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Insight into applicant intentional distortion on personality measures was obtained by comparing indi-
vidual responses provided in an organizational context with high motivation to distort (selection) and
those provided in an organizational context with low motivation to distort (development). An assessment
firm database containing responses to the California Psychological Inventory (CPI) was searched for
within-subject data. Seven hundred and thirteen individuals were identified as having completed the CPI
twice: once for selection purposes and once for development purposes or twice for the same purpose.
Scale-score analyses both within and across contexts revealed a limited degree of response distortion.
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Personality measures facilitate many organizational activities
such as making selection decisions, identifying career or voca-
tional paths, and illustrating interpersonal team dynamics (e.g.,
Costa, 1996; Hogan, 1991; Hough & Schneider, 1996). When used
to facilitate hiring decisions, the presence of clear consequences
and concrete rewards tied to applicant responses has contributed to
an age-old question: Do applicants intentionally distort their re-
sponses to personality measures when responding for selection
purposes?

Most personality measures are self-report inventories on which
respondents answer questions about their behaviors, attitudes, and
preferences. Responses to these questions are then interpreted as
veridical indicators of the extent to which individuals possess
certain personality attributes (McCrae & Costa, 1996). However,
because responses can impact an applicant’s likelihood of receiv-
ing a job offer, applicants may be motivated to convey a contrived
image that is positively biased and prototypic of an ideal employee
for the job (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). However, although research
confirms that individuals are able to consciously distort their
responses in a favorable direction when instructed to do so under
experimental conditions (Alliger & Dwight, 2000; Viswesvaran &
Ones, 1999), evidence regarding whether individuals engage in
intentional distortion when they are assessed as part of an actual
hiring process is equivocal. The purpose of this article is to address
this persistent question by evaluating the extent to which individ-
uals respond consistently to a personality measure across real
selection and development contexts.

The question of whether applicants distort their responses to
personality measures when responding for selection purposes has
been a source of discussion for over 50 years. Early work by Heron
(1956), Kirchner (1962), and Dunnette, McCartney, Carlson, and
Kirchner (1962) established two research paradigms that continue
to be adopted today. One paradigm involves administering scales
that measure intentional distortion to applicants in conjunction
with the administration of personality measures. Intentional-
distortion scales are designed to measure the impression manage-
ment dimension of social desirability—namely, the tendency to
deliberately falsify one’s responses (Paulhus, 1984, 1991). Appli-
cants who score high on such scales are assumed to overreport
their engagement in virtuous behaviors and underreport their en-
gagement in socially undesirable behaviors. Because response
patterns on intentional-distortion scales are thought to generalize
across other content items, the percentage of applicants who score
high on these scales should reflect the degree of deliberate appli-
cant faking.

Conservative estimates from this line of research suggest that
less than 20% of applicants intentionally distort their responses
and that less than 4% of applicants do so to an extreme degree
(Dunnette et al., 1962; Ellingson, Smith, & Sackett, 2001; Hough,
1998; Rosse, Stecher, Miller, & Levin, 1998; Weiner & Gibson,
2000). However, other research has questioned the construct va-
lidity of intentional-distortion scales on the basis of relationships
between these scales and the personality traits of agreeableness,
conscientiousness, and emotional stability (e.g., McCrae & Costa,
1983; Nicholson & Hogan, 1990; Ones, Viswesvaran, & Reiss,
1996; Piedmont, McCrae, Riemann, & Angleitner, 2000; Smith &
Ellingson, 2002). Because intentional-distortion scales may con-
found response style with trait measurement, the appropriateness
of using these distributions as a method for deducing the extent of
applicant faking is questionable.

The second research paradigm for examining response distor-
tion compares applicant and nonapplicant responses on a given
personality measure, either by comparing personality scale means
and corresponding effect sizes or by comparing the psychometric
properties of personality measures. This paradigm assumes that
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nonapplicants (e.g., incumbents, individuals responding for re-
search purposes) should have little reason to favorably distort their
responses, and thus, differences observed between the two groups
can be inferred to reflect the extent of intentional distortion.
Birkeland, Manson, Kisamore, Brannick, and Smith (2005) con-
ducted a meta-analysis of studies comparing applicant personality
scale means with nonapplicant scale means. They calculated the
mean effect size between applicant and nonapplicant scores for
each of the Big Five traits (Digman, 1996; Tupes & Christal,
1992). Job applicants scored significantly higher than nonappli-
cants on the traits of conscientiousness (d � 0.45) and emotional
stability (d � 0.43). Research focused on whether applicant re-
sponses to personality measures retain the psychometric properties
and theoretical factor structure characteristic of nonapplicant re-
sponses has provided some evidence of notable variance across the
two groups (e.g., Collins & Gleaves, 1998; Griffin, Hesketh, &
Grayson, 2004; Montag & Comrey, 1990; Schmit & Ryan, 1993;
Smith, Moriarty, Lutrick, & Canger, 2001; Stark, Chernyshenko,
Chan, Lee, & Drasgow, 2001). However, other studies have pro-
vided contrary evidence suggesting the presence of measurement
invariance or relatively little change in interpretable factor struc-
ture in comparisons of applicants and nonapplicants (e.g., Schmit
& Ryan, 1993 [as described in Costa, 1996]; see also Costa,
McCrae, & Kay, 1995; Michaelis & Eysenck, 1971; Montag &
Levin, 1994; Robie, Zickar, & Schmit, 2001; Smith, Hanges, &
Dickson, 2001; Tsaousis & Nikolaou, 2001).

