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The extent to which response distortion – such as social desirability responding (SDR) – is present in self–report
measures is an issue of concern and debate in personality research, as it may seriously impact such measures'
psychometric indices. The present research aimed at using the social value framework to shed new light on SDR
in self–report personality tests. Two studies tested the moderating role of individual differences in perceived social
desirability of the Openness to Experience dimension for test–retest reliability and predictive validity of a typical
Opennessmeasure. Results support the hypothesizedmoderating role of perceived social desirability for improving
test–retest reliability, providing the testing condition guarantees full anonymity (Study 1), and for predictive validity
(Study 2). Findings are discussed with regards to SDR in personality research and the social value framework.
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The extent to which response distortion – such as social desirability
responding (SDR) – is present in self–report personality tests is an issue
of concern and debate, as it may seriously impact such measures' psy-
chometric indices, including reliability and predictive validity, (e.g.,
Burns & Christiansen, 2011; Ganster, Hennessey, & Luthans, 1983;
Paunonen & LeBel, 2012; Rosse, Stecher, Miller, & Levin, 1998). Here
we aimed at using a new approach based on perceived social value of
personality dimensions to shed new light on SDR in self–report person-
ality tests. We focused on individual differences in perceived social de-
sirability of the Openness to Experience dimension and on their
crucial moderating role when examining test–retest reliability and pre-
dictive validity of an Opennessmeasure (extracted from the Big Five In-
ventory; John, Donahue, & Kentle, 1991).
1. Social desirability responding in personality research

The definition of SDR is still debated in the personality literature (see
Paulhus, 2002; Uziel, 2010). As an illustration, SDR has recently been
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conceived of as both a response distortion and a tendency of the test re-
spondent “to select as self–descriptive the response options for items
that are more desirable than warranted by his or her corresponding
traits or behaviors” (Paunonen & LeBel, 2012, pp. 158–159). This ten-
dency can be conscious and deliberate or unconscious, and can be con-
ceived as an individual difference variable (Paunonen & LeBel, 2012).
SDR can thus be conceived both as a bias and an individual difference
variable. For theoretical and methodological reasons it is crucial, in the
present perspective, to operate a clear distinction between these two el-
ements (see also Paulhus, 1991, who differentiates – in another frame-
work – contextual–based social desirability response sets from social
desirability response styles, an individual differences variable).

As an individual differences variable, SDR can be conceptualized as
being normally distributed in a given population (Paunonen & LeBel,
2012) and as a latent psychological construct that cannot directly be
assessed (Bollen, 2002). When SDR is conceived of as a bias, it should
be possible to rely on empirical indicators to approximate it, given the
systematicity of some of its features (e.g., an average positive bias in
the case of desirable traits if situational demands implicitly or explicitly
require positive self–portrayals). Presumably, these two conceptions of
SDRmay be partially related, as individual differences on the SDR–latent
variable may manifest in individual differences in SDR–bias (i.e., indi-
viduals at the right tail of the distribution will, on average, bias their re-
sponses more). Ultimately however, it is SDR as a bias that ought to
capture attention if the emphasis is on psychometric indices, because
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Table 1
Study 1 regression analysis predicting retest phase openness scores.

Predictors b SE t

Condition (anonymity −1, visibility 1) 0.02 0.06 0.28
Openness (honest instructions) (OS) 0.72 0.13 5.46
Perceived social desirability of Openness (OD) –0.01 0.09 –0.87
Condition ∗ OS –0.20 0.13 –1.52
Condition ∗ OD 0.19 0.09 2.15
OS ∗ OD –0.21 0.16 –1.35
Condition ∗ OS ∗ OD 0.32 0.16 2.02
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it can affect their soundness, including reliability and predictive validity
(Burns & Christiansen, 2011; Ganster et al., 1983; Paunonen & LeBel,
2012; Rosse et al., 1998). Henceforth, we will focus on SDR as a (posi-
tive) bias only and will refer to it by the generic term SDR.

