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Chapter 5

Faking Experiments: Examining Question Sensitivity 
for Social Desirability*

* This Chapter was adapted from: Haan, M., Ongena, Y.P., & Glopper, C.M., de. (submitted). Faking Experi-
ments: Examining Question Sensitivity for Social Desirability.
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5.1 Background

In surveys, questions are administered that ask respondents about controversial topics 
such as adultery or abortion, voting behavior or income level. These items may lead to 
dishonest responses because the topic is considered sensitive. Tourangeau, Rips, and 
Rasinski (2000) argue that survey questions which are identified as sensitive comply 
with one of the following three aspects: (1) intrusiveness of the question topic, (2) risk 
of disclosure, and (3) social desirability. First, highly intrusive topics can be seen as 
sensitive because they invade a person’s privacy and can be offensive. For example, 
questions on income are known for their sensitivity (Yan, Curtin, & Jans, 2010). This 
can possibly be explained by making the assumption that respondents might not want 
to report income because this is none of the interviewer’s business, or that they find 
income questions too rude. As a result, respondents might provide a dishonest answer 
in order to protect their privacy and protect their face or they refuse to answer the 
question.

The second aspect is the risk of disclosure. In this case, a question is considered sen-
sitive when respondents are concerned about the consequences of their answers being 
made accessible for third parties (not including the interviewer or researchers involved 
in the survey). For instance, respondents who are involved in adultery are likely to give 
a dishonest answer or refuse to answer questions on this topic when a family member 
is at home and can overhear the interview (Rasinski, Baldwin, Willis, & Jobe, 1994). 
Furthermore, people can be worried about their responses being shared with other 
agencies. For example, respondents might withhold information about illegal behaviors 
(e.g., drug-use) because they are worried about this information being shared with the 
police.

The third aspect, social desirability, is related to the social norm that corresponds 
with the answer to a question. For certain topics it is believed that the general public 
has an opinion of which attitudes and behaviors are the accepted social standards. 
The response options of questions on these topics are either socially desirable or 
socially undesirable. For instance, running a red light is socially undesirable behavior. 
Furthermore, social norms can differ among groups. For example, students may have 
other beliefs about acceptable alcohol consumption than other people. Either way, 
respondents sometimes adjust their answers to comply with these social norms to 
present themselves in a favorable light towards the question administrator and society 
in general (Nederhof, 1985). In previous studies (for an overview see: Tourangeau & 
Yan, 2007:863), most evidence is found for underreporting of socially undesirable be-
haviors; respondents falsely deny their involvement in for example smoking or alcohol 
consumption. There is also evidence that respondents overreport socially desirable be-
haviors; they falsely claim to have engaged in for example voting or church attendance. 
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Whether or not respondents overreport depends on respondents’ actual (self-reported) 
behavior: an item questioning if a person voted is not sensitive for someone who did 
vote during elections because then the respondent can (honestly) answer according to 
the social norm.

In survey methodological experiments, sensitive items are selected to examine ef-
fects of survey design features (e.g., survey mode, question wording) on the degree of 
socially desirable response behavior. In a number of such studies addressing the issue 
of socially desirable responding, respondents’ answers were compared with outside 
records as ‘gold standard’ to assess if their answers were true (for an overview see: 
Tourangeau & Yan, 2007:863). However, such records are often not available (e.g., there 
are no records of attitudes) or it is not possible to access them. Therefore, findings on 
social desirability are often based on assumptions about the sensitivity of questions 
for socially desirable answering behavior. In other words, researchers interested in 
effects of survey design features have been selecting questions themselves based on 
their intuition or on widely shared social desirability connotations, or they have used 
questions that were found to be sensitive in previous studies (Jäckle, Roberts, & Lynn, 
2006). Differences in response distributions (i.e., socially desirable response vs. other 
response), are then attributed to socially desirable answering behavior.

In psychological research, instead of relying on assumptions, experimental studies 
have been conducted to assess whether items (i.e., pre-dominantly self-reported traits 
of personality) are indeed susceptible for dishonest answering behavior (for meta-
analyses see Birkeland, Manson, Kisamore, Brannick, & Smith, 2006; Viswesvaran & 
Ones, 1999). In these experiments respondents are instructed to provide socially desir-
able or socially undesirable answers. These instructions are referred to as faking good 
(i.e., deliberately providing socially desirable answers) or faking bad (i.e., deliberately 
providing socially undesirable answers). When respondents in the fake good group give 
a significantly different answer to an item compared to respondents in the fake bad 
group, it is assumed that this item is susceptible for faking behavior.

In survey methodology, only a few studies along the lines of these faking experiments 
have been undertaken to experimentally assess whether certain questions are indeed 
susceptible for socially desirable responding. Holbrook, Green and Krosnick (2003) 
reported results of mode effects on social desirability using several data sets. Faking 
experiments were conducted for one data set (the 1982 National Election Study, ‘NES’) 
to test questions for sensitivity of socially desirable responding. Based on intuition and 
previous findings, Holbrook et al. (2003:118-119) selected five items (distributed over 
three topics: interest in politics, voting behavior, and support for government aid to 
African-Americans) of which they believed had strong social desirability connotations. 
The 112 university students in their sample were instructed to either fake good or 
fake bad when answering these five items. Significant differences in means were found 
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between the two conditions indicating all five items had social desirability connota-
tions. In addition, the NES conducted a similar experiment to test other questions as 
well. Significant differences were found for all the items; frequency of religious service 
attendance, social security spending, reported voter turnout, and frequency of watching 
local television news (Holbrook et al., 2003).

Heerwegh (2009) also conducted a faking experiment within the context of a mode 
comparison experiment. In this study, the treatment group included 237 university 
students, which answered the main part of the items face-to-face, and the last 36 items 
using web (items were distributed over six topics: school activities, social integration 
in school, and utilitarian individualism, social dominance orientation, happy-healthy 
index, and number of friends). The control group included 173 university students who 
answered all items face-to-face. Additional data was collected for the faking experiment; 
217 university students were instructed to fake good and 223 to fake bad using a web 
mode. They answered the same 36 items as the treatment group. The faking experiment 
showed significant differences for all 36 items, which was interpreted as all items hav-
ing social desirability connotations.

In the faking experiments presented in the studies of Holbrook et al. (2003) and 
Heerwegh (2009), claims on possible social desirability connotations were based on 
significant differences in means between the fake good and fake bad condition. Though 
the mean difference between these conditions is an indicator for existing social desir-
ability connotations, it does not provide further insights in respondents’ faking behav-
ior. For instance, the question remains if these connotations are the same within the 
fake good and fake bad condition.

The current study will focus on three additional aspects that should be taken into 
account when conducting faking experiments. First, differences in variance will be 
analyzed in order to study if respondents provide generally agreed-on socially (un)
desirable answers. A significant difference in variance indicates that the dispersion of 
responses in one condition is higher than in the other. A larger dispersion could indicate 
there is less agreement on what the socially (un)desirable answer is. Therefore, it is im-
portant to include outcomes of difference in variance tests when making claims based 
on faking experiments.