As is evident from the above discussion, the predominant meth-
odology for addressing the extent of intentional applicant distor-
tion is a between-groups design. Although convenient, the ap-
proach of comparing applicants with nonapplicants has
incorporated factors into previous research that threaten the inter-
nal and external validity of the resultant conclusions (Maxwell &
Delaney, 2004; Stone-Romero, 2002). Assignment to applicant
and nonapplicant groups is clearly not random; instead, it is
determined by organizational screening systems that reduce the
extent of individual differences in incumbent samples relative to
applicant samples (Guion, 1998).

More concerning, however, is the inability of a between-groups
design to control for an Individual � Treatment interaction.
Between-subjects designs focus on mean effect size and are not
attentive to individual differences. However, Zickar, Gibby, and
Robie (2004) identified extensive variability in distortion rates
within applicant and incumbent samples. In other words, various
individuals reacted differently to the same assessment context,
regardless of whether it was characterized by motivating condi-
tions. This implies that sorting individuals into groups of appli-
cants and incumbents is akin to dichotomizing an otherwise con-
tinuous variable, a data analytic strategy that raises serious
psychometric concerns (MacCallum, Zhang, Preacher, & Rucker,
2002).

Finding evidence of variance in distortion rates is consistent
with current theoretical models of faking that argue that intentional
distortion is likely the result of a number of dispositional and
contextual variables that interact with the selection assessment
(McFarland & Ryan, 2000; Snell, Sydell, & Lueke, 1999). Mc-
Farland and Ryan (2000) found evidence for a Participant �
Treatment interaction such that individuals who were low in in-
tegrity, low in conscientiousness, and high in neuroticism distorted
their responses to a greater extent under experimentally induced

faking conditions. Although the limitations of investigating appli-
cant distortion under artificial instructions to fake must be duly
noted (for discussions of this problem, see Ellingson et al., 2001;
Robie et al., 2001), these results, combined with the documented
variance in applicant and incumbent distortion levels, suggest that
Individual � Treatment interactions are likely. As Viswesvaran
and Ones (1999) noted, the presence of this interaction calls into
question the veracity of conclusions about the extent of intentional
distortion in applicant responses when the adopted methodology is
a between-subjects design.

A within-subject design avoids confounding differences in per-
sonality responses that are due to the presence of a motivation to
distort with differences that are due to between-groups variance,
and it controls for a Participant � Treatment interaction (Keren,
1993). This design also permits an evaluation of rank-order con-
sistency across contexts that are high or low in motivation to
distort (Costa & McCrae, 1988; Holden, Helmes, Fekken, &
Jackson, 1985; Roberts & DelVecchio, 2000). Rank-order consis-
tency reflects how a variable of interest produces changes in the
relative placement of individuals within the sample. Faking re-
search has noted the importance of evaluating individual-level
changes given the propensity for such changes to impact organi-
zational selection decisions (e.g., Mueller-Hanson, Heggestad, &
Thornton, 2003; Rosse et al., 1998). Effect size computations
reflecting mean-level comparisons between applicant and nonap-
plicant samples tell little about such changes. Thus, the use of a
within-subject methodology has the potential to provide a more
accurate picture concerning the extent of applicant distortion when
responding to personality measures.

Intentional-distortion studies adopting a within-subject design
are uncommon. A search of the literature revealed only a handful
of studies that compared individual responses to a personality
measure across contexts that differed in motivation to distort.
Gordon and Stapleton (1956) found that students who completed a
personality measure when applying for a summer job scored
significantly higher on the personality scales of responsibility and
emotional stability relative to when they responded as part of a
career guidance program. Alternatively, Abrahams, Neumann, and
Githens (1971) and Orpen (1971) compared personality measure
responses provided by applicants with responses collected from
those same individuals for research purposes at a later time. In both
studies, means, item-response profiles, and test–retest correlations
revealed a high degree of consistency between responses collected
across the two contexts. Contemporary work has been equally
contradictory. Boyce (2005) reported that individuals who com-
pleted measures of conscientiousness and emotional stability as
applicants for jobs at a theme park returned personality scale
scores that were notably inflated relative to when those applicants
were assessed for research purposes. However, Ellingson and
Sackett (2001) found that applicant responses to a personality
measure were highly consistent with responses provided by the
same individuals when they were assessed in a development con-
text with less motivation to distort.

