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Managing Self-Presentation: How Social Cues Shape Different 
Forms of Socially Desirable Responding
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Socially desirable responding (SDR) is usually treated as a “noise” in psychological research, to be con-
trolled for by creating certain conditions for respondents. We tested a range of cues aimed to decrease/
increase SDR to be applied/avoided in selection or recruitment. To decrease it, we developed two novel 
procedures: one inspired by the bogus pipeline in which the respondents were induced to believe we can 
objectively record their sincerity (all three studies), and the other, inspired by the Bayesian Truth Serum 
(BTS) method, in which the respondents were rewarded points for sincerity (Study 3). To increase it, we 
exposed the respondents to descriptive group norms signaling socially desirable behaviors in their peers 
(Study 1 and Study 2). We measured SDR via overclaiming (Study 1 and Study 3), L and K scales from the 
MMPI (Study 1), and attitudes towards vulnerable groups (Study 2). Across all three studies, we decreased 
the SDR via newly developed procedures, but failed to increase it, indicating a “default” level of positive 
self-presentation. When we compared the two procedures for decreasing SDR (overclaiming indices), the 
one inspired by the bogus pipeline was more effective than the BTS-inspired one (Study 3). 
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People are notorious for trying to leave a 
good impression. Aspects of positive self-pre-
sentation (e.g., impression management) 
may represent an essential human tendency 
worth exploring per se (Schlenker & Pontari, 
2000; Uziel, 2010). On the other hand, social-
ly desirable responding (SDR) can be a threat 

to the fairness in employment interviews 
(Schlenker & Pontari, 2000), and is typically 
treated as a “noise” in psychological research 
(Paulhus, 1991, 2003). This led to a number of 
attempts to detect and/or decrease this ten-
dency. In this study, we contrast interventions 
aiming to increase and decrease SDR, and 
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observe their impact on several self-reported 
measures. 

We defined SDR as a tendency towards 
positive self-presentation in responding to 
personality inventories and attitude mea-
surement (Paulhus, 1991), i.e., a tendency 
to provide the responses that make the im-
pression of a person more in accordance with 
moral norms and social conventions (Paulhus, 
2003).

SDR in Psychological Research

Initially, the SDR scales were composed of 
items referring to the socially desirable be-
haviors that are not frequent (Hartshorne & 
May, 1930), as well as to presumably wide-
spread socially undesirable behaviors (e.g., 
Eysenck & Eysenck, 1964), in order to identify 
the respondents who are trying to present 
themselves in a positive manner. There were 
also attempts to directly assess SDR by ask-
ing the respondents to rate the desirability of 
different behaviors (Edwards, 1957; Jackson & 
Messick, 1962). Among the most widely used 
SDR scales are the so-called L and K scales 
from the MMPI questionnaire (Hathaway & 
McKinley, 1951; Meehl & Hathaway, 1946). 

SDR was treated as a one-dimensional con-
struct until Paulhus (1984; 1991) argued it 
consists of: 1) self-deception: the tendency 
to give self-reports that are honest but posi-
tively biased and 2) impression management: 
deliberate self-presentation to an audience. 
The two-dimensional factorial structure of 
SDR has since then gathered a lot of empirical 
support (Uziel, 2010). 

Previously described SDR operationaliza-
tions were criticized for lacking an objective 
criterion for determining whether a response 
is honest or modified by SDR. In an attempt to 
overcome this, and to operationalize impres-
sion management, Paulhus and his associates 
developed a procedure in which respondents 

assessed their familiarity with a number of 
concepts in 10 different areas; 20% of con-
cepts were nonexistent. They named it the 
Overclaiming Technique (Paulhus et al., 2003; 
Paulhus & Harms, 2004), and operationalized 
SDR as a tendency to claim knowledge of non-
existent items – i.e., to overclaim (Paulhus et 
al., 2003).

The evidence for validity of the overclaim-
ing measure is mixed. For example, the over-
claiming tendencies were positively related 
to IQ scores, school grades, peer ratings and 
self-ratings of cognitive ability (Paulhus & 
Harms, 2004). It was also more prominent 
in more narcissistic respondents (Ludeke & 
Makrinski, 2015). On the other hand, over-
claiming measure turned out to be poor pre-
dictor of measures of job applicants’ faking 
(Feeney & Goffin, 2015), and it is also weakly 
related to the items from HEXACO personality 
scale and Self-esteem scale that are rated as 
socially desirable (Kam et al., 2015). In addi-
tion, in a recent study by Bensch et al. (2017), 
the overclaiming tendency did not load on 
any of the six first-order factors derived from 
different SDR and personality measures, and 
correlations between the overclaiming and 
other SDR measures varied between .07 and 
.35.  Bensch et al. (2017) concluded that over-
claiming is the most distinct potential indica-
tor of positivity bias and that it is independent 
of known personality measures. However, 
since overclaiming was constructed with an 
aim to measure socially desirable responding 
(Paulhus et al., 2003; Paulhus & Harms, 2004), 
we decided to treat overclaiming and more 
standard measures of SDR as manifestations 
of the same overarching construct.