A second additional aspect of this study is a focus on the effects of social presence, 
which is assumed to affect socially desirable responding. The intensity of social pres-
ence depends on the circumstances of the physical and social space in which a commu-
nication medium is shared (Short, Williams, & Christie, 1976). In general, interviewer-
administered survey modes are known for their high social presence, resulting in more 
socially desirable answers compared to self-administered survey modes. Consequently, 
it is possible that faking behavior (i.e., asking respondents to provide the most socially 
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(un)desirable answer) differs among modes because of social presence differences. For 
instance, since web is more anonymous, faking behavior could be more extreme in web 
compared to face-to-face surveys resulting in different social desirability connotations. 
Especially when conducting a faking experiment as a pre-test for a mode comparison 
study it would be useful to have more knowledge on faking behavior among modes. 
In Holbrook et al.’s (2003) study the mode in which the faking experiments were 
conducted was not reported, though it is likely to assume the faking experiment did 
not include multiple modes. Nevertheless, the outcomes of these faking experiments 
were used for a study in which telephone and face-to-face surveys were compared. In 
Heerwegh’s (2009) faking experiment a web mode was used to administer the items. 
The results of this experiment were used to interpret differences between a face-to-face 
survey and a web survey.

A third additional aspect addressed in this study is the possibility that respondents 
differ in faking behavior, since some groups might have different opinions on what so-
cially (un)desirable behaviors are than other groups. As a result, claims made on social 
desirability connotations for items could be group-specific. Differences in faking behav-
ior of respondents have not been taken into account in the previous faking experiments. 
In the studies of Holbrook et al. (2003), and Heerwegh (2009), the faking samples 
consisted of university students (respondent characteristics for the NES study were not 
reported). University students are usually young adults who are higher educated and 
have a different lifestyle than non-students (Laska, Pasch, Lust, Story, & Ehlinger, 2009; 
Capone, Wood, Borsari, & Laird, 2007). Therefore, faking behavior of students might dif-
fer from other respondents and should for that reason not be neglected when drawing 
conclusions based on faking experiments.

In light of the limited availability of faking experiments within the field of survey 
methodology (Heerwegh, 2009; Holbrook et al., 2003), and the fact previous conclu-
sions are based solely on significant differences between means, we conducted three 
faking experiments. We did not only focus on significant differences between means 
of the fake good and fake bad conditions, but we also examined the role of variance 
within the conditions of faking experiments. In addition, we studied how social pres-
ence and respondent characteristics affected the outcomes of these experiments, and 
took into account item variability as well. To summarize, this Chapter examined how 
question sensitivity for socially desirable responding can be established by means of 
faking experiments. Specifically, the study is focused on the question how faking good 
behavior differs from faking bad behavior by taking into account differences in means 
and variance in several manipulated survey conditions.



85

Faking Experiments

Ch
ap

te
r 

5

5.2 Experiment 1: Faking and Social Presence

5.2.1 Introduction
Our first experiment was designed to study possible social desirability connotations for 
sensitive questions, and respondents’ agreement on what socially (un)desirable answers 
are. The main issue examined were differences in means and variance between the fake 
good and fake bad group. An additional aspect of this experiment was a focus on the effect 
of social presence on faking behavior. The intensity of social presence was manipulated by 
using different response modes and by including a picture of an interviewer in the ques-
tionnaire. The items were administered by web or a paper and pencil survey (PAPI). We 
expected more extreme faking behavior in the web mode, because respondents had more 
control about the situation in which they could participate. Web survey respondents could 
access the questionnaire through an online link and had control on the place and time in 
which they participated. The PAPI questionnaire was distributed by the researcher and 
had to be completed in a crowded place of the university. Therefore, the PAPI situation of-
fered less anonymity, and so it may affect answering behavior of respondents (Denniston 
et al., 2010). In addition, half of the respondents saw a picture of an interviewer with 
instructions to keep the interviewer in mind while faking good or bad, and the other half 
did not. We expected more extreme faking behavior in the survey without an interviewer 
picture (i.e., lower degree of social presence) than in the other conditions.

5.2.2 Method

Participants
Fieldwork was carried out at the University of Groningen in March 2014 (the Nether-
lands). Our participants were students from different departments of the University of 
Groningen, and the Hanze University of Applied Sciences (n=175 (women n=91, men 
n=84), Mage=24.1).

Questionnaire
The survey questionnaire contained items from the European Social Survey (ESS). The 
ESS is an academically driven cross-national survey spread through Europe every two 
years to collect data among the citizens of Europe (European Social Survey, 2015). The 
ESS measures social, political and moral attitudes, beliefs and behaviors of Europeans. 
Several topics are questioned, such as voting behavior, trust in institutions, and life 
satisfaction. We selected 9 items in total of the ESS which were considered to be poten-
tially sensitive for socially desirable responding (see Appendix B.1). After these 9 items 
were administered, questions on gender, age and education were asked along with an 
instruction to answer these demographical questions truthfully.
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Design
For this experiment 8 versions of the survey instrument were created which resulted in 
a 2 (fake good vs. fake bad) x2 (PAPI vs. web) x2 (picture vs. no picture) between sub-
jects design. Respondents were instructed to give the most socially desirable response 
(fake good) or the least socially desirable response (fake bad) instead of the response 
they would have chosen in a normal survey. Respondents either received a PAPI survey 
or a web survey. Half of the surveys, both PAPI and web, contained a picture of a female 
interviewer and in the other half no picture was presented.

Procedure
The PAPI survey was distributed to the participants during lectures and in communal 
spaces of the universities. The web survey was distributed online through a link on 
social network websites. Within each mode, respondents were randomly assigned to 
one of the fake good and fake bad conditions. Both questionnaires started with a short 
explanation about the study in which the importance of following the instructions was 
emphasized. Then, respondents could proceed to the instruction page. To make sure 
our subjects would understand the instruction text correctly, we pre-tested our fake 
good and fake bad instructions. From a pre-test it appeared that some respondents 
were not familiar with the term ‘social desirability’. Therefore, in the final version of 
the questionnaire we included an example of a potential sensitive situation susceptible 
to socially desirable responding and presented the possible fake good and fake bad 
answer. Since in the pre-test respondents seemed to forget to fake bad, in the final ver-
sion of the questionnaire the fake good and fake bad instructions were repeated. This 
repetition was done twice in the PAPI mode, while in the web mode the fake good or 
fake bad instruction was repeated for every question, since participants tend to read 
digital texts less carefully than paper and find cognitive tasks on a screen harder than 
on paper (Driessen, 2013).