The purpose of the present study was to contribute to this line of
research by investigating the extent to which individuals respond
consistently to a personality measure across organizational con-
texts that differ in motivation to distort. A selection setting and a
development setting represent two contexts that are meaningfully
different in the extent to which the purpose of the assessment
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should motivate intentional distortion. Murphy and Cleveland
(1991) highlighted the fact that person-bound properties of con-
texts—such as goals, motives, expectancies, and affective at-
tributes—serve as key situational variables that are integral in
guiding individual responses within a context. When personality
measures are used to facilitate hiring decisions, the organizational
context is evaluative. This represents a high-stakes assessment
wherein the financial, social, and emotional outcomes associated
with a job offer create the motivating conditions necessary to
induce intentional distortion. In contrast, when personality mea-
sures are used in training, development, or vocational programs,
the situation is likely to invoke a very different set of goals and
motives. Training practitioners seek to create a climate defined by
openness, acknowledgement, respect, and learning (DeSimone &
Harris, 1998). Individuals are encouraged to use the training ex-
perience to better understand their personal tendencies, strengths,
and weaknesses. The resulting personality profiles are often kept
confidential, serving as informative tools for only the individual
respondents or development coaches. The different goals, motives,
and expectancies surrounding personality assessment in each case
contrast the two assessment contexts such that individuals should
be more motivated to distort their responses (i.e., receive higher
scores) in the selection context and less motivated to distort their
responses (i.e., receive lower scores) in the development context.

A search of the data archives of a human resources assessment
firm revealed a sample of individuals who have been assessed on
the same personality measure at two different points in time: once
for selection purposes and once for development purposes or twice
for the same purpose. When the firm in question administers a
personality measure for a development program, respondents com-
plete the inventory as part of a battery of tests, including two
cognitive tests and two assessment-center exercises. In most cases,
respondents are voluntary participants seeking competency and
skill development to enhance their potential. The respondents
receive guided developmental feedback from an assessor after the
battery is completed and are informed that the results will not be
revealed to the client organization. When the firm administers a
personality measure for a selection process, respondents complete
the inventory as part of the same battery. These respondents are not
voluntary participants in that their completion of the inventory is
required as part of the hiring process. The results of a selection
assessment and the assessor’s synthesized interpretation go di-
rectly to the client organization and, if requested, to the applicant
as well (P. Bly, personal communication, April 24, 2004). Thus,
the repeated measures personality data create a within-group
quasi-experiment wherein individuals are assessed either within or
across two organizational contexts that differ in motivation to
distort.

Method

Sample

A sample of 713 individuals representing multiple organizations
and multiple jobs was identified from a larger database consisting
of personality profiles gathered over time by the human resources
assessment firm Personnel Decisions International (PDI; Minne-
apolis, MN) whenever a personality measure was administered for
a client. The sample was 75% male and 91% White. The mean age

of the sample was 37.0 years (SD � 6.9). Occupation data were
available for 74% of the sample: 55% of the individuals held
managerial positions, 16% held professional or technical positions,
2% held clerical or administrative positions, and 1% worked in
skilled trades. The respondents reported an average of 16.44 years
(SD � 7.30) spent in the workforce. Seventy-three percent of the
sample was educated beyond high school.

Measure

The personality measure used in this study, the California Psy-
chological Inventory (CPI), consists of 434 questions that combine
to form 20 primary scales with the following internal consistency
and 5-year test–retest reliability estimates (Gough & Bradley,
1996): Dominance (36 items; � � .83, r12 � .65), Capacity for
Status (28 items; � � .72, r12 � .54), Sociability (32 items; � �
.77, r12 � .55), Social Presence (38 items; � � .71, r12 � .58),
Self-Acceptance (58 items; � � .67, r12 � .49), Independence (30
items; � � .74, r12 � .50), Empathy (38 items; � � .63, r12 �
.59), Responsibility (36 items; � � .77, r12 � .67), Socialization
(46 items; � � .78, r12 � .69), Self-Control (38 items; � � .83,
r12 � .73), Good Impression (40 items; � � .81, r12 � .56),
Communality (38 items; � � .71, r12 � .51), Well-Being (38
items; � � .84, r12 � .69), Tolerance (32 items; � � .79, r12 �
.54), Achievement via Conformance (38 items; � � .78, r12 �
.36), Achievement via Independence (36 items; � � .80, r12 �
.59), Intellectual Efficiency (42 items; � � .79, r12 � .45),
Psychological-Mindedness (28 items; � � .62, r12 � .51), Flexi-
bility (28 items; � � .64, r12 � .60), and Femininity (32 items;
� � .73, r12 � .46). Because the items are scored true–false, the
possible range of scores for each scale is equivalent to the number
of scale items. Further, the CPI incorporates item overlap (i.e., the
same item appears on more than one scale) for 18 of the 20
primary scales (Farley & Cohen, 1980; Gough & Bradley, 1996).
For additional information regarding the CPI, see Gough and
Bradley (1996).