SDR bias also affects self-reported atti-
tudes, especially attitudes towards vulnerable 
social groups. It is often named as one of the 
reasons for attitude-behavior discrepancies. 
For example, although racism, homophobia 
and prejudice against women drastically de-
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creased in public opinion polls, the number 
of interracial marriages or friendships and 
discrimination in the workplace did not follow 
this change (Hardin & Banaji, 2013; McCon-
nel & Leibold, 2001). Neutralizing or “taming” 
SDR is one of the often-stated goals of new 
techniques for implicit measurement of atti-
tudes (for review see Wilson & Scior, 2014; 
Žeželj et al., 2010). This is why we included bi-
ases in attitude reporting as another indicator 
of SDR tendencies.

Social Cues and Socially Desirable Respond-
ing

Decreasing SDR. In spite of the observed in-
dividual differences, there is also evidence 
that SDR tendencies can be situationally influ-
enced. The simplest way to do so is to directly 
instruct respondents to “fake good” or “fake 
bad” impression (review in Bou Malham & 
Saucier, 2016; Tonković et al., 2011; Viswes-
varan & Ones, 1999). This turned out to be an 
effective way to impact respondents’ scores 
on personality measures (Bagby et al., 1995; 
Furnham & Henderson, 1982; Graham et al., 
1991), and even more their scores on social 
desirability and lying scales (Viswesvaran & 
Ones, 1999). There were considerably few-
er attempts to affect reporting attitudes us-
ing such instructions (Eyssel & Ribas, 2012). 
These results show that respondents can, at 
least partially, control their SDR tendencies 
when directed to do so. However, direct in-
structions cannot be expected to have an ef-
fect if respondents are motivated to present 
themselves in a certain way (e.g., in a selec-
tion process). To this end, different, less obvi-
ous situational cues remain to be created and 
empirically tested.

The researchers used, for example, the so-
called “bogus pipeline” (Jones & Sigall, 1971), 
a device presented to participants as a tool 
that can objectively assess whether they re-

spond truthfully. This experimental procedure 
was designed with an aim to convince sub-
jects that a sophisticated new device could 
accurately detect their “true” attitudes and 
opinions (Brunell & Buelow, 2019; Larson, 
2018; Roese & Jamiseon, 1993; Sassenrath, 
2019). The standard procedure typically in-
volves a non-functioning polygraph; partici-
pants are attached to a device via electrodes 
and told it can detect dishonest responses 
by measuring involuntary responses such 
as heart rate and skin conductance (Larson, 
2018; Roese & Jamiseon, 1993; Suschinksy et 
al., 2020). The underlying assumption is that 
respondents would be motivated to respond 
sincerely, to avoid being caught in a lie (Roese 
& Jamiseon, 1993; Römer et al., 2018). In this 
situation, respondents are more likely to pro-
vide responses that are not socially desirable 
– to express negative emotions, report gran-
diose narcissism and selfishness, smoking and 
consuming alcohol, and admit negative atti-
tudes towards vulnerable groups (review in: 
Donahue, 2014; Roese & Jamieson, 1993). In 
one study of anti-Semitism (Imhoff & Banse, 
2009) such manipulation effectively led to 
an increase in the self-reported anti-Semitic 
tendencies, and also increased correlations 
between explicit and implicit measures of at-
titudes. Similar procedures increased honesty 
in reporting on political voting (Hanmer et al., 
2014) and in reporting on cheating behavior 
(Fisher & Brunell, 2014). Recent findings show 
that the bogus pipeline procedure is also ef-
fective in decreasing SDR in the context of 
self-reporting on a diverse set of outcomes 
such as: well-being and narcissism (Brunell & 
Buelow, 2019), intimate desires (Suschinksy 
et al., 2020), empathic responses (Sassenrath, 
2019), and income information (Römer et al., 
2018). 

Another strategy for decreasing SDR is di-
rectly incentivizing truth telling and penaliz-
ing cheating/lying: for example, there is a sur-
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vey scoring system called the Bayesian Truth 
Serum (BTS), that rewards honesty or certain 
type of responses to multiple-choice ques-
tions (John et al., 2012; Prelec, 2004; Weav-
er & Prelec, 2013). Inspired by the concept 
of Nash-equilibrium from the game theory 
(Myerson, 1999), the key idea behind BTS is 
to “assign a high score to an answer whose 
actual frequency is greater than its predicted 
frequency, with predictions drawn from the 
same population that supplies the answers” 
(Weaver & Prelec, 2013, p. 1). BTS proved to 
effectively discourage the recognition of ficti-
tious concepts on the overclaiming question-
naire (Weaver & Prelec, 2013). In the same 
research, the question of the effectiveness of 
different ways to decrease SDR was examined, 
and BTS outperformed the “solemn oath”, a 
rival truth-inducing mechanism, while the 
bogus pipeline procedure was mentioned but 
not included in the experiments (Weaver & 
Prelec, 2013).