5.2.3 Results

Fake good – fake bad differences
To study whether the selected questions have social desirability connotations, and have 
generally agreed-on socially (un)desirable answers, similar to the studies of Holbrook 
et al. (2003) and Heerwegh (2009), independent sample t-tests were conducted (see 
Table 5.1). In addition to the t-values, which may give indications about possible social 
desirability connotations, we were specifically interested in the outcomes of Levene’s 
test for Equality of Variances. This test may give indications on the degree of agreement 
on what is socially (un)desirable responding.
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The expected most extreme socially desirable answer was coded as the highest value 
(5), and the expected most extreme socially undesirable answer was coded as the low-
est value (1).

The 10-point scales were rescaled to 5-point scales (items 6-8), meaning the highest 
value is 5, and the lowest value is 0.5. We also included an end of scale distance (ESD) in 
Table 5.1. This score shows the distance of the mean to the endpoint of the scale from 
the perspective of the most socially desirable or undesirable answer. Due to rescaling, 
different endpoints are applicable for two sets of items. The items 1, 4, 5 and 9, were 
already five-point scales. Within the fake good condition, with the perspective of the 
most socially desirable answer, the end-point of the scale is 5, whereas within the fake 
bad condition the end-point of the scale is 1 (and hence for these items the ESD varies 
between 0 and 4). Due to rescaling from a 10-point scale to a 5-point scale, for items 
6-8 the end-point from the fake bad perspective is 0.5, and observed values in both 
conditions lie between 0.5 and 5 (and hence the ESD for these items in both conditions 
can vary between 0 and 4.5).

We found significant differences between the means of the fake good and the fake 
bad conditions for all items indicating the likeliness of existing social desirability con-
notations (see Table 5.1). An additional t-test for the ESD scores yielded a significant 
difference between the fake good and fake bad condition, (fake good M=1.0, SD=0.4 
/ fake bad: M=0.7, SD=0.8, t(126)=2.84, p<.01, d=0.47). This indicates answering be-
havior is a bit more extreme (i.e., responses closer to the end of the scale) in the fake 

Table 5.1. Mean responses (M), standard deviation (SD), and end of scale distance (ESD) to com-
pare fake good and fake bad answering behavior for all items with continuous scales in experi-
ment 1.

Items

Fake Good Fake Bad

df T F Levene’s Test Cohen’s dM SD ESD M SD ESD

ESS
1. political interest 4.3 0.6 0.7 1.3 0.8 0.3 173 25.7***  0.3 4.24
4. income differences 4.0 0.8 1.0 1.6 1.1 0.6 152 15.1*** 13.53*** 2.50
5. homosexuality 4.6 0.7 0.4 1.5 1.2 0.5 134 20.14*** 11.1*** 3.15
6. immigrants 3.1 1.1 1.9 1.4 1.5 0.9 157  8.2***  6.2** 1.30
7. life satisfaction 4.0 0.7 1.0 1.2 1.2 0.7 138 17.66*** 20.7*** 2.85
8. happiness 4.2 0.6 0.8 1.3 1.3 0.8 118 17.35*** 43.52*** 2.86
9. social activities 3.6 0.7 1.4 1.6 1.2 0.6 134 12.4*** 14.3*** 2.03

All 4.0 0.4 1.0 1.4 0.8 0.7 126 23.57*** 35.13*** 4.11

*=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001
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bad condition than in the fake good condition. Significant differences in variance were 
also found (except for item 1). For all items (overall and individual), the dispersion was 
larger in the fake bad condition than in the fake good condition. This may indicate that 
the degree of agreement on socially undesirable answers is lower than the degree of 
agreement on socially desirable answers.

Repeated-measures analysis of variance
Repeated-measures analysis of variances (ANOVA) were used to examine the effects 
of faking (fake good vs. fake bad), mode (PAPI vs. web) and personalization (picture 
vs. no picture) on answering behavior while controlling for item variability. In the re-
peated- measures ANOVA degrees of freedom were corrected using Greenhouse-Geisser 
estimates of sphericity (Ɛ=.75). A significant main effect was found for item F(4.5, 
752.54)=13.02, p<.001, ηp²=0.07, and an interaction effect for item*faking was found 
as well F(4.5, 752.54)=15.72, p<.001, ηp²=0.08. These results indicate that answering 
behavior varied per item, and the faking conditions had different effects on answering 
behavior depending on the item that was administered. Using the Bonferroni correc-
tion (p<.05), pairwise comparisons of the fake good and fake bad condition showed the 
same outcomes as those presented in Table 5.1 for all items combined. The repeated-
measures ANOVA yielded no effects for mode and personalization (i.e., social presence).

Fake good – fake bad differences nominal scales
To study whether items 2 (voting) and 3 (party voted for) have social desirability con-
notations chi-square tests were conducted since these questions contained nominal 
response options. For item 2 there was a significant association between the fake 
good and fake bad condition and whether or not respondents had voted in the last 
national parliamentary election, χ²(1)=99.863, p<.001. Respondents faking good were 
more likely to report voting; 98.8 percent of respondents faking good reported voting, 
compared to 23.8 percent of respondents faking bad. Therefore, we can assume item 
2 has social desirability connotations, and respondents agreed on the direction of the 
socially (un)desirable answer. Within the fake good condition the agreement appears to 
be stronger than in the fake bad condition.

By answering item 3, respondents were asked to report the party they voted for dur-
ing elections in the Netherlands. Parties with more moderate viewpoints were coded 
as 0 (socially desirable answer), and parties with more extreme viewpoints or the very 
small ones were coded as 1 (socially undesirable answer).* We found a significant as-
sociation between the fake good and fake bad condition and the parties respondents 

* Moderate Dutch parties: VVD, PvdA, CDA, SP, D66, Groenlinks, and CU. Extreme or small Dutch parties: 
PVV, SGP, PvdD, 50+ Partij, and ‘other’.
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selected, χ²(1)=103.837, p<.001. Moderate parties were selected by 96.5 percent of 
respondents faking good, compared to 19.3 percent of respondents faking bad. Thus 
item 3 seems to have social desirability connotations, and generally agreed on socially 
(un)desirable answers as well.

5.2.4 Conclusion
As predicted, the selected ESS items tested in this first faking experiment showed 
significant differences between the fake good and fake bad conditions, showing the 
items indeed have social desirability connotations. Interestingly, more extreme faking 
behavior was found in the fake bad condition; here the responses were closer to the 
end of the scale than in the fake good condition. Furthermore, the variance between the 
groups differed; the variance in the fake bad group was systematically higher than the 
variance in the fake good group. This result shows that respondents do not unanimously 
point out the undesirable answers in the fake bad condition. The response mode and 
the interviewer pictures (i.e., social presence) did not seem to substantially affect faking 
behavior. Probably the two self-administered modes did not evoke different feelings of 
anonymity.

