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Social desirability is a tendency to respond to items in a socially acceptable way. It can bias results and 
is a threat to the validity of the measure. The current study focused on exploring the effect of different 
instructions on personality traits. The sample consists of 363 Slovak adults, 260 women, and 103 men. 
The participants were between 18 and 62 years old (M = 25.6; SD = 6.76). The Big Five Inventory-2 was 
used for measuring personality traits and social desirability. The participants were split into two groups de-
pending on which instruction was administered first – honest setting or social desirability inducing setting 
(imagining the selection situation). All participants responded to both scenarios. We hypothesized that 
extraversion, agreeableness, and conscientiousness are socially desirable traits, and so they will be higher 
using selection simulating instruction compared to honest instruction. The opposite was hypothesized for 
negative emotionality. The social desirability of open-mindedness was explored. The results confirmed 
all our hypotheses and showed that open-mindedness is a socially desirable trait as well. Importantly, we 
found an effect of the order of administrating different instructions – the effect of induced social desirabil-
ity was present in the honest instruction setting. 
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Introduction

Researchers of social sciences often implic-
itly assume that the participants respond 

to the items of self-report measuring tools 
honestly and that these tools measure only 
the intended variables (e.g., Baumgartner & 
Steenkamp, 2001). However, this assumption 
is not true. Self-report measures are biased by 
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numerous factors and response styles are one 
of such factors (e.g., Tóth-Király et al., 2020). 
There are several response styles, for exam-
ple, acquiescence, disacquiescence, extreme 
response styles, careless response styles, 
and others (e.g., Rammstedt & Farmer, 2013; 
Wetzel et al., 2013). In this study, we focus 
on a socially desirable response style. It is de-
fined as a tendency of participants to present 
themselves in a direction that is acceptable 
by the major society of which the individual 
is part of, and this self-presentation does not 
correspond with reality (e.g., Bergen & La-
bonté, 2019; Halama, 2011; Liu & Liu, 2021).

Social desirability can distort the results of 
research and threaten the validity of the mea-
sure. Numerous studies report social desir-
ability as a possible limitation in the interpre-
tation of their research, for example, involving 
perfectionism (e.g., Stoeber & Hotham, 2013), 
anger and aggressivity (Fernandez et al., 
2018), empathy (Nook et al., 2016), violence 
(Cava et al., 2020), and other. A higher proba-
bility of such bias lies in the assessment situa-
tions which could have  serious social impact/
consequence (e.g., Keiser & Payne, 2019). 
One of the most investigated assessment sit-
uations is a job interview or selection process, 
both simulated or the real one (e.g., Bensch 
et al., 2019; Liu & Zhang, 2020; Preiss et al., 
2015). 

We investigated possible bias by social de-
sirability in measuring Big Five personality 
traits – extraversion, agreeableness, con-
scientiousness, negative emotionality, and 
open-mindedness by using honest and simu-
lated selection instruction. In general, there is 
a consensus that extraversion, agreeableness, 
conscientiousness, and open-mindedness are 
socially desirable traits and negative emotion-
ality is a socially undesirable trait (e.g., Bäck-
ström & Björklund, 2013; Grieve & de Groot, 
2011). However, the relationship between so-
cial desirability and open-mindedness was not 

confirmed in several studies (e.g., Anglim et 
al., 2017; Jakubek & Krafčíková, 2016). Based 
on these findings, we assume that participants 
will score higher in extraversion, agreeable-
ness, conscientiousness and lower in negative 
emotionality with simulated selection instruc-
tion. The possible difference in open-mind-
edness between these two instructions will 
be explored. Moreover, we will investigate 
whether the simulated selection scenario has 
an impact on participants’ responses in the 
honest instruction setting, which followed af-
terward.