Increasing SDR. Although decreasing SDR 
is far more explored due to its more obvious 
potential for implementation, we argue that, 
to know more about the nature of the con-
struct, we need to explore whether it can be 
experimentally increased, as well. Comparing 
a control group with a group induced to SDR 
could inform us about the “default” level of 
socially desirable responding.  In addition, the 
enhancing procedures, if successful, might 
provide practitioners with valuable informa-
tion on what to avoid. Apart from already dis-
cussed “fake good” instructions, there were 
very few empirical attempts to experimental-
ly increase SDR. We thought there are exper-
imental techniques that could be borrowed 
from other research fields to this end. For 
example, one can draw from a vast literature 
on normative influences on behavior which 
shows that, when presented with a descrip-
tive norm (i.e., how other people behave, feel 
or think) people tend to adjust their behav-

ior to fit it more (Cialdini, 2007; McDonald & 
Crandall, 2015; Rimal & Real, 2003). Follow-
ing that logic, if we expose the participants to 
group norms stating that the majority of their 
peers behave in a socially desirable way, we 
can expect they would adjust their answers to 
fit the descriptive norm.

Overview of Present Research

We designed two experiments in which we 
tried to both enhance and decrease SDR and 
compare it to the control group. To decrease 
SDR, we used an experimental manipulation 
similar to the bogus pipeline, and to increase 
it, we exposed the participants to descriptive 
peer group norms. To test the relation be-
tween the constructs and the generalizabili-
ty of the effects, we measured SDR in three 
domains: self-image (scales L and K from the 
MMPI questionnaire), general knowledge 
(overclaiming technique) and attitudes to-
wards vulnerable groups. In the third study, 
we compared the effectiveness of two exper-
imental procedures aimed at decreasing the 
scores on overclaiming indices: one inspired 
by the bogus pipeline and the other inspired 
by the BTS method. 

These studies add to the existing litera-
ture in several important ways: a) they test 
whether SDR is sensitive to situational cues, 
i.e., whether the respondent’s awareness of 
situational cues can influence this type of re-
sponding, b) they contrast two interventions 
aimed to decrease and increase SDR in a sin-
gle design, as well as compare the effects of 
two different decreasing procedures, and fi-
nally, c) they relate different types of SDR and 
compare how malleable they are.

Study 1

The main aim of this study was to explore 
whether it is possible to reduce or increase 
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SDR measured by the L and K scales from 
the MMPI questionnaire, as well as by the 
overclaiming questionnaire. These measures 
were selected because they are designed to 
measure two different dimensions of SDR: 
self-deception and impression management. 
In addition, we wanted to explore relations 
between overclaiming and the L and K scales, 
as alternative measures of socially desirable 
responding. Although the bogus pipeline is a 
widely used technique for encouraging hon-
est responding, its effect on these types of 
SDR has, to our knowledge, not been test-
ed. We developed two novel procedures to 
experimentally decrease/increase SDR. The 
first was a logistically less demanding version 
of the bogus-pipeline, and the second was 
based on social comparison. 

Method

Hypotheses

We expected that the respondents convinced 
that the truthfulness of their responses is 
objectively assessed will manifest a lower 
tendency towards positive self-presentation 
than the control group, whilst the respon-
dents exposed to descriptive group norms will 
manifest a higher tendency towards positive 
self-presentation than the control group (H1).

All three dependent variables were expect-
ed to correlate positively; this would point to 
one latent tendency towards positive self-pre-
sentation, which has more modalities (H2).

The study design and hypotheses were up-
loaded to Moodle online platform prior to 
data collection, as a part of a Master’s The-
sis submission. The research was approved 
by the IRB of the Department of Psychology 
(Protocol numbers: 2020-48 and 2022-23). 

All data, instruments, syntax and pow-
er curves are available at the OSF platform 
(https://osf.io/yswdh/). 

