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The social desirability 
of toughmindedness: 

A study among undergrad~ates 

Leslie J. Francis1 and Chris J. Jackson2 

Trinity Col/ege, Carmarthen1 and University of Surrey 

Two samples of 50 undergraduates each completed the Eysenck Personality 
Questionnaire (EPQ-R); one under normal test conditions and one under 
instructions to portray a socially desirable image. Consistent with earlier 
studies social desirability was associated with lower neuroticism scores. 
Contrary to earlier studies social desirability was associated with elevated 
psychoticism scores. 

It has long been recognised that personality scales are open to falsification 
by respondents who wish to portray a socially desirable image of them
selves. Lie scales were introduced to personality tests in order to detect this 
tendency (O'Oonovan. ] 969). There also seems to have been general 
consensus regarding the directionafity.ofsuch distortion. 

In the context ofEysenck's three-dimensional model of personality 
(Eysenck & Eysenck. 1985) the dimension of neuroticism has emerged as 
that most susceptible to distortion. A number of early experimental studies 
concerned with the Eysenckian measures demonstrated that subjects with 
a high motivation to 'fake good' tended to suppress their neuroticism 
scores. This relationship was found to hold true among children (Eyscnck. 
Nias & Eysenck. 1971; Eysenck, Syed & Eysenck. 1965; Waters, 1968) as 
well as among adults (Braun & Gomez, 1966; Cowles. Darling & Skanes. 
t 992; Farley & Goh. 1976; Gomez & Braun. ) 967; Levin & Montag. 1987; 
Michaelis & Eysenck. 1971; Rump & Court. 1971). The clear message 
from these studies is that stability is socially desirable. 

The situation regarding the dimension of psychoticism is somewhat 
unclear, although a number of studies demonstrate that subjects with a high 
motivation to 'fake good' tended to suppress their psychoticism scores. 
This was the case among children (Granleese, Trew & Turner. 1988; Nias. 
1972) as well as among adults (Eysenck. Eysenck & Shaw. ] 974; Furnham 
& Henderson. ] 982; McKenzie. 1988). The message may be that 
tendermindedness is socially desirable. 

The aim of the present study is to test the stability of these findings 
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among a contemporary group of undergraduates. 

METHOD 

Two groups of undergraduates, each comprised of25 males and 25 females, 
completed the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (EPQ-:R; Eysenck & 
Eysenck, J 99 J) which includes a lie scale as well as measures of extraver
sion, neuroticism and psychoticism. In the control group the questionnaire 
was administered according to the standard guidelines and instructions. In 
the experimental group the following instructions were given: 
The following questionnaire is anonymous, please complete your gender 
details only. One of the attributes of personality being measured is that of 
social desirability. This refers to an individual's desire to distort self-report 
questionnaires in a perceived favourable direction. Try to answer the 
questionnaire so as to make your personality appear in a favourable light. 

RESULTS 

Table I presents the mean scale scores on extraversion, neuroticism, 
psychoticism and the lie scale for the two test conditions separately, 
together with the appropriate statistical test of significance. These data 
demonstrate that responding in a socially desirable direction generates 
higher lie scale scores and lower neuroticism scores. There is a trend 
towards higher psychoticism scores but this is not significant (Fus = 3.4, p 
= .07). Extraversion scores were unaffected by the different instructions. 

Table 4. Personality scores by test condition. 

personality control experimental F p 
scale mean sd mean sd (1.98) 

Extraversion 15.4 43 16.5 4.5 1.4 NS 

Neuroticism 12.0 5.8 8.6 5.8 8.4 .001 

Psychoticism 8.2 4.0 6.6 4.7 3.4 NS 
Lie scale 5.9 3.5 J 1.7 5.4 41.1 .001 

CONCLUSION 

On the one hand, this new study among undergraduate students confirms 
the consensus of research findings going back to the 1960s that individuals 
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who wish to portray a socially desirable image of themselves suppress their 
neuroticism scores. In today's young society stability remains socially 
desirable. 

