that all Clifton StrengthsFinder respondents received exactly 
the same score over two assessments. The average correla-
tion of an individual’s theme ranking across multiple time 
periods is .74 (across 706 participants with an average of 17 
months between administrations).



Conceptual answers: While an evaluation of the full extent of 
this stability is, of course, an empirical question, the con-
ceptual origins of a person’s talents are also relevant. Gallup 
has studied the life themes of top performers in an extensive 
series of research studies combining qualitative and quan-
titative investigations over many years. Participants have 
ranged from youths in their early teens to adults in their 
mid-seventies. In each of these studies, the focal point was 
the identification of long-standing patterns of thought, feel-
ing, and behavior associated with success. The lines of inter-
view questioning used were both prospective and retrospec-
tive, such as “What do you want to be doing ten years from 
now?” and “At what age did you make your first sale?” In 
other words, the timeframe of interest in our original stud-
ies of excellence in job performance was long term, not short 
term. Many of the items developed provided useful predic-
tions of job stability, thereby suggesting that the measured 
attributes were of a persistent nature. Tracking studies of 
job performance over two- to three-year time spans added 
to the Gallup understanding of what it takes for a job in-
cumbent to be consistently effective, rather than just achieve 
impressive short-term gains. The prominence of dimensions 
and items relating to motivation and to values in much of 
the original life themes research also informed the design of 
a Clifton StrengthsFinder instrument that can identify those 
enduring human qualities.

At this relatively early stage in the application of the Clifton 
StrengthsFinder, it is not yet clear how long an individu-
al’s salient features, so measured, will endure. In general, 
however, it is likely to be years rather than months. We 
may perhaps project a minimum of five years and upper 



ranges of 30 to 40 years and longer. There is growing evi-
dence (for example, Judge, Higgins, Thoresen, and Bar-
rick, 1999) that some aspects of personality are predictive 
throughout many decades of the life span. Some Clifton 
StrengthsFinder themes may turn out to be more enduring 
than others. Cross-sectional studies of different age groups 
will provide the earliest insights into possible age-related 
changes in normative patterns of behaviors. The first ex-
planations for apparent changes in themes, as measured, 
should therefore be sought in the direction of measurement 
error rather than as indications of a true change in the un-
derlying trait, emotion, or cognition. The respondents them-
selves should also be invited to offer an explanation for any 
apparent discrepancies.

How can one determine that the Clifton StrengthsFinder works?

The question of whether an assessment such as the Clifton 
StrengthsFinder “works” is addressed in an ongoing study 
of the construct validity of the instrument through psycho-
metric and conceptual review. The Clifton StrengthsFinder 
is based on more than 30 years of evidence as to the nature 
of talents and the application of strengths analysis. This evi-
dence was summarized in a recent scientific study that used 
meta-analysis (Schmidt & Rader, 1999).

The research literature in the behavioral and social sciences 
includes a multitude of individual studies with apparently 
conflicting conclusions. Meta-analysis allows the research-
er to estimate the mean correlation between variables and 
make corrections for artifactual sources of variation in find-
ings across studies. As such, it provides uniquely power-
ful information because it controls for measurement and 



sampling errors and other idiosyncrasies that distort the re-
sults of individual studies. (More than one thousand meta-
analyses have been published in the psychological, educa-
tional, behavioral, medical, and personnel selection fields.) 
For a detailed review of meta-analysis across a variety of 
fields, see Lipsey and Wilson (1993).

What is strengths-based development?

Identification of talent is critical to strengths-based develop-
ment. A popular means for identifying talent is to consider 
an individual’s top five areas of talent as indicated by re-
sponses to the Clifton StrengthsFinder, Gallup’s online tal-
ent assessment instrument. Considering these top five areas 
(“themes”) of talent, known as one’s Signature Themes, can 
help individuals understand and, as a result, internalize the 
themes that offer their most natural talents.

Signature Themes are a useful resource in the identification 
of talent. One’s spontaneous reactions to any situation are 
an important indicator of talents, and the ranking of themes 
presented in a Clifton StrengthsFinder report is based upon 
spontaneous, top-of-mind reactions to the paired descrip-
tors presented by the instrument.

Yearnings, rapid learning, satisfactions, and timelessness 
should also be considered when identifying talents (Clifton 
& Nelson, 1992). Yearnings reveal the presence of a talent, 
particularly when they are felt early in life. A yearning can 
be described as a pull, a magnetic influence, which draws 
one to a particular activity or environment time and again. 
Rapid learning offers another trace of talent. In the context 
of a new challenge or a new environment, something sparks 



in individual’s talent. Immediately their brain seems to light 
up as if a whole bank of switches were suddenly flicked to 
“on” -- and the speed at which they learn a new skill or gain 
new knowledge provides a telltale clue to the talent’s pres-
ence and power. Satisfactions are psychological fulfillment 
that results when one takes on and successfully meets chal-
lenges that engage their greatest talents. Timelessness can 
also serve as a clue to talent. When individuals become so 
engrossed in an activity that they lose track of time, it may 
be because the activity engaged one of their talents.