2. Assessing social desirability responding within the social value
approach

Originally, SDR has been assessed with scales, like the Marlowe–
Crowne Social Desirability Scale (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960), which
measure individuals' tendency to over report infrequent socially de-
sirable behaviors and underreport frequent undesirable behaviors.
Scores on social desirability scales can subsequently be related to in-
dividuals' responses on other measures, including self–report per-
sonality tests. Another way to estimate SDR in personality research
is to compare mean scores for a given dimension obtained under
honest and self–presentation (e.g., fake good) instructions (e.g.,
Holden & Evoy, 2005; McFarland & Ryan, 2000; Viswesvaran &
Ones, 1999). Findings relying on this procedure usually show that
mean scores for desirable traits are higher under self–presentation
than under honest instructions, suggesting that participants can
bias their responses if desired.

Accordingly, most research on SDR in the personality literature has
focused on thesemean differences – including the inflation of scores be-
tween honest and self-presentation instructions (McFarland & Ryan,
2000) – while overlooking individual differences in responses under
the latter type of instructions. This is unfortunate as findings in the
achievement motivation literature suggest that individual differences
in responses under self–presentation instructions contribute to clarify
the meaning and to improve predictive validity of responses on the
same measure obtained under honest instructions (Dompnier,
Darnon, & Butera, 2009, 2013; Smeding et al., 2015). Specifically, this
line of research – hereafter labeled social value approach – suggests
that individuals' responses under self–presentation instructions (typi-
cally, asking students to respond to questionnaire items to make them-
selves likeable and popular with their teachers; Dompnier et al., 2009)
reflect individual differences in perceived social desirability of the
construct.

Within the social value framework it seems possible to integrate the
individual differences and mean differences approaches, by measuring
individual differences in self–report responses under self–presentation
instructions. According to this perspective, the impact of a given mea-
sure – assessed under honest instructions – on the outcome depends
on conditional values of perceived social desirability of the measured
construct – assessed under self-presentation instructions – because
they change the very meaning of individuals' answers to the measure-
ment tool (cf. Dompnier et al., 2013). Specifically, at low levels of per-
ceived social desirability, individuals' responses under honest
instructions reflect to a high extent self–perceptions on the construct
because they do not have the knowledge (or have it to a lesser extent)
that would enable them to modify their responses to adapt to what is
socially valued in a given context. Instead, at high levels of perceived so-
cial desirability, individuals' responses under honest instructions do not
necessarily reflect self–perceptions on the construct because they have
knowledge of what is socially desirable and thus may adapt their an-
swers accordingly.

Our objective here is to use the social value framework to test this
moderation effect on another construct widely used in personality re-
search: The Big Five, and, specifically, the Openness to Experience di-
mension of the Big Five Inventory (BFI; John et al., 1991). Indeed,
Openness may be considered as the most theoretically relevant dimen-
sion given its relation to overclaiming and self-presentation (e.g.,
Dunlop et al., In press). College students –which is our target population
here – are particularly likely to present themselves as intellectuals and
knowledgeable when they answer to a personality test in a university
context.
3. Research overview and hypotheses

Our first objective was to test the general hypothesis that individual
differences in perceived social desirability of Openness (obtained under
self–presentation instructions) moderate levels of reliability and validi-
ty of itsmeasure under honest instructions. Our second objectivewas to
test the impact of testing condition as a determining factor in ourmodel,
as we assume construct validity to be maximal if testing condition does
not encourage response modification for self–presentation purposes. A
prototypical example of such a condition is one in which responses
are given under explicit anonymity instructions. We investigated both
hypotheses in two studies.

In Study 1 we investigated test–retest reliability of the Openness
measure and to what extent individual differences in Openness' per-
ceived social desirability (i.e., under self–presentation instructions)
moderate the link between the same Openness measures spaced by a
one–month time delay. In addition, we manipulated participants' moti-
vation to fake their answers on the retestmeasure by placing them in an
explicit anonymity condition or an explicit visibility condition. We ex-
pected test–retest reliability of the Openness measure to increase as
Openness' perceived social desirability decreased, but only in the ano-
nymity condition (it should be noted that, given the addition of several
predictors, using the term “test–retest reliability” is unusual; however,
as it is themost parsimonious term to convey our hypotheses, wemain-
tain it in the manuscript).