Instruments

We used Paulhus’s overclaiming technique 
adapted for Serbian respondents (Kašiković 
et al., 2013). In that technique, SDR is oper-
ationalized through the accuracy index and 
the bias index (Paulhus et al., 2003). This ver-
sion contains 150 concepts (e.g., existent: The 
Boston Tea Party, behaviorism; nonexistent: 
otoplasm, Gambian peace), with 20% of them 
being nonexistent (Kašiković et al., 2013). Re-
spondents rated their familiarity with the list-
ed concepts on the scale from 1 (not familiar 
at all) to 4 (fully familiar). Bias (overclaiming) 
and accuracy (knowledge of concepts) indices 
were calculated following the Signal Detec-
tion Theory, including 4 response categories: 
recognizing existing items (hits), recognizing 
nonexistent items (false alarms), not recog-
nizing existing items, and not recognizing 
nonexistent items (Pauhlus et al., 2003). The 
bias index was calculated using the formula:  
Bias = [Hits + False alarms]/2. The accuracy in-
dex was calculated using the formula: Accura-
cy = Hits − False alarms (Paulhus et al., 2003).

We also used scales L and K from the MMPI-
202 (Biro, 2008), the latest Serbian version of 
the MMPI questionnaire, that is widely used 
in clinical testing in Serbia.

L scale (lying scale) from the standardized 
2008 Serbian version of the MMPI question-
naire (Biro, 2008), contains 14 statements 
(e.g., “Sometimes I lie”), aimed to measure 
extreme self-promotion. The respondents 
answer with “yes” or “no”; summary score 
can vary from 0 to 14. In clinical testing, re-
spondent’s result on the MMPI questionnaire 
is considered valid if the score on the L scale 
is between 0 and 8 points (for both genders); 
The 50th percentile is approximately 4 points 
(Biro, 2008).

K scale (correction scale) from the stan-
dardized 2008 Serbian version of the MMPI 
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questionnaire (Biro, 2008), contains 26 yes/
no statements (e.g., “Criticism and reproach 
strongly affect me”) aimed to measure subtle 
self-promotion. Total score varies from 0 to 
26. In clinical testing, respondent’s result on 
the MPPI questionnaire is considered valid if 
the score on the K scale is between 2 and 21 
(for both genders); the 50th percentile is ap-
proximately 12 points (Biro, 2008). 

Procedure

We tried to increase positive self-presentation 
by exposing respondents to false information 
about the percent of other respondents (their 
colleagues), who reported knowledge of the 
presented concepts (for overclaiming) or 
gave responses that bring points on the L or 
K scale. Each concept and each question were 
presented on a separate screen. The fictitious 
percent varied from 50% to 90% because 
we expected that 50+ percent will stimulate 
the effect of above average self-evaluation 
(Alicke, 1985) on the overclaiming question-
naire, as well as social comparison on the 
MMPI questionnaire. 

We tried to decrease positive self-presen-
tation by asking the respondents to verbalize 
their answers using a microphone that was 
connected to a computer. They were told that 
their voice is analyzed by a new lie detection 
software that detects voice modulations; this 
is an adapted version of a typical bogus pipe-
line procedure (Imhoff & Banse, 2009).

Respondents from the control group did 
not receive any instructions other than stan-
dard ones related to the content of the tasks. 

All respondents were individually tested; 
they were projected the questions one by 
one and asked to read them out loud, and 
verbally respond to them, while the examiner 
was writing it down. They were informed that 
their answers will be joined together in a da-
tabase and anonymized for further analyses. 

In an exit interview, we probed for suspicion 
of our experimental manipulation (we did not 
have to exclude anyone based on this criteria) 
and fully debriefed the respondents. 

Respondents

A total of 52 first-year psychology students 
(48 females) took part in exchange for course 
credit. They were randomly assigned to ex-
perimental groups. 18 participants were in-
duced to sincerity, 18 were induced to SDR, 
and 16 were in the control group. 

Results

Generally, our respondents did not manifest 
a strong tendency towards positive self-pre-
sentation (Table 1). The average scores on the 
L and K scales were close to the population 
average, suggesting that subtle as well as 
strong self-presentation strategies within our 
respondents were moderate. Judging by their 
scores on the overclaiming questionnaire, 
our respondents also manifested a modest 
tendency to overestimate their own general 
knowledge. 

The Effects of Social Cues on Different Forms 
of SDR

To test whether the experimental induction 
was successful, we employed one-way be-
tween-subjects ANOVA analyses with scores 
on scales L and K and overclaiming indices as 
dependent variables. The experimental groups 
differed on both MMPI scales. The overall ef-
fect on the L scale was significant (F (2, 49) = 
13.41; p < .001; Eta² = .35); however, Tukey 
post hoc test revealed that the difference be-
tween the group induced to sincerity and the 
control group was significant (HSD = 2.06; p < 
.001; d = 1.34), and the difference between 
the group exposed to descriptive norms and 
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the control group was not (p = .584). Similar-
ly, the overall effect was also significant on 
the K scale (F (2, 49) = 6.42; p = .003; Eta² =  
.21), but Tukey post hoc test showed that 
the difference between the group induced 
to sincerity and the control group (p = .185), 
as well as between the group exposed to de-
scriptive norms and the control group (p = 
.22) was not. The difference between groups 
on the bias index was marginally significant1  

1 The term marginally significant can sometimes be in-
correctly used to suggest that the effect is “approaching” 
significance of .05. We used the term in this paper simply 
to acknowledge p coefficient between .05 and .1. 