Procedure

The data archive was searched for individuals who responded to
the CPI on two different occasions. Archived responses represent
individuals who completed the CPI as part of a selection process or
as part of a development program. Of the 713 individuals identi-
fied as having been assessed twice, 77 responded for development
purposes both times (Cell 1), 108 responded for development
purposes the first time and selection purposes the second time
(Cell 2), 110 responded for selection purposes the first time and
development purposes the second time (Cell 3), and 418 responded
for selection purposes both times (Cell 4). Because PDI maintains
an extensive number of clients, it was not always the case that the
two assessments were administered at the request of the same
client organization. For example, some of the individuals in Cell 4
applied to two different organizations that each contracted with
PDI for personality assessment. Similarly, some of the individuals
in Cells 2 and 3 experienced a job change that led to a cross-
organization assessment. Nevertheless, 90% of the selection as-
sessments were conducted for job changes internal to an organi-
zation (e.g., promotion). Using data from Cell 4, an analysis of
individuals who were tested first as external applicants and second
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as internal applicants indicated that internal versus external status
did not affect the scale scores, a finding that is consistent with
previous research (Ones & Viswesvaran, 2001; Swanson & Ones,
2002).

The time lapse between the two assessments varied across the
sample from 12 days to 7 years.1 Previous research has demon-
strated that adult personality traits display a relatively high degree
of consistency over time (e.g., Costa & McCrae, 1988). However,
an individual’s adult personality is not “set in stone,” and changes
can and do occur. For example, conscientiousness tends to display
a mean-level increase of approximately 1⁄3 of a standard deviation
from early adulthood to later adulthood (Jones, Livson, & Peskin,
2003; Robins, Fraley, Roberts, & Trzesniewski, 2001). Neuroti-
cism tends to decrease from young adulthood to early adulthood by
approximately 1⁄2 of a standard deviation (Carmichael & McGue,
1994; Robins et al., 2001), whereas agreeableness tends to increase
at a similar rate (Robins et al., 2001). For some cases, the gap
between the two assessments was long enough for those partici-
pants to manifest changes in their personality traits. Thus, to
evaluate whether the personality responses changed as a function
of the assessment context, we first had to consider whether time
elapsed between assessments should be treated as a covariate to
disentangle change due to context from systematic change due to
the passage of time. The mean number of months elapsed between
the two assessments was 44 (SD � 22.3) for Cell 1, 51 (SD �
19.5) for Cell 2, 42 (SD � 21.5) for Cell 3, and 33 (SD � 19.5) for
Cell 4. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed sig-
nificant differences between the four cell means, F(3, 705) �
10.47, p � .01. Following procedures illustrated by Weinfurt
(1995), we correlated the number of months elapsed between the
two assessments with individuals’ raw differences between Time 1
and Time 2 scores within each cell and for each CPI scale. Only 5
of the 80 correlations were statistically significant at the p � .05
level, only slightly more than would be expected by chance.
Because the amount of time elapsed between assessments did not
correspond to observed systematic changes in respondent scores, it
was not necessary to include elapsed time as a covariate.2

Results

Table 1 presents means and standard deviations computed for
the CPI scales for all four cells and both assessments. A close look
at the means reveals an interesting pattern. Values in Cells 1 and
4, for which context was held constant, display a systematic
increase in scale scores from Time 1 to Time 2. Because this time
effect functioned independent of the purpose of assessment, there
is reason to believe that it was influential in determining the mean
values observed across all four cells. This effect was not unex-
pected given that factors associated with personal development can
increase personality scores over time. Including conditions in
which the assessment context was the same at both Time 1 and
Time 2 was essential for isolating this time effect. Nonetheless,
this pattern complicates attempts to interpret changes in scale
scores observed between Cells 2 and 3 as reflective of the extent
of response distortion. Essentially, the time effect had the potential
to exaggerate the degree to which scores increased from Time 1 to
Time 2 in Cell 2 and to moderate the degree to which scores
decreased from Time 1 to Time 2 in Cell 3.3 This calls attention to
the need for assiduousness in drawing conclusions about the de-

gree of response distortion present. Thus, we next conducted a
careful conceptual assessment of the data, involving an accounting
of the various theoretical factors that produce change across time,
and then followed this assessment with formal multivariate and
univariate statistical tests.

Conceptual Evaluation of Score Change Across Time

Mean difference values computed by cell and by scale charac-
terize the degree of change across the two assessments and can be
used to discern the source of score change over time. Standardized
mean difference within-subject effect sizes computed between
Time 1 and Time 2 scores from paired-sample t tests, as outlined
by Dunlap, Cortina, Vaslow, and Burke (1996), are presented in
Table 2. Positive values indicate that Time 2 scores were larger
than Time 1 scores. The four cells can be thought of as separate
within-subject studies, each prone to different causes for score
change from Time 1 to Time 2. Systematic change may result from
a retest effect attributable to a second exposure to the CPI; all four
cells were equally susceptible to this effect. Systematic change
may result from actual change on the personality dimensions
measured by the CPI due to factors such as maturation and job
experience. Again, all four cells were equally susceptible to this
effect. Similarly, systematic change may result from actual change
on the CPI dimensions due to receiving developmental feedback at
Time 1 about one’s standing on the dimensions measured. Cells 1
and 2 were susceptible to this; Cells 3 and 4 were not. Finally,
systematic change may result from applicant response distortion. A
strong incentive for response distortion was present at neither
Time 1 nor Time 2 for Cell 1, only at Time 2 for Cell 2, only at
Time 1 for Cell 3, and at both Time 1 and Time 2 for Cell 4.