Overall, the differences between the faking conditions may be explained by different 
beliefs within the population on what is the most socially desirable answer and on what 
is the most socially undesirable answer. Response distributions show that the most 
socially desirable answer is not the most extreme response option on the scale (i.e., 5), 
but is (approximately) one scale-point lower (i.e., 4). Respondents do not always unani-
mously choose response option 4, but there is consensus among respondents that the 
most socially desirable response option should be somewhere around 4. In the fake bad 
condition, response distributions show that the vast majority of respondents chose the 
most extreme response option on the scale (i.e., 1). However, there are also a number 
of respondents who chose response option 2 as being the most socially undesirable 
answer. As a result, the variance was larger in the fake bad condition than in the fake 
good condition. From this we concluded that in the population there seems to be less 
consensus on what is socially undesirable. We can assume that people throughout their 
life are more inclined to act socially desirable than socially undesirable. Thus, people 
are less familiar with thinking about what is socially undesirable, which explains why 
agreement on faking bad is lower than on faking good.
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5.3 Experiment 2: Faking, Instruction Reminders, and Respondent 
Groups

5.3.1 Introduction
Since experiment 1 showed differences in faking bad behavior between conditions, we 
became interested in the effect of repeating instructions on the validity of the fake good 
and fake bad measurements. It may be possible that the validity of especially the fake bad 
measurements was affected by respondents forgetting about the faking-instructions. It 
is expected that faking behavior is more extreme in conditions with many reminders 
(instruction per item) because participants are more likely to be aware of the faking-
instructions than in conditions with few reminders (instruction per topic).

In experiment 2 we also focused on the effects of respondent characteristics on fak-
ing behavior. Previous survey methodological faking experiments have used student 
samples (Heerwegh, 2009; Holbrook et al., 2003). To study possible differences in 
faking behavior between respondents with different levels of cognitive processing, we 
investigated to what extent students and senior citizens differed in fake good and fake 
bad scores. Additional items were included in this experiment, to make stronger claims 
about their faking behavior. Four items originating from the Marlowe Crowne Scale 
(MC Scale) were added to the questionnaire. These items are specifically designed to 
control for social desirability bias, and therefore might provoke more extreme answer-
ing behavior and elicit more agreement in faking behavior compared to the ESS items. 
Furthermore, we only used a PAPI survey as senior citizens are less well-presented on 
the internet.

5.3.2 Method

Participants
Fieldwork was carried out at the University of Groningen in June 2014. The subjects 
were university students of Groningen (n=81 (women n=39, men n=41), Mage=23.5), 
and senior citizens (n=40 (women n=31, men n=9), Mage=72.3).

Questionnaire
The same 9 questions of the ESS were used as those selected for experiment 1, and 
we added 4 items originating from the MC Scale (see Appendix B.1). The students and 
senior citizens all received the same PAPI questionnaire, the versions only differed in 
font size (i.e., bigger font size for senior citizens). After these 13 questions (9 ESS items 
and 4 MC Scale items), questions on gender, age, and education were administered with 
the instruction to answers these demographical items truthfully.
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Design
Four versions of the survey instrument were created. For this experiment we used a 
2 (fake good vs fake bad) x2 (instruction per item vs. instruction per topic) between 
subjects design. The faking-instructions were identical to experiment 1. Contrary to 
the first experiment, we systematically varied the amount of reminders for the fake 
good and fake bad instruction. Half of the respondents was shown a reminder of the 
fake good or fake bad instruction with every new item, and the other half was shown 
a reminder with every new topic (e.g., political behavior, political attitudes, subjective 
wellbeing, and MC Scale items).

Procedure
Students were approached in communal spaces of the university. Senior citizens were 
reached by distributing the survey during activities attended by older people (e.g., a 
choir rehearsal). Then, all participants were randomly allocated to one of the conditions. 
The PAPI questionnaire contained the same explanations and examples as those given 
in the questionnaires of experiment 1. To prevent respondents of becoming irritated 
by receiving many reminders, the faking-reminders were integrated in the general text 
that preceded every item. The other half of the respondents were shown a reminder 
of the fake good or fake bad instruction only when a new topic was questioned, which 
resulted in 4 reminders of the fake good or fake bad instruction.

5.3.3 Results

Fake good - fake bad differences
To study whether the selected questions have social desirability connotations, and 
have generally agreed-on socially (un)desirable answers independent sample t-tests 
were conducted (see Table 5.2). We found significant differences between the means 
of the fake good and the fake bad conditions indicating the likeliness of existing social 
desirability connotations. For the ESS items, additional t-tests yielded significant dif-
ferences for the ESD scores of the fake good and fake bad condition (fake good M=1.0, 
SD=0.4 / fake bad: M=0.6, SD=0.8, t(126)=2.84, p<.05, d=0.63). This result indicates 
that respondents gave somewhat more extreme responses to the ESS items in the fake 
bad condition. No significant differences were found for the MC Scale items regarding 
the ESD. In addition, significant differences in variance were found as well (except for 
items 1, and 5). Similar to experiment 1, the dispersion was larger in the fake bad condi-
tion than in the fake good condition, indicating there was less agreement on socially 
undesirable answers.
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Repeated-measures analysis of variance
Repeated-measures ANOVA were used to examine the effects of faking (fake good vs. fake 
bad), reminders (every item vs. every topic) and respondent characteristics (student vs. 
senior citizen) on answering behavior while controlling for individual differences of 
items. Repeated-measures analyses were conducted separately for all the items, the ESS 
items, and the MC Scale items.

In a repeated-measures ANOVA based on all items, degrees of freedom were cor-
rected using Greenhouse-Geisser estimates of sphericity (Ɛ=.74). We found a sig-
nificant effect for item F(7.4, 851.71)=4.5, p<.001, ηp²=.03, an interaction effect for 
item*faking F(7.4, 851.71)=8.0, p<.001, ηp²=.06, and a three-way interaction effect for 
item*faking*respondent F(7.4, 851.71)=1.08, p<.05, ηp²=.02. No significant effects were 
found for the instruction reminders. These results indicate that answering behavior dif-
fered in the faking conditions and among respondents (students vs. seniors) depending 
on the item that was administered. Using the Bonferroni correction (p<.05), pairwise 
comparisons of the fake good and fake bad conditions showed the same outcomes as 
those presented in Table 5.2. Comparing means of students and senior citizens showed 
no significant effects within the fake good condition. However, within the fake bad 
condition significant differences were found between the means of students (M=1.3, 
SD=0.6), and senior citizens (M=2.1, SD=1.0), p<.01. This result indicates that students 
and seniors differ in agreement on what is socially undesirable responding; faking bad 
answering behavior of students is more extreme than that of senior citizens. In addition, 
senior citizens showed less agreement on the most socially undesirable answer than 
students based on difference in standard deviations.