(F (2, 49) = 2.8; p = .071; Eta² = .1); the differ-
ence between the group induced to sincerity 
and the control group was marginally signifi-
cant (HSD = 29.42; p = .084; d = 0.7), and the 
difference between the group exposed to de-
scriptive norms and the control group was not 
(p = .743). The difference between groups on 
the accuracy index was also marginally signifi-
cant (F (2, 49) = 2.5; p = .092; Eta² = .09). Once 
again, the difference between the group in-
duced to sincerity and the control group was 
marginally significant (HSD = 20.67; p = .06;  
d = 0.74) and the difference between the 
group exposed to descriptive norms and the 

 

Table 1 Positive self-presentation tendencies in three experimental groups 
 L scale 

(0-14) 
K scale 
(0-26) 

Bias index 
(75-300) 

Accuracy index 
(0-450) 

Group induced to SDR 4.78/0.5 
(1.35/0.76) 

13.68/0.54 
(3.45/0.95) 

196.97/0.09 
(20.58/0.82) 

304.39/0.06 
(33.04/0.77) 

Control group 4.5/0.34 
(1.67/0.94) 

11.75/0.01 
(3.01/0.83) 

205.28/0.34 
(27.57/0.93) 

314.31/0.38 
(37.7/1.04) 

Group induced to 
sincerity (“Lie 
Detection Software”) 

2.44/-0.8 
(1.38/0.77) 

9.72/-0.55 
(3.39/0.93) 

182.65/-0.39 
(28.05/1.13) 

284.89/-0.4 
(45.74/1.07) 

Total sample 3.88/0 
(1.79/1) 

11.71/0 
(3.64/1) 

194.8/0 
(26.67/1) 

300.69/0 
(40.38/1) 

Note. We report average scores/standardized average scores with standard deviations/stan-
dardized standard deviations in brackets. 
 

Table 2 Correlations between different positive self-presentation measures 
 1 2 3 4 

L scale  .43 
p = .002 

.28 
p = .051 

.18 
p = .192 

K scale -  .13 
p = .35 

.14 
p = .339 

Bias index - -  .93 
p < .001 

Accuracy index - - -  
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control group was not (p = .617). The effects 
of the experimental manipulation were sig-
nificant for all measures, and Cohen’s ds for 
the differences between the group induced to 
sincerity and the control group were moder-
ate or high.

Correlation between SDR Measures

Correlation between L and K scales was rela-
tively high, while correlation between L scale 
and bias index was moderate and marginal-
ly significant. Extremely high correlation be-
tween accuracy index and bias index is an ar-
tifact of the fact that their formulas are based 
on the same parameters (Table 2). 

Study 2

In Study 1 we examined the impact of exper-
imental manipulation on the scores on posi-
tive self-presentation in reporting behavior 
and in recognizing concepts from the general 
culture. But SDR is also being manifested in 
other domains, for example, in attitudes to-
wards different groups. To determine whether 
the variation of the situation factors can affect 
this form of SDR, we have designed Study 2. 
As psychologists opted for the so-called “help-
ing profession” and are typically ideologically 
liberal (Graziano & Habashi, 2010; Imhoff & 
Banse, 2009; Swank & Raiz, 2010), they make 
a particularly interesting group for examin-
ing the impact of experimental manipulation 
on attitudes towards vulnerable groups. The 
underlying idea of the design is similar to the 
idea of implicit measurement of attitudes 
(Žeželj et al., 2010; Wilson & Scior, 2014) – to 
create experimental conditions that would 
discourage socially desirable responding, i.e., 
expressing tolerance and non-discriminatory 
attitudes towards the Roma people, homo-
sexuals, users of psychiatric services, narcotic 
users, and children with disabilities.

Method

Instrument

The dependent variable was the score on 
the questionnaire of attitudes towards five 
vulnerable groups (Roma people, homosex-
uals, users of psychiatric services, narcotic 
users and children with disabilities). Attitude 
towards each group was represented by five 
statements; every statement was evaluated 
on a Likert-type scale anchored with 1 (to-
tally disagree) to 4 (totally agree). To create 
a discriminative measure, we worded the 
statements (e.g., “Drug addiction is a reflec-
tion of weak character”) to reflect a range of 
attitudes, having in mind the targeted respon-
dents whom we expected to be more tolerant 
than the general population. The general scale 
of attitudes towards vulnerable groups had  
α = .83 level of reliability, which allowed us to 
compute an average total score. The reliabil-
ity of specific scales of attitudes varied from 
α = .445 (Roma people) to α = .821 (homo-
sexuals) with four out of five higher than α =  
.5, so we also calculated five specific scores.