In Study 2 we tested the same hypotheses as in Study 1, but focused
on predictive validity of the Openness measure by using a valid behav-
ioral, performance-based indicator as independent external criterion
(i.e., a cultural knowledge test designed to be related to the intellectual
and creative aspects of Openness; cf. Back, Schmukle, & Egloff, 2009).
Another modification was the manipulation of condition at the onset
of the study. We expected predictive validity of the Openness measure
to increase as a function of the decrease of participants' perception of
this dimension's social desirability, especially in a condition that does
not encourage response modification for self–presentation purposes.
Thus we assumed perceived social desirability of Openness to negative-
ly moderate the link between self–reported Openness and the perfor-
mance measure of Openness in an anonymity condition, but not in a
visibility condition.
4. Study 1

4.1. Method

4.1.1. Participants and design
Sixty undergraduate psychology students (6 male, 1 unreported)

were recruited from the introductory psychology pool and participated
in exchange for course credit. At the beginning of the fall semester (ses-
sion 1, test phase), they completed an anonymous mass survey, which
included the relevant Openness measure. One month later (session 2,
retest phase), they were invited for an unrelated laboratory study on
Personality and completed the same Openness measure a second
time, either in an anonymity (33 participants) or visibility condition
(27 participants). Assignment to conditions was random (Table 1).
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4.1.2. Materials and procedure

4.1.2.1. Test phase (session 1). Participants completed the 10–itemOpen-
ness measure of the BFI, French version (Plaisant, Courtois, Réveillère,
Mendelsohn, & John, 2010) during a largemass survey. At the beginning
of the mass survey, participants were informed that their answers at
this mass testing would be totally anonymous. All ratings were pro-
vided on 5-point scales (1= strongly disagree; 5= strongly agree). As
in previous research (Dompnier et al., 2009), participants responded
to the Openness measure twice: First under honest (M = 3.32, SD =
0.52, α = 0.60) and then under social desirability instructions (M =
3.80, SD = 0.81, α = 0.87). Under honest instructions, participants
were invited to respond honestly and to indicate their own level of
agreement with each item. Under social desirability instructions, as
in Dompnier et al. (2009), participants were asked to answer with
a view of presenting themselves as if they possessed all the qualities
to make themselves likeable and popular with their teachers (r =
0.42, p b 0.01).
4.1.2.2. Retest phase (session 2). Upon arrival, participants signed a con-
sent form andwere seated in individual cubicles. Anonymity versus vis-
ibility instructions are detailed as supplementary material. Participants
subsequently filled out the same Openness measure as in session 1
under honest instructions only (M = 3.74, SD= 0.58, α = 0.75), were
thanked and fully debriefed.
Fig. 1. Openness scores measured during the retest phase as a function of Openness
(honest instructions), perceived social desirability of Openness, and condition (Study 1).
4.2. Results

The regressionmodel included all session 1 predictors, that is, condi-
tion (anonymity: −1, visibility: 1), session 1 Openness scores under
honest instructions, session 1 Openness scores under social desirability
instructions, and interaction products among these variables (i.e., three
two-way interactions, one three-way interaction). All predictors were
mean–centered and unstandardized coefficients are reported. We
regressed session 2 Openness scores on the seven predictors of the
model (adjusted R2 = 0.52, F(7, 52) = 10.01, p b 0.001). Results showed
a positive effect of session 1's Openness scores under honest instruc-
tions, b=0.72, t(52)= 5.46, p b 0.001, ηp2=0.36, and an interaction ef-
fect between condition and Openness scores under social desirability
instructions, b = 0.19, t(52) = 2.15, p b 0.04, ηp2 = 0.08. This effect
was qualified by a significant three-way interaction effect between con-
dition, Openness scores under honest instructions, and Openness scores
under social desirability instructions, b = 0.32, t(52) = 2.02, p b 0.05,
ηp2 = 0.07.