 
Method

Procedure

All participants responded to BFI-2 items two 
times with two different instructions. In the 
beginning of the survey, participants were 
divided into two groups – the first group re-
sponded using the honest instruction first 
and the simulated selection instruction sec-
ond. For the second group of participants 
the instruction order was reversed. We asked 
the participants to honestly respond to the 
following items in the honest instruction 
(“Here are a number of characteristics that 
may or may not apply to you. Please select 
a response to each statement to indicate the 
extent to which you agree or disagree with 
that statement. No answer is right or wrong, 
thus, please try to answer honestly”) and in 
the simulated selection instruction, we asked 
them to imagine that the responses to the fol-
lowing items are part of the selection process 
(“Here are a number of characteristics that 
may or may not apply to you. Please select 
a response to each statement to indicate the 
extent to which you agree or disagree with 
that statement. Try to imagine that answering 
to following items is part of the selection pro-
cess to your preferred job with the knowledge 
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that your answers will have an effect on the 
selection process”).

Sample

The sample consisted of 363 participants 
from the Slovak general adult population, 260 
women (71.6%) and 103 men (28.4%). Age 
of participants is in the range from 18 to 62 
years (M = 25.6; SD = 6.76) for whole sample 
and M = 25.4 (SD = 6.76) for women and M = 
26.1 (SD = 6.78) for men. The only two crite-
ria were that participants have to be at least 
18 years old and be from Slovakia. All partici-
pants responded to personality inventory two 
times. They were divided into two groups at 
the start of the research. Participants in the 
first group (N = 187, 51.5%; 134 women, 53 
men; Mage = 25.78; SDage = 7.33) first respond-
ed to items with honest instruction and then 
with simulated selection instruction (hon-
est-first group). Oppositely, participants in the 
second group (N = 176, 48.5%; 126 women, 
50 men; Mage = 25.35; SDage = 6.11) first re-
sponded to items with simulated selection 
instruction and then with honest instruction 
(honest-second group). Data were collected 
via the research platform formr (Arslan et al., 
2018) in 2019. All participants were informed 
about the voluntary nature of their participa-
tion and their agreement with participation in 
the research by fulfilling the presented items 
was obtained. Participants were entered in 
a drawing for a voucher to a bookstore. Our 
data is available on open science frame-
work (osf): https://osf.io/r8a2x/?view_on-
ly=ad3d9f2205354262895c81df2360844b 

Measures

Firstly, participants responded to socio-de-
mographic items. Next, they responded to 
items of BFI-2 (Halama et al., 2020) two times 
with two different instructions. BFI-2 contains 

60 items, and it measures 5 domains. Every 
domain contains 3 facets (subscales) – ex-
traversion contains the facets sociability, as-
sertiveness, and energy level; agreeableness 
contains the facets compassion, respectful-
ness, and trust; conscientiousness contains 
the facets organization, productiveness, and 
responsibility; negative emotionality contains 
the facets anxiety, depression, and emotional 
volatility; and open-mindedness contains the 
facets intellectual curiosity, aesthetic sensitiv-
ity, and creative imagination. Every domain 
contains 12 items, and every facet contains 
4 items. Domain and facets are balanced in 
the number of positive (pro-trait) and reverse 
(con-trait) items. Participants respond to 
items using the Likert scale from 1 (Disagree 
strongly) to 5 (Agree strongly). Domains have 
very good internal consistency – the values 
of Cronbach’s α with honest instruction are 
from .82 (open-mindedness) to .90 (negative 
emotionality) with a mean value of .86 and 
slightly lower values on the facets level from 
.65 (trust) to .85 (sociability) with a mean val-
ue of .75 with honest instruction. Values with 
simulated selection instruction on the domain 
level range from .82 (open-mindedness) to 
.91 (conscientiousness) with a mean value of 
.87 and on the facet level from .58 (intellectu-
al curiosity) to .82 (organization) with a mean 
value of .75. Participants also responded to 
several control items that should minimize 
the careless response bias (e.g., Shaman & 
Berning, 2020) and thus increase data quality. 
Participants who failed in responding to con-
trol items were excluded from the sample.

Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using jamovi software 
(the jamovi project, 2021). The Student’s 
paired samples t-test was used to access dif-
ferences between domain and facet scores 
obtained from honest and simulated selec-
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tion instruction. Differences between groups 
based on which instruction was presented 
first, were analyzed using Student’s indepen-
dent samples t-test.