Procedure

We applied the same experimental procedure 
detailed in Study 1. 

Respondents

Based on the effect size from the first study 
(Eta² = .35 on the L scale), we calculated using 
G*power 3 software (Faul et al., 2007) that a 
total of 33 respondents would be enough to 
reach .95 level of statistical power. However, 
as 51 psychology students (39 females) volun-
teered to take part, we ended up testing all of 
them; there were 17 respondents randomly 
assigned to each group.
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Results

Generally, our respondents manifested tol-
erant attitudes towards vulnerable groups, 
however there was still room for increase – 
i.e., there was no ceiling effect (detailed in 
Table 3). 

The Effects of Social Cues on Attitudes to-
wards Vulnerable Groups

To test whether the experimental induction 
was successful, we employed one-way be-
tween-subjects ANOVA analyses, with scores 
on general scale as well as scores on each scale 
of attitudes towards vulnerable groups as de-
pendent variables. As expected, we observed 
differences between the experimental groups 
on the general attitude measure (F (2, 48) =  
8.71; p = .001; Eta² = .27), and Tuckey post hoc 
test indicated that the difference between the 
group induced to sincerity and the control 
group was significant (HSD = 0.32; p = .035;  
d = 0.88), and the difference between the 
group exposed to descriptive norms and the 
control group was not (p = .27). As for tolerance 
towards specific vulnerable groups, we ob-
served a difference between groups on the at-
titudes towards homosexuals (F (2, 48) = 6.45; 
p = .003; Eta² = .21); the difference between 
the group induced to sincerity and the control 
group was significant (HSD = 0.67; p = .022;  
d = 0.92), and the difference between the group 
exposed to descriptive norms and the control 
group was not (p = .806). The difference be-
tween groups on the attitudes towards Roma 
people was marginally significant (F (2, 48) =  
2.91; p = .064; Eta² = .11); while the difference 
between the group induced to sincerity and 
the control group (p = .475), as well as be-
tween the group exposed to descriptive norms 
and the control group (p = .435) was not. Final-
ly, there were differences between groups on 

the attitude towards children with disabilities 
(F (2, 48) = 7.22; p = .002; Eta² = .23); this was 
the only case in which the difference between 
the group exposed to descriptive norms and 
the control group was significant (HSD = 0.36, 
p = .05; d = 0.83) and the difference between 
the group induced to sincerity and the control 
group was not (p = .387). 

The effects of the experimental manipu-
lation were significant on three out of five 
scales as well as on the general measure, 
and Cohen’s ds for the differences between 
groups were moderate or high.

 
Study 3

The results of Study 1 and Study 2 showed that 
it is easier to decrease than to increase the 
level of SDR. To further put our newly devel-
oped procedure to the test, we conducted an 
additional study, in which we a) replicated the 
results in a larger sample, and b) contrasted 
this manipulation with another type of strate-
gy for decreasing SDR – direct incentivization.

Instrument

We used the same instrument as in Study 1 – 
Paulhus’s overclaiming technique adapted for 
Serbian respondents (Kašiković et al., 2013); 
the overclaiming tendency is operationalized 
through the accuracy index and the bias index 
(Paulhus et al., 2003). Due to the difference 
in the procedure (“Quiz” situation), this time, 
instead of a four-point scale, the respondents 
were asked if they had heard about each con-
cept, and they answered with “yes” or “no”. 
The formulas for calculating the overclaiming 
indices were the same as in Study 1. 

Procedure

We applied similar experimental procedures 
as in Study 1 and Study 2.
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One experimental manipulation, aimed to 
decrease SDR, was the same as in previous 
studies: we asked the respondents from this 
group to verbalize their answers using a mi-
crophone that was connected to a computer, 
and told them that their voice is analyzed by a 
new lie detection software which detects voice 
modulations; this is an adapted version of a 
typical bogus pipeline procedure (Imhoff & 
Banse, 2009; Larson, 2018; Römer et al., 2018).

Another experimental way to decrease SDR 
was to incentivize truthful responding; this 
approach is inspired by the BTS procedure 
(John et al., 2012; Prelec, 2004). Respondents 
from this group were introduced into the 
“Quiz” situation and were told they will get 
one quiz point for each existing concept they 
recognize as familiar, as well as for a fictitious 
concept they say is unfamiliar to them; but 
that they will get a negative point for every 
fictitious concept they said they are familiar 
with. After each response, they could see on 
the screen whether the answer was correct 
and whether they would gain or lose a point.