Analyses for the anonymity condition showed an effect of Openness
scores under honest, b=0.92, t(52) = 6.95, p b 0.001, and social desir-
ability instructions, b=−0.27, t(52) =−2.39, p= 0.02. More impor-
tantly, the expected interaction effect between these two predictors
was found, b = −0.53, t(52) = −3.02, p b 0.001. As illustrated in Fig.
1, this interaction indicated that as Openness' perceived social desirabil-
ity decreased, the link between session 1 Openness scores under honest
instructions and these scores obtained in session 2 increased. Accord-
ingly, when testing this link at a low level (minus one standard devia-
tion) of perceived social desirability, session 1 Openness scores were
strongly related to session 2 scores, b = 1.35, t(52) = 6.57, p b 0.001.
When testing this link at a high level (plus one standard deviation),
the magnitude of this positive link dropped drastically, b = 0.49,
t(52)=2.68, p b 0.02.We conducted the same analyses for the visibility
condition. Results showed an effect of Openness scores under honest in-
structions, but of lesser magnitude compared to the anonymity condi-
tion, b = 0.52, t(52) = 2.27, p b 0.03. Also, the interaction effect
between Openness scores under honest and social desirability instruc-
tions, whichwas significant in the anonymity condition,was non-signif-
icant here (t = 0.40).
4.3. Discussion

Consistent with hypothesis, findings show that taking into account
openness' perceived social desirability contributes at clarifying which
individuals drive test–retest reliability of a commonly used self–report
Openness to Experience measure. As expected, based on past research
(Dompnier et al., 2009, 2013; Smeding et al., 2015), session 1 Openness
scoreswere strongly related to session 2Openness scoreswhen individ-
uals did not respond for social desirability reasons during session 1 and
when full anonymitywas guaranteed during session 2. Study 2 aimed at
extending Study 1 by investigating another aspect of construct validity,
namely predictive validity. We tested the effects of perceived social de-
sirability and testing condition on the link between self–reported Open-
ness scores and a behavioral, performance-based Openness measure,
with both measures being collected during the same session.
5. Study 2

5.1. Method

5.1.1. Participants and design
Participants were 74 psychology undergraduates (10male;M=21,

SD= 7.21) who participated in exchange for course credit. One partic-
ipant was removed from analyses because of an extreme value of
Mahalanobis distance. Participants were randomly assigned to the



Table 2
Study 2 regression analysis predicting cultural knowledge test scores.

Predictors b SE t

Condition (anonymity −1, visibility 1) 0.10 0.40 0.25
Openness (honest instructions) (OS) 2.20 0.74 2.96
Perceived social desirability of Openness (OD) –0.35 0.74 –0.48
Condition ∗ OS 0.63 0.74 0.84
Condition ∗ OD –1.08 0.74 –1.46
OS ∗ OD –2.48 1.34 –1.85
Condition ∗ OS ∗ OD –0.44 1.34 –0.33

Fig. 2. Performance on the cultural knowledge test as a function of Openness (honest
instructions) and perceived social desirability of Openness (Study 2).
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anonymity (37 participants) or visibility condition (36 participants)
(Table 2).

5.1.2. Materials and procedure
Upon arrival, participants signed a consent form and were seated in

individual cubicles. They first received either the anonymity or visibility
condition instructions (same instructions as in Study 1), and subse-
quently completed the Opennessmeasure of the BFI. As in Study 1, par-
ticipants responded to this measure twice (r = 0.41 p b 0.01): First
under honest instructions (M = 3.51, SD = 0.57, α = 0.72) and then
under social desirability instructions (M = 4.12, SD = 0.57, α = 0.81).