Results

The results showed that in all personality do-
mains as well as facets there were significant 
differences between honest and simulated 
selection instructions. We confirmed our hy-
potheses that extraversion, agreeableness, 
and conscientiousness are socially desirable 
traits and negative emotionality is social-

ly undesirable. Moreover, we found that 
open-mindedness was higher in simulated se-
lection instruction, suggesting its social desir-
ableness. From the domain perspective, the 
largest, medium differences were found for 
extraversion, negative emotionality, and con-
scientiousness, followed by small differences 
for open-mindedness, and agreeableness. Fo-
cusing on facets, the differences ranged from 
d = 0.22 (aesthetic sensitivity) to 0.72 (energy 
level). These results are presented in Table 1.

In an exploratory analysis, we focused on 
differences in participants’ responses to items 
with different order of instructions – wheth-

Table 1 Differences in personality traits between honest and simulated selection instruction 

 
Neutral 

instruction 
Simulated selection 

instruction   
Domain/facet M SD M SD d 95% CI 
Extraversion 3.32 0.75 3.63 0.68 -0.58 [-0.69, -0.47] 

Sociability 3.26 1.06 3.52 0.97 -0.36 [-0.46, -0.25] 
Assertiveness 3.31 0.83 3.45 0.79 -0.27 [-0.38, -0.17] 
Energy level 3.40 0.77 3.92 0.76 -0.72 [-0.84, -0.61] 

Agreeableness 3.88 0.58 4.03 0.59 -0.39 [-0.50, -0.29] 
Compassion 4.08 0.66 4.21 0.63 -0.27 [-0.37, -0.17] 
Respectfulness 4.20 0.66 4.37 0.63 -0.36 [-0.47, -0.25] 
Trust 3.36 0.76 3.52 0.79 -0.28 [-0.39, -0.18] 

Conscientiousness 3.60 0.72 3.91 0.76 -0.50 [-0.61, -0.39] 
Organization 3.65 0.91 3.93 0.86 -0.40 [-0.50, -0.29] 
Productiveness 3.49 0.81 3.84 0.86 -0.46 [-0.56, -0.35] 
Responsibility 3.66 0.79 3.96 0.80 -0.47 [-0.57, -0.36] 

Negative emotionality 2.92 0.83 2.53 0.83 0.55 [0.44, 0.66] 
Anxiety 3.18 0.90 2.75 0.94 0.52 [0.41, 0.63] 
Depression 2.63 0.95 2.28 0.88 0.46 [0.35, 0.56] 
Emotional volatility 2.95 0.97 2.55 0.98 0.47 [0.37, 0.58] 

Open-mindedness 3.86 0.65 4.04 0.61 -0.45 [-0.55, -0.34] 
Intellectual curiosity 3.85 0.79 4.00 0.70 -0.27 [-0.37, -0.16] 
Aesthetic sensitivity 3.85 0.92 3.96 0.91 -0.22 [-0.32, -0.12] 
Creative imagination 3.87 0.77 4.14 0.71 -0.47 [-0.58, -0.36] 

Note. All differences are significant at p < 0.001. CI - confidence interval. Negative values for 
Cohen's d represent higher score for simulated selection instruction. 
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er participants first responded to items with 
honest or with simulated selection instruc-
tion. The differences in traits between differ-
ent instruction in the group of participants 
who first responded to items with honest 
instruction are in the same direction and all 

significant, but these differences are with 
a higher effect size. The differences in traits 
between different instructions in participants 
who responded first with simulated selection 
instruction are more interesting. This time, 
we did not find a significant difference in do-
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main conscientiousness, all other domains 
are significantly different with weak effect 
sizes, with the exception of extraversion with 
medium effect sizes. The results of the differ-
ences of facets are interesting in this group 
as well – only energy level from all facets of 
extraversion is significantly different with high 
effect size. More detailed results are present-
ed in Table 2.