In a repeated-measures ANOVA for the ESS items, degrees of freedom were corrected 
using Greenhouse-Geisser estimates of sphericity (Ɛ=.75). Significant differences were 
found for item F(4.5, 520.55)=7.0, p<.001, ηp²=.05. Furthermore, interaction effects 
were found for item*faking F(4.5, 520.55)=7.9, p<.001, ηp²=.06, and item*respondent 
F(4.5, 520.55)=3.4, p<.01, ηp²=.03. No significant effects were found for the instruction 
reminders. This indicates that answering behavior differed in the faking conditions de-
pending on the administered item, and answering behavior differed among respondents 
also depending on the item (irrespective of the faking condition). Pairwise comparisons 
with a Bonferroni correction (p<.05) of the fake good and fake bad conditions showed 
the same outcomes as those presented in Table 5.2. The effect for respondent can be 
explained by differences in means in the fake bad condition similar to the analysis on all 
the items combined (students: M=1.2, SD=0.6 / seniors: M=1.9, SD=1.0, p<.01).

In a repeated-measures analysis for the MC Scale items, degrees of freedom were 
corrected using Huynh-Feldt estimates of sphericity (Ɛ=.94). An interaction effect was 
found for item*faking F(2.6, 303.9)=4.0, p<.05, ηp²=.03. Similar to the other repeated-
measures ANOVA’s for all the items and the ESS items, answering behavior differed in 
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the faking conditions depending on the administered item. Interestingly, no significant 
effect was found for respondent in the MC Scale repeated-measures. This may indicate 
that faking behavior of students and seniors differed mainly for the ESS items. Pairwise 
comparisons with a Bonferroni correction (p<.05) of the fake good and fake bad condi-
tions showed the same outcomes as those presented in Table 5.2.

Fake good – fake bad differences nominal scales
To study whether items 2 (voting) and 3 (party voted for) have social desirability con-
notations chi-square tests were conducted. For item 2 there was a significant associa-
tion between the fake good and fake bad condition and whether or not respondents had 
voted in the last national parliamentary election, χ²(1)=99.180, p<.001. Respondents 
faking good were more likely to report voting; 100 percent of respondents faking good 
reported voting, compared to 9.8 percent of respondents faking bad. Therefore we can, 
similarly as in experiment 1, assume item 2 has social desirability connotations, and 

Table 5.2. Mean responses (M), standard deviation (SD), and end of scale distance (ESD) to com-
pare fake good and fake bad answering behavior for all items with continuous scales in experi-
ment 2.

Items

Fake Good Fake Bad

df T F Levene’s Test Cohen’s dM SD ESD M SD ESD

ESS
1. political interest 4.3 0.7 0.7 1.4 1.0 0.4 119 18.56***  0.46 3.36
4. income differences 4.1 0.8 0.9 1.7 1.2 0.7 102 12.50*** 11.85*** 2.35
5. homosexuality 4.6 0.5 0.4 1.3 1.0 0.3 119 23.15***  1.50 4.17
6. immigrants 3.5 0.7 1.5 1.2 1.3 0.7  93 11.81*** 14.13*** 2.20
7. life satisfaction 4.0 0.5 1.0 1.3 1.4 0.8  77 14.11*** 26.51*** 2.56
8. happiness 4.0 0.4 1.0 1.2 1.2 0.7  76 16.30*** 36.26*** 3.13
9. social activities 3.7 0.8 1.3 1.8 1.3 0.8 100  9.29***  9.11** 1.76

MC Scale
10. tell the truth 4.0 1.0 1.0 1.9 1.4 0.9 106  9.07*** 12.28*** 1.72
11. getting angry 3.8 0.9 1.2 1.9 1.4 0.9 103  8.95*** 17.24*** 1.61
12. admit mistakes 4.2 0.8 0.8 1.6 1.1 0.6 109 14.25***  4.89* 2.70
13. offend others 3.8 1.1 1.2 2.0 1.5 1.0 109  7.20*** 11.01*** 1.36

All 4.0 0.4 1.0 1.6 0.8 0.7  86 20.41*** 23.77*** 3.81
ESS 4.0 0.4 1.0 1.4 0.8 0.6  87 22.75*** 22.51*** 4.11
MC Scale 4.0 0.7 1.0 1.8 1.0 0.8 104 12.71***  9.78** 2.54

*=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001
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respondents agreed on the direction of the socially (un)desirable answer. Within the 
fake good condition the agreement appears to be much stronger than in the fake bad 
condition.

By answering item 3, respondents were asked to report the party they voted for 
during elections in the Netherlands. We found a significant association between the 
fake good and fake bad condition and the parties respondents selected, χ²(1)=62.561, 
p<.001. Moderate parties were selected by 85 percent of respondents faking good, 
compared to 13.1 percent of respondents faking bad. Thus item 3 again seems to have 
social desirability connotations, and generally agreed on socially (un)desirable answers 
as well.

5.3.4 Conclusion
Similar to experiment 1, the analysis of experiment 2 showed significant differences 
between the means of the fake good and fake bad condition, indicating the items have 
social desirability connotations. For the ESS items, a significant difference was found 
for the ESD between the faking conditions; there was more extreme faking behavior 
in the fake bad group than in the fake good group. In the fake bad condition answering 
behavior was also more extreme for the ESS items than for the MC Scale items. For 
the MC Scale items, the intensity of faking behavior did not significantly differ between 
fake good and fake bad. The finding that for both sets of items the variance between 
faking groups significantly differed, indicates again that there is less agreement on 
socially undesirable responding than socially desirable responding. Similar response 
distributions were found in experiment 2 as those found in experiment 1. Contrary to 
our expectations, the MC Scale items did not elicit more agreement in faking.

Repeated-measures ANOVA’s did not yield any effects for instruction reminders. 
This indicates that the number of faking-instructions does not affect faking behavior. 
The repeated measures analysis did show that students and senior citizens differed 
in faking bad behavior regarding the ESS items; students provided more extreme 
socially undesirable answers than senior citizens. In addition, senior citizens showed 
less agreement on socially undesirable responding than students. These outcomes 
could be explained by age-related variables. It is possible that these respondents dif-
fered in opinion on what is socially desirable because of the era they grew up in (Burris, 
Johnson, & O’Rourke, 2003). However, it is also feasible that due to the unfamiliarity of 
thinking in terms of socially undesirable behaviors faking behavior in general is cogni-
tively challenging. Since senior citizens could be fatigued sooner (Bathelt & Bauknecht, 
2011) than university students, especially with seniors this could yield less compliance 
with the faking-instructions. To adequately enact faking behavior, respondents should 
carefully read the faking-instructions, understand them, and apply the instructions 
while answering the survey items. Furthermore, respondents should be able to fake. 
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Especially faking bad can be cognitively demanding as this behavior may be unnatural 
compared to the respondent’s actual answering behavior.

5.4 Experiment 3: Faking, Respondent Groups, and Item-Topic

5.4.1 Introduction
In the third faking experiment, we focused again on effects of respondent characteris-
tics on faking behavior. Experiment 2 showed differences in faking behavior between 
students and senior citizens. This effect could be caused by cognition differences be-
tween these groups or by different opinions on social desirability. In experiment 3, we 
compared faking behavior between students and young graduated adults. Differences 
between students and graduates may be caused more by lifestyle differences than age-
related variables (Laska et al., 2009).