Strengths-based development begins with the identification 
of talent, and continues as one integrates his or her talents 
into his or her view of self. Successful strengths-based de-
velopment results in desired behavioral change (Clifton & 
Harter, 2003). Client-sponsored studies have provided evi-
dence that strengths-based development relates to various 
positive outcomes, including increases in employee engage-
ment and productivity.

Managers who create environments in which employees 
are able to make the most of their talents have more pro-
ductive work units with less employee turnover (Clifton & 
Harter, 2003). Studies show that strengths-based develop-
ment increases self-confidence, direction, hope, and altru-
ism (Hodges & Clifton, 2004). Ongoing research continues 
to explore the impact of strengths-based development on 
desired outcomes.



How can the Clifton StrengthsFinder be administered, scored, 
and reported for individuals who are unable to use the Internet 
because of either disability or economic status?

In regard to economic status (a.k.a. the digital divide), pos-
sible solutions include accessing the Internet from a library 
or school. It should be noted that some organizations with 
which Gallup works do not have universal Internet access. 
In these cases, as with those from disadvantaged back-
grounds, the solution generally has involved special access 
from a few central locations.

In regard to disability, a range of accommodations is avail-
able. Generally, the most effective is for the participant to 
request that the timer that governs the pace of the Clifton 
StrengthsFinder administration be turned off. This and oth-
er accommodations would need to be arranged with Gal-
lup on a case-by-case basis in advance of taking the Clifton 
StrengthsFinder.

What is the recommended reading level for Clifton 
StrengthsFinder users? What alternatives are available for those 
who do not meet that level?

The Clifton StrengthsFinder is designed for completion by 
those with at least an eighth- to tenth-grade reading level 
(in most cases, those 14 years of age or older). Trials of the 
Clifton StrengthsFinder in our youth leadership studies 
have demonstrated neither significant nor consistent prob-
lems in completion of the Clifton StrengthsFinder by teens. 
Possible alternatives or accommodations include turning 
off the pace timer to allow time to consult a dictionary or 
otherwise seek the meaning of a word.



Is the Clifton StrengthsFinder appropriate across demographic 
groups, countries, and languages?

There is overwhelming evidence from both Gallup and 
other research organizations that the structure of talent and 
personality dimensions such as those measured by the Clif-
ton StrengthsFinder and other instruments does not vary 
across cultures and nationalities.

For instance, the average item-to-theme correlation is quite 
similar across countries. The standard deviation of the cor-
relations across countries is .026 and ranges from .01 to .04 
across themes. Across languages, similar results were ob-
tained, with an average standard deviation of the correla-
tions across languages of .024 and range from .01 to .03. 
With regard to theme intercorrelations, the standard devia-
tion across countries averaged .03 with range of .01 to .07 
across the 561 theme intercorrelations. Across languages, 
the standard deviation averaged .02, with range from .01 
to .06. In summary, the theme intercorrelations are stable 
across cultural contexts.

The Clifton StrengthsFinder has international presence as 
a talent measurement instrument. It is currently available 
in 17 languages, with several other translations planned for 
the future. More than 110,000 of the first one million respon-
dents completed the Clifton StrengthsFinder in a language 
other than English. Clifton StrengthsFinder respondents 
have come from nearly 50 different countries. Twenty-five 
of these countries have had at least 1,000 respondents. More 
than 225,000 respondents report a country of residence oth-
er than the United States.



Research exploring the age of Clifton StrengthsFinder re-
spondents has revealed that the average item-to-theme cor-
relation is quite similar across age groups. Average standard 
deviation of the correlations is .02 and ranges from .00 to .09 
across themes.

Research into the gender of Clifton StrengthsFinder re-
spondents has revealed that the item-total correlations are 
similar and consistently positive. Differences in item-total 
correlations between genders range from .00 to .06 across 
themes.

What feedback does a respondent get from the Clifton 
StrengthsFinder?

Feedback varies in accordance with the reason the person 
completes the Clifton StrengthsFinder. Sometimes the re-
spondent receives only a report listing his or her top five 
themes -- those in which the person received his or her high-
est scores. In other situations the person may also review 
the remaining 29 themes, along with action suggestions for 
each theme, in a personal feedback session with a Gallup 
consultant or in a supervised team-building session with 
their colleagues.

Theme combinations are rare and powerful. There are 
278,256 possible unique combinations of Signature Themes, 
and 33.39 million different permutations with unique order 
can exist.

Since 1998, the Clifton StrengthsFinder has been used as 
Gallup’s initial diagnostic tool in development programs 
with various academic institutions, faith-based organiza-
tions, major businesses, and other organizations. The Clifton 



StrengthsFinder has been used to facilitate the development 
of individuals across hundreds of roles including: manager, 
customer service representative, salesperson, administra-
tive assistant, nurse, lawyer, pastor, leader, student, teacher, 
and school administrator.
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