Participants were then invited to complete the cultural knowledge
test adapted from Back et al. (2009). This test comprised 20 multiple
choice and 5 open–ended questions. Sample items included “The Chan-
nel Tunnel is the longest undersea tunnel in theworld with its: 20.5 kilome-
ters/30.5 kilometers/50.5 kilometers/70.5 kilometers” and “What is Pope
Francis's real name? Jorge Mario Bergoglio/Bernardino Rivadavia/Cristiano
Fernandez/Josè Ignacio Alvarez”. One point was allocated to each correct
answer, resulting in amaximal score of 25 (M=12.55, SD=3.32). Test-
ing time was limited to 10 min. After filling out some additional mea-
sures, which were not relevant for the present research, and
demographic information (including gender and age), participants
were thanked and thoroughly debriefed.

5.2. Results

As in Study 1, we regressed cultural knowledge test scores on the
same seven mean centered predictors (adjusted R2 = 0.13, F(7,
65) = 2.59, p b 0.03). Results revealed a positive effect of Openness
scores under honest instructions, b = 2.20, t(65) = 2.96, p b 0.01,
ηp2 = 0.12, and an interaction effect between Openness scores under
honest and social desirability instructions that approached conventional
levels of significance, b = −2.48, t(65) = −1.85, p = 0.07, ηp2 = 0.05.
No other effect was significant (all ps N 0.15). As our general hypothesis
pertained to themoderating role of individual differences in Openness's
perceived social desirability, with the self–reported and performance-
based Openness measures link expected to increase as Openness' per-
ceived social desirability decreased, we tested this link at low (minus
one standard deviation) and high (plus one standard deviation) levels
of perceived social desirability. As expected, self–reported Openness
was strongly and positively related to behavioral Openness when
Openness's perceived social desirability was low, b = 3.61, t(65) =
3.14, p b 0.01, but this link dropped to non–significancewhen perceived
social desirability was high, b=0.79, t(65)= 0.82, ns. This pattern is il-
lustrated in Fig. 2.

5.3. Discussion

Results of Study 2 indicate that the link between self–reported
Openness and a performancemeasure of Openness varies at conditional
values of Openness' perceived social desirability. As in Study 1, this sug-
gests that the link between self-reported and behavioral, performance-
based Openness measures may be driven by those individuals who do
not (or do so to a lesser extent) perceive Openness as being socially de-
sirable. In Study 2 however, testing condition (anonymity versus
visibility) did not have any impact. This finding differs from Study 1,
and will be discussed in the General Discussion.

6. General discussion

In the present research, our general objective was to use the social
value framework in the personality domain and test the moderating
role of individual differences in perceived social desirability of the
Openness to Experience dimension on its construct validity. In two
studies, we tested this moderation for test–retest reliability (Study 1)
and predictive validity (Study 2). A second and related aim was to ex-
amine the importance of testing condition (explicit anonymity versus
visibility instructions). In Study 1, where testing instructions were
given just before completion of the self–report retest measure, modera-
tion of Openness' perceived social desirabilitywas indeed only observed
in the anonymity condition, not in the visibility condition. Study 2 con-
firmed some of these findings: While results suggest that the link be-
tween self–reported Openness and a performance measure of
Openness varies at conditional values of Openness' perceived social de-
sirability, testing condition did not alter this effect. These observed dif-
ferences related to testing condition may be best explained by
methodological variations, as timing of presentation of the anonymity/
visibility instructions differed in the two studies: Just before completion
of the self–report measure in Study 1 and at the onset of the study in
Study 2. Consequently, testing condition was not specific and restricted
to completion of the criterion in Study 2. In addition, the very nature of
the two measures – self–reports versus behavioral, performance-based
criteria – differed, with the latter quite impossible to positively bias,
contrary to the former. Another explanation may be related to the fact
that in some contexts, visibility per se is not sufficient to systematically
encourage individuals to fake their self–reported answers. Other social
factors, such as evaluative pressure or social presence known to impact
behavioral outcomes (e.g., Beilock, 2008; Triplett, 1898), may addition-
ally be required to generate sufficient incentives in laboratory settings
to systematically encourage faking. Future research should investigate
this issue in order to identify those situational constraints that maxi-
mize individuals' motivation to fake their answers during personality
testing, and beyond.