Furthermore, since experiment 2 showed differences between the ESS and the MC 
Scale items, we became interested in faking behavior differences between groups 
caused by item-topic. Therefore, in addition to ESS items, we included items on alcohol 
consumption in the questionnaire for experiment 3. Responses on alcohol use items by 
university students are expected to differ from responses by young graduates, i.e., those 
no longer participating in student-life. The graduates’ opinion on the norms of alcohol 
use may differ from the students’ opinion (Laska et al., 2009).

The two previous experiments were executed similarly to the faking experiments 
of Holbrook et al. (2003) and Heerwegh (2009). In this third experiment, respondents 
were again instructed to fake good or fake bad, but now also a control group was added 
that received no instructions to fake. Including a control group allows for separating 
the effects of executing faking-instructions (which are not present in the control group) 
from the self-reported ‘real’ attitudes or behaviors of respondents. As young adults (i.e., 
students and graduates) are well-presented on the internet, we only used a web survey.

5.4.2 Method

Participants
Fieldwork was carried out at the University of Groningen in January 2015. The respon-
dents were students (n=85, (women n=52, men n=33) Mage=24.1) or young graduated 
adults (n=130 (women n=53, men n=77), Mage=29.6).

The Questionnaire
The questionnaire used in this experiment differs partly from the previous two experi-
ments (see Appendix B.2). It included 6 items on political attitudes and behaviors from 
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the ESS questionnaire, selected from the 9 items that were also used in experiments 1 
and 2. To study effects of alcohol items on faking behavior, the questionnaire included 
8 items of the 2013 Health Survey of Statistics Netherlands, 8 items of the Drinking 
Motives Questionnaire Revised Short Form (DMQ-R-SF), and 4 items on binge drinking 
(i.e., heavy episodic drinking). After these 26 questions, questions on gender, age, edu-
cation, student background, and work situation were administered with an instruction 
to answers these questions truthfully.

Design
Three versions of the survey instrument were created. Similar to the previous two 
experiments, respondents were instructed to give the most socially desirable response 
(fake good) or to give the least socially desirable response (fake bad). However, a control 
group was included in experiment 3. This group did not receive an instruction to fake 
good or to fake bad; the survey was presented to them as a normal survey.

Procedure
Potential participants were recruited by means of advertisements on pages of student 
associations and alumni groups on social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn). 
All respondents were randomly assigned to one of the conditions. All respondents self-
administered their answer through a web survey. The web survey started with the same 
explanations and examples as those given in the previous two experiments.

5.4.3 Results

Fake good, fake bad, and control group differences
To study whether the selected questions have social desirability connotations, and have 
generally agreed-on socially (un)desirable answers independent sample t-tests were 
conducted (see Tables 5.3.1, 5.3.2, and 5.3.3). For all items combined, the alcohol items, 
and the ESS items we found significant differences for the means when comparing the 
fake good to the fake bad condition, the fake good to the control group condition, and 
the fake bad to the control group condition. This indicates that there are social desir-
ability connotations for the selected items. Furthermore, it shows that faking behavior 
differs from answering behavior in a normal survey condition. Effect sizes are larger for 
the comparison of the fake bad condition and the control group than for the comparison 
of the fake good condition and the control group. This demonstrates that faking good is 
closer to the ‘actual’ reported answering behavior of respondents than faking bad.

To investigate the ESD difference, additional t-tests were executed. These tests 
showed significant differences between the fake good and fake bad condition for all the 
items (fake good M=1.0, SD=0.4 / fake bad: M=0.7, SD=0.6, t(95)=3.23, p<.01, d=0.58), 
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Tables 5.3.1, 5.3.2, and 5.3.3. Mean responses (M), standard deviation (SD), and end of scale 
distance (ESD) to compare the fake good, fake bad, and control group answering behavior for all 
items with continuous scales in experiment 3.

Table 5.3.1 Fake good-fake bad comparison

Items

Fake Good Fake Bad

df T F Levene’s Test Cohen’s dM SD ESD M SD ESD

ESS
Political interest 4.4 0.6 0.6 1.3 1.0 0.3 133 21.63***    .01  3.76
Income differences 4.0 0.8 1.0 1.8 1.3 0.8  94 10.71***  23.05***  2.40
Homosexuality 4.6 0.5 0.4 1.0 0.0 0.0  75 56.33*** 211.65*** 10.18
Immigrants 3.0 1.0 2.0 0.9 1.1 0.4 133 10.90***    .43  2.08

Alcohol
week 4.4 0.7 0.6 1.1 1.0 0.6 133 21.60***    .82  3.82
week per day 4.6 0.6 0.4 0.7 0.8 0.2 103 30.75***   3.88*  5.51
weekend 2.8 0.8 2.2 1.8 1.6 0.8  79  4.16***  35.04***  0.80
weekend per day 3.4 1.0 1.6 1.3 1.6 0.8  86  8.75***  11.13**  1.57
last 30 days 3.5 0.6 1.5 1.2 1.0 0.2 133 16.17***   1.33  2.79
last 6 months, >6 4.2 1.0 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.2 129 27.40***  41.81***  4.42
Drink to / because
celebrate 2.4 0.7 2.6 3.6 1.7 2.6  74  -5.05*** 115.71***  -0.92
get high 4.7 0.7 0.3 1.5 1.2 0.5  86 17.03***  11.68**  3.25
forget 4.8 0.4 0.2 1.3 1.1 0.3  71 22.50***  16.13***  4.22
cheer up 4.8 0.5 0.2 1.4 1.0 0.4  77 22.45***  11.86**  4.30
fun 3.7 1.1 1.3 2.1 1.6 1.1 102  6.0***  12.85***  1.16
others won’t kid 4.5 0.8 0.5 1.6 1.4 0.6  90 14.10***  11.15**  2.54
like feeling 4.0 1.1 1.0 1.7 1.3 0.7 133 10.14***    .58  1.91
helps to enjoy 3.2 1.2 1.8 2.2 1.6 1.2 103  4.06***  12.74***  0.70
Binge drinking
bad-good 4.2 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.8 0.5 128 21.43***   4.87*  4.00
unpleasant-pleasant 4.0 1.0 1.0 1.4 1.3 0.9 133 12.07***   1.01  2.24
unwise-wise 4.4 0.7 0.6 1.1 1.0 0.6 133 20.54***    .05  3.82
not tasty-tasty 3.5 1.2 1.5 1.6 1.6 1.1  99  7.50***   8.10**  1.53

All 4.0 0.4 1.0 1.5 0.6 0.7  95 25.68***   6.26*  4.90
Alcohol 4.0 0.4 1.0 1.5 0.7 0.7  93 21.25***   6.24*  4.38
ESS 4.0 0.5 1.0 1.2 0.6 0.3 133 27.05***   0.98  5.07

*=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001
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the alcohol items (fake good M=1.0, SD=0.4 / fake bad: M=0.7, SD=0.7, t(93)=2.11, 
p<.05, d=0.52), and the ESS items (fake good M=1.0, SD=0.5 / fake bad: M=0.3, SD=0.6, 
t(133)=6.25, p<.001, d=1.26). These results demonstrate that faking behavior was 
more extreme in the fake bad condition. The largest effect was found for the ESS items. 
Significant differences in variance were found for all items combined and the alcohol 
items comparing the fake good to the fake bad condition, and the fake good to the con-
trol group condition. For the fake good – fake bad comparison, a larger dispersion was 
found in the fake bad condition similar to experiments 1 and 2. Therefore, there was 
less agreement on socially undesirable behavior than socially desirable behavior.