Because change due to a retest effect and actual score change
due to factors other than feedback were equally possible in all
cells, the two sources were completely confounded and could not
be teased out by comparing cells. Together, they constituted the
time effect. But differentiating between these two sources was not
crucial to discerning the effects of response distortion between the
assessment contexts. Instead, it was the differential susceptibility
of the four cells to a feedback effect and to a response-distortion
effect that isolated the effect of interest.

To facilitate comparisons between cells as a mechanism for
isolating the degree of response distortion present, we computed
the average effect sizes across all of the CPI scales within each
cell; these are reported at the bottom of Table 2. The average effect
size of d � 0.07 for Cell 4 (selection/selection) served as an

1 The archives contained 881 individuals who were assessed twice.
However, for some of the individuals, an extreme amount of time (e.g., up
to 18 years) had elapsed between the two assessments. To minimize the
time elapsed between assessments while still retaining the largest sample
possible, we excluded individuals whose time gap was greater than 7 years.
This criterion retained 80% of the data.

2 To further verify that the amount of time elapsed between assessments
did not account for any systematic changes from Time 1 to Time 2, we also
conducted a repeated measures multivariate analysis of covariance and a
series of analysis of covariance tests that incorporated time elapsed be-
tween assessments as a covariate. The results were the same as those
reported here.

3 We thank an anonymous reviewer for this observation.
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estimate of the time effect because this cell was not susceptible to
a feedback effect and because response-distortion pressures were
the same at Time 1 and Time 2. Subtraction of the time effect
estimate (0.07) from the average effect size of d � 0.14 computed
for Cell 1 (development/development) provided an estimate of
0.07 for the feedback effect, because the average effect size value

in Cell 1 reflects a combination of the time effect and the feedback
effect.

The response-distortion effect was estimated in two ways. First,
because Cell 1 (development/development) and Cell 2 (develop-
ment/selection) were both susceptible to the time effect (0.07) and
the feedback effect (0.07), subtracting the average effect size of

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for the California Psychological Inventory Scales

Scale

Cell 1: Development/
development

Cell 2: Development/
selection

Cell 3:
Selection/development

Cell 4:
Selection/selection

Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2 Time 1 Time 2

Dominance 28.9 (3.6) 29.6 (3.8) 29.0 (4.0) 30.1 (3.2) 29.5 (3.4) 29.6 (3.3) 29.3 (3.7) 29.7 (3.5)
Capacity for Status 19.7 (2.4) 20.3 (2.2) 19.6 (2.7) 20.5 (2.7) 20.2 (2.8) 20.6 (2.6) 19.9 (2.8) 20.4 (2.6)
Sociability 23.1 (3.6) 23.7 (3.6) 23.8 (3.7) 24.6 (3.1) 24.1 (3.8) 24.4 (3.5) 24.1 (3.7) 24.3 (3.8)
Social Presence 27.9 (3.6) 28.2 (4.0) 28.0 (3.5) 29.0 (3.4) 28.4 (3.6) 29.0 (3.6) 27.9 (3.9) 28.4 (4.0)
Self-Acceptance 20.6 (2.7) 20.8 (2.5) 20.7 (2.5) 21.0 (2.2) 20.9 (2.4) 21.4 (2.1) 20.8 (2.5) 20.9 (2.5)
Independence 22.0 (2.8) 22.0 (2.7) 22.0 (2.7) 22.5 (2.3) 22.3 (2.3) 22.4 (2.2) 21.7 (2.7) 22.0 (2.4)
Empathy 24.4 (3.8) 25.0 (3.8) 24.7 (3.8) 25.6 (3.4) 25.2 (3.9) 25.4 (3.8) 25.1 (3.8) 25.6 (3.8)
Responsibility 28.0 (3.3) 28.5 (2.8) 27.6 (3.7) 28.5 (2.8) 28.1 (3.1) 27.9 (3.3) 28.1 (3.2) 28.5 (3.0)
Socialization 33.4 (4.0) 33.9 (3.8) 33.5 (4.0) 34.0 (3.1) 34.6 (3.6) 34.4 (3.7) 34.2 (3.9) 34.2 (3.6)
Self-Control 24.1 (4.9) 24.4 (4.9) 24.0 (5.2) 24.3 (4.3) 25.1 (4.7) 24.7 (4.6) 24.9 (5.1) 24.9 (5.0)
Good Impression 23.2 (6.0) 23.8 (4.9) 23.2 (5.7) 23.8 (4.9) 24.4 (5.6) 24.2 (4.8) 24.4 (5.7) 24.7 (5.5)
Communality 36.4 (1.5) 36.4 (1.4) 36.5 (1.4) 36.5 (1.3) 36.6 (1.4) 36.5 (1.8) 36.6 (1.4) 36.7 (1.3)
Well-Being 34.7 (2.7) 35.2 (2.3) 34.6 (2.8) 35.7 (1.8) 35.5 (2.0) 35.5 (2.1) 35.3 (2.2) 35.4 (2.1)
Tolerance 24.5 (2.7) 25.1 (2.7) 23.9 (3.5) 24.9 (3.2) 24.6 (3.1) 24.6 (2.9) 24.2 (3.2) 24.5 (3.0)
Ach via Conformance 31.7 (3.3) 32.6 (2.4) 31.9 (3.0) 32.8 (2.4) 32.6 (2.9) 32.6 (2.8) 32.7 (2.8) 33.0 (2.6)
Ach via Independence 27.6 (3.4) 28.1 (2.9) 26.9 (3.6) 27.6 (3.3) 26.9 (3.4) 27.5 (3.1) 26.8 (3.7) 27.3 (3.7)
Intellectual Efficiency 33.1 (3.0) 34.1 (2.9) 32.6 (3.4) 33.2 (3.0) 33.1 (2.9) 33.3 (2.8) 32.9 (3.4) 33.4 (3.3)
Psych-Mindedness 19.2 (2.6) 19.6 (2.3) 18.3 (2.8) 19.4 (2.6) 19.0 (2.3) 19.0 (2.1) 18.8 (2.4) 19.0 (2.5)
Flexibility 14.3 (3.7) 15.1 (3.8) 14.0 (3.8) 14.8 (3.8) 13.4 (3.8) 14.3 (3.7) 13.5 (3.7) 13.9 (3.8)
Femininity 13.7 (3.6) 13.5 (3.7) 14.2 (3.7) 13.8 (3.7) 14.0 (3.2) 13.8 (3.3) 14.0 (3.3) 13.7 (3.3)

