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Assessing Intercoder Reliability of Skin Tones in Medical Textbook Imagery

As an independent risk factor for 
health outcomes and as a marker of 
disease presentation, an important 
consideration for physicians is skin 
tone representation in medical 
textbooks. However, substantiating 
colorism in these resources is 
contingent on the degree of reliability 
of the skin tone measure. Our goal is 
to assess intercoder reliability of one 
of the most widely used skin tone 
measures in social surveys – the 
Massey-Martin (MM) scale, in context 
of rating skin tones seen in medical 
textbook imagery. 

Introduction

Aims and Objectives

M1 and M2 students attending OUWB 
were invited to complete an electronic 
survey. 78 responded, filling out a self-
identification questionnaire detailing 
racial/ethnic group and self-identified 
skin tone. They were then asked to 
code 20 images selected from the 
most recent editions of popular 
preclinical anatomy textbooks, 
including Atlas, Bates’, Clinically, and 
Gray’s using the MM scale. We 
assessed intercoder reliability 
including measures such as average 
pairwise percent agreement and 
Krippendorff’s alpha – stratified across 
respondent race and self-identified 
skin tone. 
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While sample sizes were small for 
these analyses, especially respondents 
who identified as Black or of dark skin 
tone, the study provides evidence for 
low reliability of the MM scale in 
rating skin tones in medical textbook 
imagery – regardless of the coder’s 
race or self-identified skin tone. 

91 responses to the survey were received. Of 
those responses, 3 did not fit the inclusion 
criteria because participants were color-
blind. 10 responses were excluded due to 
incompletion

Fig. 2: The Martin Massey Scale

Fig. 1: Sample survey question with image from Moore’s Clinical 
Anatomy.(I): Assess intercoder reliability 

among of the MM scale in rating skin 
tones seen in medical textbook 
imagery – using a survey that asks 
medical students to code images 
seen in popular preclinical anatomy 
textbooks ie. Atlas, Bates’, Clinically, 
and Gray’s using the scale.

(II): If present, examine and discuss 
potential sources of intercoder 
disparities in ratings such as 
participant race and self-identified 
skin tone.

Methods Results

The use of the MM scale in rating skin tones 
seen in medical textbook imagery fails to 
pass acceptability standards for intercoder 
reliability. The aggregate average pairwise 
percent agreement was 36.8%. No group of 
coders, regardless of race or self-identified 
skin tones had an agreement above 45%. 
Furthermore, none all the associated 
Krippendorff’s alphas passed the threshold of 
0.8, falling <0.3 for each group. 
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Fig. 2: Sample distribution of responses for Fig. 7.118B from Gray’s 

Conclusion
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