Repeated-measures analysis of variance
Repeated-measures ANOVA were used to examine the effects of faking (fake good, 
fake bad, and control) and respondent characteristics (students vs. young graduated 
adults) on answering behavior while controlling for individual differences of items. 
Gender was included as a covariate since opinions on alcohol consumption might differ 
between males and females (Wilsnack, Vogeltanz, Wilsnack, & Harris, 2000). Within 
the student sample, some participants were member of a fraternal organization which 
could affect faking behavior because of different opinions on alcohol use compared 
to the other participants (Capone et al., 2007). However, including being a member 
of a fraternal organization in the analysis yielded no additional effects, therefore this 
covariate was excluded from the repeated-measures ANOVA’s. Repeated-measures 

Table 5.3.2 Fake good-control group comparison

Items

Fake Good Control group

df T F Levene’s Test Cohen’s dM SD M SD

All 4.0 0.4 3.3 0.6 141 7.04*** 7.72** 1.37
Alcohol 4.0 0.4 3.3 0.7 139 6.22*** 9.52** 1.22
ESS 4.0 0.5 3.4 0.4 154 6.51*** 0.85 1.32

*=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001

Table 5.3.3 Fake bad-control group comparison

Items

Fake bad Control group

df T F Levene’s Test Cohen’s dM SD M SD

All 1.5 0.6 3.3 0.6 137 -17.63***  .001 -3.00
Alcohol 1.5 0.7 3.3 0.7 137 -14.29***  .017 -2.57
ESS 1.2 0.6 3.4 0.4 137 -23.37*** 3.02 -4.31

*=p<.05, **=p<.01, ***=p<.001
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analyses were conducted separately for all the items, for the sets of alcohol items, and 
the ESS items.

In the repeated-measures ANOVA based on all items, degrees of freedom were cor-
rected using Greenhouse-Geisser estimates of sphericity (Ɛ=.55). A significant effect was 
found for item F(11.7, 2433.3)=8.33, p<.001, ηp²=0.03. In addition, interaction effects 
were found for item*faking F(23.4, 2433.3)=27.32, p<.001, ηp²=0.26, and item*gender 
F(11.7, 2433.3)=3.03, p<.001, ηp²=0.01. No significant effect was found for respondent 
(students vs. graduates). These results indicate that answering behavior differed among 
conditions, and answering behavior differed between males and females depending on 
the administered item. Using the Bonferroni correction (p<.05), pairwise comparisons 
of the fake good, fake bad, and control group conditions showed the same outcomes as 
those presented in Tables 5.3.1, 5.3.2, and 5.3.3.

To explain the effect of gender, additional t-tests were performed. Marginally signifi-
cant differences between means were found in the fake good condition for all the items 
(male M=3.8, SD=0.4 / female: M=4.0, SD=0.3, t(74)=-1.94, p=.05, d=-0.56), and the al-
cohol items (male M=3.8, SD=0.5 / female: M=4.0, SD=0.4, t(74)=-1.82, p=.07, d=-0.44). 
Marginally significant differences were also found in the control group for the alcohol 
items (male M=3.2, SD=0.6 / female: M=3.5, SD=0.6, t(78)=-1.61, p=.05, d=-0.51), and 
ESS items (male M=3.5, SD=0.4 / female: M=3.3, SD=0.4, t(78)=1.73, p=.08, d=0.50). 
Furthermore, variance significantly differed in the fake good condition for the ESS items 
F(70)=4.36, p<.05; and in the fake bad condition for all the items F(38)=6.63, p<.05, and 
the alcohol items F(37)=7.66, p<.01.

In the repeated-measures ANOVA based on the alcohol items, degrees of freedom 
were corrected using Greenhouse-Geisser estimates of sphericity (Ɛ=.58). Similar con-
clusions can be drawn as in the analysis on all items, since a significant effect was found 
for item F(9.9, 2060.83)=8.08, p<.001, ηp²=0.03, and significant interaction effects for 
item*faking F(19.8, 2060.83)=42.46, p<.001, ηp²=0.29, and item*gender as well F(9.9, 
2060.83)=2.53, p<.01, ηp² = 0.01.

In the analysis based on the ESS items, degrees of freedom were corrected using 
Huynh-Feldt estimates of sphericity (Ɛ=.95). A significant effect was found for item 
F(2.85, 593.83)=12.78, p<.001, ηp²=0.05, and an interaction effect was found for 
item*faking F(5.71, 568.88)=34.53, p<.001, ηp²=0.25. These results may indicate that 
faking behavior differed depending on the items that were administered.

Fake good, fake bad, and control group differences nominal scales
For the alcohol item on the age of starting to drink alcohol (item 8 of the Health Survey), 
and the ESS items on voting and party voted for chi-square tests were conducted. For 
the starting to drink alcohol item, ages of 16 and over were coded as 0, and ages under 
16 were coded as 1. We found a significant association between the condition and the 
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reported age, χ²(2)=100.952, p<.001. Respondents faking good were more likely to 
report an age of 16 and over (i.e., legal drinking age in the Netherlands until 2014); 
86.8 percent of respondents faking good reported 16 or older, compared to 5.1 percent 
of respondents faking bad. Therefore we can assume this item has social desirability 
connotations. In the control group, 28.7 percent reported 16 or older (i.e., 71.3 percent 
of respondents in the control group started drinking at a socially undesirable age).

For the ESS item on voting we found a significant association, χ²(2)=167.665, p<.001. 
Respondents faking good were more likely to report voting; 96.1 percent of respon-
dents faking good reported voting in the last national parliamentary election, compared 
to 1.7 percent of respondents faking bad. In the control group, 92.1 percent reported 
voting. Therefore we can, similar as in experiment 1 and 2, assume this item had social 
desirability connotations, and answering behavior in the fake good condition was still a 
bit more extreme than in the control group.

For the ESS item on party voted for we found a significant association for the condi-
tions, χ²(2)=161.784, p<.001. Moderate parties were selected by 96.1 percent of the 
faking good respondents, compared to 5.1 percent of those faking bad. In the control 
group, 93.4 percent reported to have voted on moderate parties. Thus, similar to experi-
ments 1 and 2, this item seems to have social desirability connotations.