Note. Values are means (with standard deviations in parentheses). Ach � achievement; Psych � psychological.

Table 2
Effect Sizes Computed Between Time 1 and Time 2 Scores for the California Psychological Inventory Scales

Scale
Cell 1:

Development/development
Cell 2:

Development/selection
Cell 3:

Selection/development
Cell 4:

Selection/selection

Dominance 0.20 0.38 0.02 0.11
Capacity for Status 0.25 0.40 0.13 0.16
Sociability 0.07 0.12 �0.09 0.01
Social Presence 0.07 0.39 0.17 0.13
Self-Acceptance 0.11 0.17 0.24 0.03
Independence 0.00 0.28 0.05 0.12
Empathy 0.14 0.33 0.08 0.12
Responsibility 0.16 0.39 �0.04 0.10
Socialization 0.13 0.16 �0.06 �0.01
Self-Control �0.05 �0.09 0.07 �0.01
Tolerance 0.22 0.40 �0.01 0.09
Good Impression 0.13 0.16 �0.03 0.05
Communality 0.01 0.00 �0.06 0.03
Well-Being 0.19 0.64 �0.02 0.05
Ach via Conformance 0.32 0.40 0.00 0.11
Ach via Independence 0.17 0.27 0.16 0.12
Intellectual Efficiency 0.32 0.23 0.10 0.15
Psych-Mindedness 0.16 0.49 0.01 0.05
Flexibility 0.20 0.29 0.23 0.12
Femininity �0.05 �0.13 �0.09 �0.10

Average 0.14 0.26 0.04 0.07

Note. Values are ds (standardized mean difference effect sizes); positive values indicate that the Time 2 score was larger in value than the Time 1 score.
Ach � achievement, Psych � psychological.
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d � 0.14 for Cell 1 from the average effect size of d � 0.26 for
Cell 2 produced an estimated response-distortion effect of 0.12.
Expressed another way, if the data are subject to a response-
distortion effect, d values computed across personality dimensions
for Cell 2 should be larger than those computed for Cell 1, a
finding that held for 17 of 20 scales. Second, Cell 3 (selection/
development) and Cell 4 (selection/selection) were both suscepti-
ble to the time effect (0.07), but in Cell 3, the incentive to engage
in response distortion was removed at Time 2. Thus, the average
effect size of d � 0.04 for Cell 3 equaled the time effect (0.07)
minus the response-distortion effect, meaning that the response-
distortion effect was estimated at 0.03. Expressed another way, if
there is a response-distortion effect, d values computed across
personality dimensions for Cell 3 should be smaller than those
computed for Cell 4, a finding that held for 18 of 20 scales. The
two estimates of the response-distortion effect (0.12 and 0.03) are
quite similar; one would need samples of over 3,500 per estimate
for these values to be significantly different from one another.
Thus, the mean of the two values (0.075) serves as the best
estimate of the degree of response distortion in these data.