Respondents from the control group did not 
receive any instructions other than the stan-
dard ones related to the content of the tasks.

Respondents

A total of 90 students of the Faculty of Philos-
ophy (69 females) took part in our study. They 
were randomly assigned to three experimental 
groups: 1) attached to “Lie Detection Software”, 
2) “truth telling incentivized”, and 3) control 
group. There were 30 respondents in each group.

Results

Judging by the average scores on the overclaim-
ing indices, our respondents moderately overes-
timated their own general knowledge (Table 4).

The Effects of Social Cues on Scores on Over-
claiming Indices

To test whether the experimental induction 
was successful, we employed one-way be-

Table 4 Overclaiming indices in three experimental groups 

 Bias index 
(range: 0-75) 

Accuracy index 
(range: -25 - 125) 

 “Lie Detection Software” group 41.85/-0.67 
(6.27/0.81) 

72.03/-0.49 
(9.54/0.76) 

“Truth telling incentivized” group 47.73/0.09 
(7.36/0.95) 

78.73/0.04 
(14.66/1.17) 

Control group 51.55/0.58 
(6.51/0.84) 

83.77/0.45 
(10.18/0.81) 

Total sample 47.04/0 
(7.77/1) 

78.18/0 
(12.52/1) 

Note. We report average scores/standardized average scores with standard 
deviations/standardized standard deviations in brackets. 
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tween-subjects ANOVA analyses, with scores 
on two overclaiming indices as dependent 
variables. The groups differed on the bias in-
dex (F (2, 89) = 15.82; p < .001; Eta² = .267) 
– the Tukey post hoc test revealed that the 
group attached to “Lie Detection Software” 
had lower scores than the group in the “Quiz” 
situation (HSD = 5.88; p = .003; d = 0.86) and 
the control group (HSD = 9.7; p < .001; d = 
1.52). The difference between the group in 
the “Quiz” situation and the control group 
was marginally significant (HSD = 3.82; p = 
.077; d = 0.55).

The experimental groups also differed on 
the accuracy index (F (2, 89) = 7.61; p = .001; 
Eta² = .149). Once again, the Tukey post hoc 
test revealed that the difference between the 
group attached to “Lie Detection Software” 
and the control group was significant (HSD = 
11.73; p = .001; d = 1.19), and the difference 
between the group attached to “Lie Detection 
Software” and the group in the “Quiz” situa-
tion was marginally significant (HSD = 6.7; p = 
.073; d = 0.54), whilst the difference between 
the group in the “Quiz” situation and the con-
trol group was not (p = .223).

Both overclaiming indices were significantly 
affected by the experimental manipulation, 
and Cohen’s ds for the differences between 
groups were moderate or high.

Discussion

Across all three studies, we managed to de-
crease SDR among psychology students by 
introducing a lie detection software alleged-
ly sensitive to voice modulations. In Study 1, 
the respondents in this condition were less 
prone to use strong self-presentation strate-
gies measured by the L scale from the MMPI 
questionnaire, as well as less prone to claim 
they were familiar with fictitious concepts, 
measured by the overclaiming questionnaire. 
These results are consistent with previous 

findings (Larson, 2018; Roese & Jamiseon, 
1993; Römer et al., 2018; Suschinksy et al., 
2020), showing the effectiveness of the bogus 
pipeline procedure in reducing SDR in differ-
ent domains.

On the other hand, “lie detection soft-
ware” was not as efficient in decreasing sub-
tle self-presentation measured by the K scale, 
which is probably due to the fact that the K 
scale measures self-deception, which is less 
controllable than impression management 
(Uziel, 2010). In Study 2, respondents attached 
to the “lie detector” were consistently report-
ing less tolerant attitudes towards different 
vulnerable groups. We aimed to increase SDR 
by making it a norm (showing a fictitious ma-
jority of peers who responded in a socially de-
sirable manner): in neither of the two studies 
was this group different from the control.