Another analysis was performed due to the 
interesting results of the planned exploratory 

analysis. We were interested in the difference 
of personality traits with honest instruction 
according to its order of administration. We 
found significant differences in extraversion, 
conscientiousness, and negative emotionality. 
Participants who responded first with simulat-
ed selection instruction reached a higher lev-
el of extraversion and conscientiousness and 
a lower level of negative emotionality with 
honest instruction than participants who re-
sponded first with honest instruction. Similar 

Table 3 Differences in personality traits with honest instruction between groups divided by 
order of administrated instruction between honest and simulated selection instruction 

 
Honest instruction 

as first 
Simulated 

selection as first   
Domain/facet M SD M SD d 95% CI 
Extraversion 3.21 0.72 3.45 0.50 -0.32 [-0.53, -0.11] 

Sociability 3.13 1.00 3.41 1.10 -0.27 [-0.48, -0.06] 
Assertiveness 3.21 0.80 3.42 0.85 -0.26 [-0.46, -0.05] 
Energy level 3.29 0.77 3.50 0.77 -0.28 [-0.49, -0.07] 

Agreeableness 3.83 0.55 3.92 0.61 -0.15 [-0.36, 0.05] 
Compassion 4.04 0.65 4.12 0.67 -0.13 [-0.34, 0.08] 
Respectfulness 4.15 0.65 4.24 0.67 -0.14 [-0.35, 0.07] 
Trust 3.31 0.74 3.40 0.78 -0.11 [-0.32, 0.09] 

Conscientiousness 3.52 0.74 3.70 0.69 -0.22 [-0.43, -0.01] 
Organization 3.55 0.95 3.76 0.85 -0.24 [-0.44, -0.03] 
Productiveness 3.38 0.84 3.61 0.77 -0.28 [-0.48, -0.07] 
Responsibility 3.64 0.80 3.68 0.78 -0.05 [-0.26, 0.15] 

Negative emotionality 3.03 0.79 2.80 0.85 0.27 [0.06, 0.48] 
Anxiety 3.30 0.86 3.05 0.93 0.27 [0.07, 0.48] 
Depression 2.76 0.94 2.49 0.94 0.29 [0.08, 0.50] 
Emotional volatility 3.02 0.94 2.87 1.00 0.15 [-0.06, 0.36] 

Open-mindedness 3.87 0.63 3.85 0.67 -0.03 [-0.17, 0.24] 
Intellectual curiosity 3.88 0.78 3.82 0.80 -0.08 [-0.13, 0.28] 
Aesthetic sensitivity 3.91 0.88 3.80 0.96 -0.12 [-0.08, 0.33] 
Creative imagination 3.82 0.74 3.92 0.80 -0.14 [-0.34, 0.07] 

Note. The differences significant at p < 0.05 are italicized, p < 0.01 are bolded. CI - confidence 
interval. Negative values for Cohen's d represent higher score with simulated selection 
instruction as the first. 
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results are also on the facet level – facets of 
conscientiousness and negative emotionality 
are interesting – significant differences are in 
facets organization, productiveness, anxiety, 
and depression (weak to medium effect size). 
Detailed results are presented in Table 3.

We also investigated the results of differ-
ences in personality traits with simulated 
selection instruction with a focus on a dif-
ferent order of administrated instruction. 
We found significant differences in all traits 

– participants who first responded with 
honest instruction reached higher scores in 
extraversion, agreeableness, conscientious-
ness, open-mindedness, and lower in nega-
tive emotionality than participants who first 
responded with simulated selection instruc-
tion. On the facet level, we found significant 
differences in energy level, respectfulness, 
trust, and for all facets of conscientiousness, 
negative emotionality and open-mindedness. 
Detailed results are presented in Table 4.