5.4.4 Conclusion
Similar to the previous two experiments, the selected items of experiment 3 showed 
significant differences between the means of the fake good and fake bad conditions, 
indicating the items indeed have social desirability connotations. Significant differences 
for the ESD were also found; faking behavior was again more extreme in the fake bad 
condition. Significant differences in variance were found as well between the faking 
conditions. Overall, the dispersion was again larger in the fake bad condition, indicating 
there was less agreement on socially undesirable responding.

Contrary to the experiments of Holbrook et al. (2003) and Heerwegh (2009), and 
experiments 1 and 2 of the current study, a control group was added to experiment 3. 
T-tests showed significant differences in means when comparing the control group to 
the fake good condition and the fake bad condition. The effect was larger for the fake 
bad – control group comparison, indicating natural answering behavior is more similar 
to faking good than faking bad. This also strengthens the assumption that faking bad 
is more unnatural behavior than faking good, resulting in less agreement in answering 
behavior in the fake bad condition.

Opposed to our expectations, the repeated-measures ANOVA’s yielded no significant 
effects for answering behavior differences between students and young graduates. 
However, the repeated-measures analyses for all conditions did show interaction ef-
fects for item*gender. Differences in answering behavior between males and females 
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appeared especially for the alcohol items. This is in accordance with previous research 
in which differences between male and female drinking were presented (Wilsnack et 
al., 2000). Interestingly, in the control group and fake good condition behavior between 
males and female differed depending on the administered alcohol item, but within 
the fake bad condition no significant effect for gender was found. Apparently males 
and females did agree on fake bad behavior regarding alcohol consumption, but the 
most socially desirable answer differed for men and women. This indicates that social 
desirability connotations may differ among respondents depending on the topic be-
ing questioned. The fact that the outcomes of the analyses of the items with nominal 
response scales differed among experiments (especially when comparing experiment 3 
to experiments 1, and 2) also implies that faking behavior can differ among respondent 
groups.

5.5 General Discussion

In this Chapter, it was examined how question sensitivity for socially desirable respond-
ing can be established by means of faking experiments. More specifically, we focused 
on how faking good behavior differed from faking bad behavior by taking into account 
differences in means and variance. Additionally, we took into account possible effects 
on faking behavior of social presence (experiment 1), instruction reminders (experi-
ment 2), and respondent groups (experiments 2 and 3).

In line with predictions, all three experiments showed significant differences in 
means between the fake good condition and the fake bad condition indicating that there 
are social desirability connotations for the selected items. In contrast to the previously 
conducted survey methodological faking experiments (Heerwegh, 2009; Holbrook et 
al., 2003), this study investigated the effects on means more extensively by adding the 
‘end of scale distance’. We found that in all experiments faking behavior was more ex-
treme in the fake bad condition than in the fake good condition; the fake bad responses 
were closer to the end of the scale. Furthermore, also in contrast with previous studies, 
differences in variance were considered. In all faking experiments, a larger dispersion 
was found in the fake bad condition than in the fake good condition.

Given the results reported in this Chapter, we can conclude there is less agreement 
on the most socially undesirable answer than on what is the most socially desirable 
answer. Experiment 3 showed that faking good behavior is more similar to the unin-
structed answering behavior of control-group respondents than faking bad behavior. 
Correspondingly, the shared common ground (Schober & Clark, 1989) among respon-
dents may be stronger for socially desirable behavior than socially undesirable behav-
ior, which could explain the agreement differences between faking conditions. While 



Chapter 5

102

faking behavior may in general be cognitively challenging, faking bad behavior might 
involve additional difficulties due to the unfamiliarity of thinking in terms of socially 
undesirable behaviors.

Differences in faking behavior were also found among respondent groups. The cur-
rent research has shown that the faking behaviors of students differ from that of senior 
citizens especially in the fake bad condition. In addition, gender affected answering 
behavior of alcohol items but not of other items. Overall, respondents’ faking behaviors 
were not affected by the survey mode or an interviewer picture. As outcomes of faking 
experiments can be population-specific, and may depend on the survey topic, it should 
not just be assumed that similar outcomes on item susceptibility for socially desirable 
responding are found in faking experiments that vary in terms of respondents or items. 
Therefore, it is recommended to only use outcomes of previously conducted faking 
experiments when the sample and item-topics of the actual survey correspond to the 
sample and item-topics used in the faking experiment.

As always, this study is not free of limitations. First, we could only make assumptions 
on what caused the differences in response extremity and variance between faking 
conditions. Future research could focus on the mindset of respondents when execut-
ing faking behavior. By means of think-aloud tasks or cognitive interviewing (Willis, 
2005), data could be collected about what respondents are thinking when answering 
items in a faking experiment. Think-aloud studies may reveal that some respondents 
might consider what they think are general societal beliefs on socially (un)desirable 
behavior, while others think of socially (un)desirable beliefs in their own societal group 
or a selection of groups, which could lead to differences in faking behavior. Cognitive 
interviews could give more insight in the possibility of faking behavior being cognitively 
challenging for certain respondents or for certain items.

A second limitation is related to the samples that were used in our faking experi-
ments. Conclusions are based on answering behavior of specific respondent groups (i.e., 
students, senior citizens, and graduated young adults). While our samples were more 
heterogeneous than the samples used in earlier faking experiments (Heerwegh, 2009; 
Holbrook et al. 2003), including an even more heterogeneous sample in future studies 
could provide more insights in faking behavior of a general population.

This research has an important implication for survey methodological studies focus-
ing on social desirability. When lacking outside records to assess validity of answers, 
faking experiments can be used as a pre-test to find out more about question sensitivity 
for socially desirable responding. Such an experiment provides stronger indications 
about the susceptibility of items for socially desirable responding than a self-selection 
method in which sensitivity of items for socially desirable responding is implied based 
on intuition or widely shared social desirability connotations. It is recommended to 
also include a control group in the faking-experiment, as was done in experiment 3. 
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Comparing (uninstructed) naturally reported behavior to faking behavior provides 
more insights on how an item is perceived by respondents.

A second implication of this research is related to the analyses of outcomes of faking 
experiments. Similar to the studies of Holbrook et al. (2003) and Heerwegh (2009), 
differences in means between the faking conditions were studied. In contrast to these 
previous studies, the current study also took into account the response extremity, 
and examined the role of variance within faking experiments. By including additional 
analyses, we provided a broader understanding of the outcomes of faking experiments. 
Ultimately, it would be interesting to assign a degree of susceptibility for socially de-
sirable responding to an item. The level of sensitivity of an item for socially desirable 
responding, as indicated by the effect sizes found in a faking experiment, could be used 
when drawing conclusions based on survey outcomes. Outcomes on sensitive items 
could be flagged and supplemented by (numerical) expressions of confidence. In order 
to include specific numerical margins, our understanding of the methodology of faking 
experiments should be improved, and more faking experiments are needed to test items 
for their susceptibility for socially desirable responding while taking the sample into 
account as well.