Statistical Tests of Score Change Across Time

We performed a repeated measures mixed-design multivariate
analysis of variance (MANOVA) on the 20 CPI scales to formally
test whether the assessment context in which the CPI was com-
pleted explained variance in responses to the personality scales.
The within-subject factor (time) consisted of two levels: Time 1
and Time 2. The between-subjects factor (cell) consisted of four
levels: Cell 1, Cell 2, Cell 3, and Cell 4. Specified in this manner,
the MANOVA effectively controlled for the time effect by posi-
tioning within-subject change across assessments as a main effect
and evaluating change that was due to context on the basis of the
interaction between this within-subject factor and the between-
subjects factor (cell). The various effects could then be observed
by evaluating the Time � Cell interaction. The time effect should
have produced a slight increase in slope from Time 1 to Time 2 for
Cell 4. The feedback effect combined with the time effect should
have produced a larger increase in slope from Time 1 to Time 2 for
Cell 1. The response-distortion effect combined with the time
effect and the feedback effect should have produced an even larger
increase in slope from Time 1 to Time 2 for Cell 2. Further, the
response-distortion effect combined with the time effect should
have resulted in a lesser increase in slope from Time 1 to Time 2
for Cell 3. The results of the MANOVA are presented in Table 3.
The within-subject time effect was significant ( p � .001), con-
firming that scores were indeed increasing across assessments. The
Time � Cell interaction effect was not significant ( p � .099).

The results of a series of univariate analyses are presented in
Table 4.4 At this level, with a mean n per cell of 177, the power of
.80 to detect a significant between-subjects effect was reached at
f � .13, which is generally regarded as a small effect size (Cohen,
1988). With a total N of 708 and using a grand average of the
correlations between Time 1 and Time 2 scores across all cells and
all scales of r � .61, the power of .80 to detect a significant
within-subject effect was reached at d � 0.15, which is generally
regarded as a very small effect (Cohen, 1988).

Consistent with the changes observed in the descriptive statistics
in Table 1, the time main effect was significant for 16 of the 20

scales. A cell main effect was found for 2 of the 20 scales
(Achievement via Conformance and Flexibility). However, Bon-
ferroni post hoc comparisons revealed no significant differences
between any pair of cell means for both scales. The Time � Cell
interaction was significant for 5 of the 20 scales: Responsibility,
Well-Being, Tolerance, Achievement via Conformance, and
Psychological-Mindedness. In each case, the form of the interac-
tion was generally reflective of the pattern discussed above. As an
example, Figure 1 shows a graph of the interaction for the Well-
Being scale. Cell 2 exhibited the greatest change, wherein the time
effect, the feedback effect, and the response-distortion effect com-
bined to produce a steeper increase from Time 1 to Time 2 relative
to the other cells. In Cell 3, the time effect counteracted the
response-distortion effect, producing little change from Time 1 to
Time 2 relative to the other cells. The slopes for Cells 1 and 4
exhibited change commensurate with the impact of a time effect in
one case and a time and feedback effect in the other case. How-
ever, the eta-squared values for the significant Time � Cell inter-
action effects were small, with an average value of .02 (Cohen,
1988).

Given the potential for individual differences in response dis-
tortion, it was also important to evaluate the potential for rank-
order change between the two assessments. We measured the
degree of rank-order change by computing the correlation between
Time 1 and Time 2 measures of a given CPI scale for each cell.
These coefficients are presented in Table 5. The average correla-
tion was computed across all of the CPI scales within each cell and
is reported at the bottom of Table 5. If intentional distortion is
present, individual differences should alter rank order, and the
correlations computed between the two assessment contexts (Cells
2 and 3) should be consistently lower than the correlations com-
puted within the two assessment contexts (Cells 1 and 4). The
correlations across the cells were similar in value and significant
regardless of the cell within which they were computed. Using the
Fisher r-to-z transformation, we tested the correlations for signif-
icant differences between cells. Superscript notations in Table 5
indicate where significant differences emerged. Out of 120 com-
parisons, 12 pairs were significantly different ( p � .05). However,

4 Because the cells contained unequal sample sizes, the ANOVA tests
were supplemented with Levene’s test for homogeneity of variances across
the cells. However, none of the Levene tests were significant.

Table 3
Repeated Measures Multivariate Analysis of Variance for the
California Psychological Inventory Scales

Source
Pillai’s
trace F df p �2

Within-subject effects
Time .100 3.80 20, 685 .001 .100
Time � Cell .105 1.25 60, 2061 .099 .035