Table 4 Differences in personality traits with simulated selection instruction between groups 
divided by order of administrated instruction 

 
Honest instruction 

as first 
Simulated 

selection as first   
Domain/facet M SD M SD d 95% CI 
Extraversion 3.70 0.66 3.55 0.70 0.22 [0.02, 0.43] 

Sociability 3.61 0.91 3.42 1.02 0.20 [-0.01, 0.41] 
Assertiveness 3.47 0.76 3.43 0.83 0.05 [-0.16, 0.25] 
Energy level 4.03 0.75 3.80 0.76 0.30 [0.09, 0.51] 

Agreeableness 4.10 0.59 3.96 0.58 0.22 [0.02, 0.43] 
Compassion 4.22 0.64 4.19 0.63 0.05 [-0.16, 0.26] 
Respectfulness 4.44 0.60 4.29 0.65 0.25 [0.04, 0.46] 
Trust 3.62 0.80 3.42 0.78 0.26 [0.05, 0.47] 

Conscientiousness 4.11 0.72 3.70 0.74 0.57 [0.35, 0.78] 
Organization 4.10 0.81 3.75 0.88 0.42 [0.21, 0.63] 
Productiveness 4.05 0.80 3.61 0.87 0.53 [0.32, 0.75] 
Responsibility 4.18 0.74 3.73 0.79 0.58 [0.37, 0.79] 

Negative emotionality 2.35 0.82 2.71 0.79 -0.45 [-0.66, -0.24] 
Anxiety 2.59 0.91 2.92 0.94 -0.36 [-0.57, -0.15] 
Depression 2.15 0.86 2.42 0.89 -0.31 [-0.51, -0.10] 
Emotional volatility 2.31 0.95 2.80 0.94 -0.52 [-0.73, -0.31] 

Open-mindedness 4.16 0.60 3.90 0.59 0.44 [0.22, 0.65] 
Intellectual curiosity 4.09 0.71 3.92 0.67 0.24 [0.03, 0.45] 
Aesthetic sensitivity 4.12 0.85 3.79 0.95 0.36 [0.15, 0.57] 
Creative imagination 4.28 0.70 4.00 0.68 0.41 [0.20, 0.62] 

Note. The differences significant at p < 0.05 are italicized, p < 0.01 are bolded. CI - confidence 
interval. Negative values for Cohen's d represent higher score with simulated selection 
instruction as the first. 
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Discussion

We hypothesized that extraversion, agree-
ableness, and conscientiousness will be high-
er and negative emotionality will be lower 
with simulated selection instruction than with 
honest instruction. Such difference suggests 
the social desirability of the measured vari-
ables (e.g., Anglim et al., 2017). All our four 
assumptions were confirmed. We even found 
a higher score of open-mindedness with sim-
ulated selection instruction than with honest 
instruction. Therefore, we consider extraver-
sion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and 
open-mindedness as socially desirable traits 
and negative emotionality as socially undesir-
able trait. Results are interesting even on the 
facet level – energy level is the most social-
ly desirable facet of the extraversion domain 
and creative imagination is the most socially 
desirable facet of the open-mindedness do-
main.

Our results confirmed that awareness 
about using self-report measures for psy-
chological assessment in selection processes 
is needed. Besides our study, there is other 
evidence that both simulated (see also Liu & 
Zhang, 2020) and the real selection process 
(see also Preiss et al., 2015) increase the so-
cial desirability in participants’ responding 
to self-report measures. Thus, users who use 
such measures in real-life situations should be 
aware of this issue and maximize the effort to 
prevent socially desirable responding.

Exploration analysis provided interesting 
results as well. We found that the order of ad-
ministration of instructions has an effect on 
socially desirable responding. When simulat-
ed selection instruction was presented first, 
the differences between both instructions 
were lower, and sometimes they were even 
practically meaningless. These results could 
be logically interpreted – if participants re-

sponded in the way of social desirability the 
first time, it could be more difficult for them 
to present a worse image of themselves.

Thus, for future research focused on social 
desirability or faking we recommend using 
honest instruction as the first one, if partici-
pants are responding to both honest and sim-
ulated selection instruction in one session.

In further exploration, we focused on 
possible differences in social desirability re-
sponding to items of personality traits with 
honest instruction between participants who 
firstly responded with honest or with simu-
lated selection instruction. Interpretation of 
these results is not so simple, because after 
responding with simulated selection instruc-
tion, participants probably responded in the 
way of social desirability even with the honest 
instruction. We can discuss why participants 
responded similarly with extraversion, consci-
entiousness, and negative emotionality and 
differently in agreeableness and open-mind-
edness. One possible explanation could be 
that extraversion, conscientiousness, and 
negative emotionality are somehow gener-
ally socially desirable personality traits while 
agreeableness and open-mindedness could 
be socially desirable rather in the case of in-
struction with simulated selection. This is just 
a reflection and a possible interpretation, fur-
ther research is needed – for example, using 
another way of measuring social desirability 
or adding another fake instruction that would 
not be dependent on the selection process.