There can be several potential reasons for 
this asymmetry: one can say that they might 
be due to the restriction of range, i.e., that the 
respondents were initially extreme in their 
answers so they could be decreased but not 
further increased. However, this remark is 
relevant only to Study 2. In this study the re-
spondents in the control group, which is infor-
mative of the baseline attitudes, were tolerant 
towards vulnerable groups (but still not ex-
treme, however). In Study 1, the respondents 
were moderate in each of the self-presenta-
tion strategies, nevertheless, the manipula-
tion led only to their decrease not increase. 
Additionally, one might say that these two lev-
els of experimental manipulation do not mir-
ror one another, so it might just be the case 
that the bogus lie detector is simply more ef-
fective than evoking descriptive norms. While 
there is certainly merit to this view, we opted 
for the two levels of manipulation after care-
ful deliberation. We did not find the standard 
fake good/fake bad procedure suitable as it, 
in our view, tests respondents’ knowledge on 
how to answer in order to present themselves 
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in a certain way – in other words, a meta cog-
nitive ability of a kind, whilst we aimed to cre-
ate situations in which they will be genuinely 
motivated to present themselves in a certain 
manner. It was not possible to create a direct 
counterpart to the fictitious lie detector situa-
tion so as to motivate respondents to lie/pos-
itively self-present (it would be very implau-
sible if, for example, we told them that the 
software aims to encourage respondents to do 
so). Having in mind strong empirical evidence 
to the power of descriptive norms in shaping 
the behavior (Cialdini, 2007), we consider the 
manipulation we choose to be both plausible 
and ecologically valid. Hence, although we do 
not claim the two procedures were directly 
comparable regarding their effect sizes, we 
argue there is enough evidence to suggest a 
stable level of “default” self-presentation that 
is difficult to further increase by situational 
cues. Results from similar studies in which 
the researchers even used direct instructions 
(e.g., Viswesvaran & Ones, 1999) also corrobo-
rate our conclusion that it is easier to decrease 
than to increase self-presentation tendency. 

Relationship between SDR Measures

Despite apparent differences in conceptual-
ization and methodical design, we observed 
positive correlation between the L scale and 
the bias index on overclaiming; this correla-
tion was higher than the one reported in 
Bensch et al. (2017), indicating these mea-
sures have a common core. Both measures 
are related to impression management, and 
that core may be a certain tendency to pres-
ent oneself as a well-educated and conven-
tionally socialized individual.

On the other hand, we did not observe a 
correlation between the K scale and the bias 
index, suggesting there are important differ-
ences in the psychological mechanisms be-
hind the measures. That is in line with the 

fact that the K scale measures self-deception, 
while the overclaiming technique is aimed 
to operationalize impression management 
(Bensch et al., 2017). 

Correlation between scales L and K can be 
partly attributed to the shared methodologi-
cal variance; however, it can also indicate the 
existence of similar underlying tendencies. 
While we observed positive relations be-
tween these constructs, the study design and 
sample size do not allow us to give any defi-
nite answers regarding their nature.

Comparison between the “Truth telling in-
centivized” and the “Lie Detection Software” 
Procedures

Following up the question of the effective-
ness of different ways to reduce SDR (Weav-
er & Prelec, 2013), we examined (in Study 3) 
whether the bogus pipeline or the BTS proce-
dure is more effective. The results presented 
in Table 4 showed that the group examined 
in the bogus pipeline procedure had lower 
scores on both overclaiming indices than the 
group examined in the BTS-inspired proce-
dure, which is a result that indicates that the 
bogus pipeline is a more effective way to de-
crease SDR. This finding could also indicate 
that avoiding being “caught in a lie” is a stron-
ger motivator for truthful responding than 
reinforcement in the form of points on a quiz.

Limitations and Future Research

Since the samples in the first two studies were 
relatively small, future studies are warranted 
to replicate them on a larger sample.  

Also, our samples were unbalanced by gen-
der (especially in Study 1), due to the fact that 
the vast majority of psychology students are 
females. Hence, we would recommend using 
a sample with similar proportions of female 
and male respondents.
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We opted for between-subjects design so 
that the respondents were less likely to be sus-
picious of the manipulation. Ideally, to account 
for noise originating in individual differences, 
a pretest-posttest design with a long period in 
between should be employed and the results 
compared to the ones we obtained.

We can also suggest an alternative manipula-
tion for stimulating SDR: for overclaiming, and, 
to a lesser extent, L and K scores – the exper-
imental situation could simulate job or other 
type of selection. Alternatively, the respon-
dents could be informed that the test score 
correlates with some central abilities, such 
as IQ score. For tolerance towards vulnerable 
groups, future researchers could introduce a 
member of a particular group to the respon-
dent in an experimental situation thus facilitat-
ing socially desirable responding. The proposed 
technique, however, would be challenging to 
implement, and it would require pretesting the 
prototypicality of a particular group member.

Finally, the “Truth telling incentivized” group 
in Study 3 was rewarded with points on a quiz, 
rather than with money as in earlier research 
(John et al., 2012; Prelec, 2004; Weaver & 
Prelec, 2013); that could have affected the 
results, so future research should vary the re-
ward for respondents in that group.

Although our findings do not give a definite 
answer to the question whether it is possible 
to experimentally increase SDR, they consis-
tently testify to the fact that an easy to imple-
ment intervention can decrease it. Keeping in 
mind that if we need to inform policy makers 
about policies sensitive to socially desirable 
bias, decreasing it would be vital and this re-
search provides empirical support for a rela-
tively simple way to do so.
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