Regarding SDR in personality research and the social value literature,
the present findings contribute to both areas in several ways. First, they
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support the relevance of taking into account individual differences in
perceived social desirability of the Openness dimension, with both
test–retest reliability (in the anonymity condition) and predictive valid-
ity being improved at lower levels of perceived social desirability. This
suggests that at low – but not at high – levels of perceived social desir-
ability of Openness, individuals do not have the knowledge (or have it to
a lesser extent) to respond in a socially desirable fashion, resulting in
more accurate answers (regarding available self–perceptions) and
therefore an increase in reliability and validity. The present findings
therefore provide evidence that themeaning of individuals' self–reports
on theOpenness dimensionmay differ as a function of their level of per-
ceived social desirability of this same construct. Importantly, these find-
ings currently apply to the Openness dimension and a specific
population only (undergraduate psychology students, predominantly
female). To test for generalizability, future research should test hypoth-
eses for all typical Big Five dimensions (i.e., Agreeableness, Conscien-
tiousness, Extraversion, and Neuroticism), preferably among samples
from various relevant populations.

Second, findings partly support the idea, developed by others
(Paulhus, 1991) that contextual factors in personality research – like
the anonymity versus visibility conditions implemented in the present
work – matter for construct validity. Results from Study 1 empirically
support the importance of testing conditions in the personality domain,
an issue that can be put in perspective with the historical development
of personality tests (Spencer, 1938). Indeed, given that early personality
test development relied on the field of intelligence testing, that is, on
measures for which scores cannot be improved to generate a positive
image if the underlying knowledge is lacking, the issue of anonymous
testing conditions has not been a concern at the onset. Since theses
early developments, it has been assumed that anonymity reduces SDR,
with research indicating that individuals' reports of undesirable charac-
teristics are higher in anonymity conditions than in visibility conditions
(Booth-Kewley, Edwards, & Rosenfeld, 1992; Lautenschlager & Flaherty,
1990; Paulhus, 1984; but see Holden, Magruder, Stein, Sitarenios, &
Sheldon, 1999). In a complementary way, our focus on the impact of
contextual factors on measures' psychometric indices provides new ev-
idence supporting the importance of anonymous testing conditions in
the case of self–report (personality) measures.

Third, although we are not the first to assume the methodological
relevance of the moderation hypothesis in personality and organiza-
tional research (Ganster et al., 1983; Holden, 2007; Moorman &
Podsakoff, 1992),we are thefirst to integrate this approach in a theoret-
ical framework that has proven very relevant in other areas (i.e., moti-
vation research; Dompnier et al., 2009, 2013; Smeding et al., 2015). It
suggests the importance of individual differences in perceived social de-
sirability of the construct (i.e., scores on a self–report Openness to Expe-
rience measure collected under self–presentation instructions) to test
for moderation, because these individual differences change the mean-
ing one gives to individuals' responses on the same measure collected
under standard (honest) instructions. This qualitative change as a func-
tion of individual differences is not investigated when the focus is on
mean score difference between honest and self–presentation conditions
(McFarland & Ryan, 2000). We therefore suggest that the two ap-
proaches investigate complementary research questions. The mean
score difference approach allows determining whether participants
can bias their responses if desired/instructed to do so, whether there
is a mean shift (in what direction), and whether rank order changed.
It does not help qualifying the meaning of responses under honest in-
structions, which iswhat the combined social value andmoderation ap-
proach allows.

In the end, what we particularly want to emphasize is the potential
added value for personality research of the social value framework, its
related methodology by taking into account individual differences in
perceived social desirability and, in the case of Study 1, the importance
of testing conditions in explaining response variability. Given that this
added value can be achieved at rather reduced costs, the present
methodology may open new perspectives for professionals aiming at
improving reliability and validity in various applied domains.

Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at http://dx.
doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2017.03.028.
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