Interpretation of the results of the differenc-
es in personality traits with fake instruction 
between participants who first responded to 
honest and simulated selection instruction 
is similarly difficult. In this case, we surpris-
ingly found that participants who responded 
first to honest instruction responded in a so-
cially desirable way more than participants 
who responded first with simulated selection 
instruction. We do not have any knowledge 
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about research with a similar analysis, but 
we suppose that participants who respond-
ed first with honest instruction responded in 
a socially desirable way twice. As mentioned 
above, social desirability is more present in 
situations with serious social consequences, 
however, it is present even in regular assess-
ment situations (e.g., Caputo, 2015). It could 
mean that if participants responded in a so-
cially desirable way with honest instruction, 
they did it even more when they responded 
with simulated selection instruction.

Our exploration results can suggest that the 
effect of instruction remains even when after 
another instruction is administered. If partic-
ipants first respond with honest instruction 
and even with this instruction, they respond 
in a socially desirable way on some level, they 
will do it with simulated selection instruction 
even more. We can look at it in the opposite 
way as well: if participants first respond with 
simulated selection instruction, their socially 
desirable responding may remain and bias 
even the honest instruction.

We consider the confirmation of social de-
sirability of specific Big Five personality traits 
in our cultural setting as the main contribu-
tion of our study. We also consider the confir-
mation of simulation of selection as a tool for 
measuring faking or social desirability (e.g., 
Grieve & de Groot, 2011; Preiss et al., 2015) 
as another important contribution of this 
study. Our results also emphasize the need 
for the correct formulation of instructions 
if the researcher would like to measure so-
cial desirability by different instructions. The 
possible mistakes in giving instructions could 
be omitting information on whether answers 
are (not) anonymous, that there is no right or 
wrong answer (if that is true), etc. This is im-
portant also because social desirability is not 
present only during a selection process (or its 
simulation), but also in other assessment sit-
uations that can evoke anxiety in participants 

(e.g., Halama, 2011). Our results also showed 
that it is probably more beneficial to use hon-
est instruction as the first one and simulated 
selection instruction as the second one. Even 
the order of administrated instructions or for-
mulation of instruction can affect the results.

The study contains a few limitations. The 
results are limited by using instruction with 
the simulated selection as a proxy of social 
desirability. The limitation is due to the na-
ture of such instruction – it is questionable 
whether the social desirability in this context 
can be generalized to another context (e.g., 
Kovačić et al., 2014; Wetzel et al., 2021). A 
more precise term could be social desirability 
in the work environment or in the selection 
process. The other methodological limitation 
is using a simulated selection process instead 
of a real-life selection process. Such instruc-
tion could affect the participants’ responding 
differently – it is possible that they will not 
have so high a motivation to fake (Costa et al., 
2001). However, there is some evidence that 
the difference in faking between the real-life 
selection process and its simulation is not so 
substantive (e.g., Preiss et al., 2015). Another 
limitation is the quite small sample size. Also, 
using the manifest approach for data analysis 
limits differing true scores of traits of partici-
pants from bias by social desirability (e.g., Liu 
& Liu, 2021).

Conclusions

We confirmed that extraversion, agreeable-
ness, and conscientiousness are socially de-
sirable traits, and that negative emotionality 
is a socially undesirable trait. We explored 
and found that open-mindedness is a social-
ly desirable trait as well. We also investigat-
ed and confirmed that simulated selection 
instruction can be used as an effective tool 
for measuring social desirability. Our main ex-
ploration results and contribution is that even 
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the order of instruction is important for social 
desirability. This issue needs further investiga-
tion, however, it seems that when social de-
sirability is measured, details matter.
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