On the other hand, this new study contradicts the more general 
finding from previous studies that individuals who wish to portray a 
socially desirable image of themselves suppress their psychoticism scores. 
On the contrary, social desirability does not affect psychoticism scores. In 
today's young society neither tendermin~edness nor toughmindedness 
emerges as socially desirable or socially undesirable. 

The changing value of toughmindedness among undergraduates in 
England today may well renect the changing social and political ethos of the 
late 1980's and early 1990·s. The present study now deserves replication 
on other university campuses. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

The authors are grateful to Yehudah Glausiusz for collecting the data used 
in this study. All correspondence to the first author. Leslie J Francis is at 
Trinity College. Carmarthen, Carmarthenshire. SA31 3EP. UK. Chris 1 
lackson is at University of Surrey. Guildford, GU2 5RT, UK. 

REFERENCES 

Braun, J.R. & Gomez. BJ. (1966). Effects of faking instructions on the Eysenck 
Personality Inventory. Psychological Reports. 19. 388-390. 

Cowles, M .• Darling. M. & Skanes, A. (1992). Some characteristics of the simulated 
self. Personality and Individual Differences. 13. 501-510. 

Eysenck. HJ. & Eysenck, M.W. (1985). Personality and individual differences: A 
natural science approach. New York: Plenu m Prec;s. 

Eysenck. H.J. & Eysenck. S.B.O. (1991). Manual of the Eysenck Personality 
Scales. London: Hodder and Stoughton. 

Eysenck. S.8.G .• Eysenck. HJ. & Shaw. L. (1974). The modification of personality 
and lie scale scores by special 'honesty' instructions./Jritish JOIlI'IIllI ojSociClI 
and Clinical Psychology, 13. 41·50. 

Eysenck,S.B.G .• Nias. D.K.B. & Eysenck. H.J. (1971 ).Imcrprelalionof children's 
lie scale scores. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 41. 23-31. 

Eysenck. S.B.O .• Syed.I.A. & Eysenck, HJ. (1965). Desirability response set in 
children. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 36. 87·90. 

Farley, F.H. & Goh. D.S. (/976). PENmanship: faking the P-E-N. BrilishJournal 
of Social and Clinical Psychology, 15. 139-148. 

Fumham, A. & Henderson, M. (1982). The good the bad and the mad: Response bias 
in self-report measures. Personality and Individual Differences. 3.311·320. 

Gomez, B.l. & Braun. J.R. (1967). Effects of 'salesman candidate' sets on the 
Eysenck Personality Inventory. Psychological Report.r. 20, 192. 



The social desirability oC toughmindedness 403 

GranJeese. J .• Trew, K. & Turner, I. (1988): Social dissimulation, perceived 
competence and personality. Personality and Individual Differences. 9, 565· 
570. 

Levin, J. & Montag. J. (1987). The effect of testing instructions for handling social 
desirability on the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire. Personality and 
Individual Differences, 8, 163·167. 

McKenzie, J. (1988). An item·factor analysis ofthe Eysenck Personality Question. 
naire (EPQ): Will the real personality factor stand up. Personality and 
Individual Differences, 9,801·810. 

Michaelis, W. & Eysenck, HJ. (1971). The determinants of personality inventory 
factor patterns and intercorrelations by changes in real·life motivation. 
Journal of Genetic Psychology,U8, 223·234. 

Nias, D.K.B. (1972). The effects of providing a warning about the lie scale in a 
personality inventory. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 42,308. 
312. 

0' Donovan, D. (J 969). An historical review oflhe lie scale with particular reference 
10 the Maudsley Personality Inventory. Papers in Psychology, 3, 13·19. 

Rump, E.E. & Court, J. (1971). The Eysenck Personality Inventory and social 
desirability response set with student and clinical groups. British Journal of 
Social and Clinical Psychology, 10, 42·54. 

Waters, T.J. (1968). The validity of the Junior Eysenck Personality Inventory lie 
scale. Educational and Psychological Measurement, 28, 1197·1206. 