Between-subjects effect
Cell .099 1.17 60, 2061 .180 .033

Note. Eta-squared values are partial �2s to reduce the likelihood that
effect values are dependent on the number of other effects assessed and the
magnitude of those other effects. Time � Time 1, Time 2; Cell � Cell 1,
Cell 2, Cell 3, or Cell 4.
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3 of these 12 significant differences were between two cells in
which no difference would be expected (i.e., between Cells 1 and
4 or between Cells 2 and 3), and one was opposite of the expected
direction (i.e., the Cell 3 correlation was larger than the Cell 4
correlation). Thus, there appeared to be no systematic pattern of
rank-order change due to assessment context.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to revisit the persistent question
of whether applicants intentionally distort their responses to per-

sonality measures when responding for hiring purposes. Previous
research on this issue has primarily adopted a between-groups
methodology. However, theoretical and empirical evidence sug-
gests that intentional distortion likely emerges as a Participant �
Treatment interaction rather than as a consistent main effect. In
response, we investigated the issue of applicant distortion using a
quasi-experimental, within-subject design in which individual re-
sponses to the CPI on two different occasions were compared
across selection and development contexts. Data from four re-
peated measures experimental cells (development/development,
development/selection, selection/development, and selection/
selection) combined to facilitate an evaluation of the degree of
response distortion while disentangling response distortion from
other factors that produce change in personality scale scores across
time. Comparing individual responses across the two organiza-
tional contexts can characterize the degree of applicant intentional
distortion on personality measures, because the high-stakes nature
of selection should motivate individuals to favorably distort their
answers, whereas the protected and voluntary nature of develop-
ment should lead these same individuals to respond more honestly
and forthrightly.

Correlations computed between the two assessments across the
CPI scales returned average values that approximate the average
5-year test–retest reliability coefficients reported by Gough and
Bradley (1996). In other words, rank-order change between the
two assessments, regardless of context, appeared to reflect the
variance due to unreliability that is commonly observed over time.
The individuals in this study did exhibit changes in scales scores
across the two assessments. However, comparisons among the four
cells suggested that multiple causes for score change combined to
produce an increase in mean values from Time 1 to Time 2. A
retest effect due to a second exposure to the CPI and an effect due
to actual change associated with the influence of maturation and
job experience on the measured personality dimensions combined
to produce a small, systematic increase in scores from Time 1 to
Time 2 for all cells, regardless of the assessment context. Evidence
from the individuals who experienced a development assessment
at both Time 1 and Time 2 (i.e., Cell 1) suggested that the
experience of receiving feedback on the CPI at an earlier point in
time also contributed to a small increase in scores. This is not
surprising given that the objective of development programs is to
enhance a participant’s work-related behavior and attitudes in light

Figure 1. Time � Cell interaction for the California Psychological Inventory Well-Being scale.

Table 4
Univariate Tests for the California Psychological Inventory
Scales

Scale

Within-subject effects

Between-subjects
effect: CellTime

Time �
Cell

F(1, 704) �2 F(3, 704) �2 F(3, 704) �2

Dominance 13.40* .02 1.84 .01 0.21 .00
Capacity for Status 26.83* .04 1.34 .01 0.36 .00
Sociability 11.74* .02 1.66 .01 1.29 .01
Social Presence 14.55* .02 1.01 .00 0.96 .00
Self-Acceptance 8.54* .01 1.33 .01 0.68 .00
Independence 4.51* .01 0.79 .00 1.89 .01
Empathy 12.29* .02 0.77 .00 0.88 .00
Responsibility 8.87* .01 3.00* .01 0.76 .00
Socialization 1.34 .00 1.63 .01 1.66 .01
Self-Control 0.07 .00 0.66 .00 1.10 .00
Good Impression 2.41 .00 0.67 .00 2.30 .01
Communality 0.07 .00 0.01 .00 1.59 .01
Well-Being 17.08* .02 8.46* .03 1.64 .01
Tolerance 15.34* .02 3.97* .02 0.59 .00
Ach via Conformance 17.33* .02 3.10* .01 2.64* .01
Ach via Independence 17.07* .02 0.22 .00 1.38 .01
Intellectual Efficiency 18.81* .03 1.07 .00 0.95 .00
Psych-Mindedness 14.62* .02 5.41* .02 1.07 .00
Flexibility 24.58* .03 0.87 .00 2.74* .01
Femininity 6.11* .01 0.09 .00 0.27 .00

Note. Eta-squared values are partial �2s to reduce the likelihood that
effect values are dependent on the number of other effects assessed and the
magnitude of those other effects. Time � Time 1, Time 2; Cell � Cell 1,
Cell 2, Cell 3, or Cell 4; Ach � achievement; Psych � psychological.
* p � .05.
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of constructive feedback. After accounting for these factors, it was
possible to evaluate the degree to which response distortion pro-
duced an increase in applicant scores between the two contexts.
Estimates from these data suggest that applicant response distor-
tion increases personality scale means by approximately 0.075
standard deviation units. Put another way, intentional distortion
accounts for applicants receiving a score on the Flexibility scale,
for example, that is 0.3 points higher than they would receive if
assessed under nonmotivating conditions. The difference between
receiving a score of 14.3 and 14.6 is unlikely to produce a notable
change in selection decisions.

We conducted a repeated measures MANOVA and follow-up
univariate analyses to clarify the impact of response distortion in these
data and to isolate whether that impact was dependent on the person-
ality dimension considered. The omnibus test for a time main effect
was significant; the omnibus test for a Time � Cell interaction effect
was not significant. At the univariate level, the time main effect was
pervasive with 16 of the 20 scales, reflecting a significant change in
scores across assessments. A significant Time � Cell interaction was
observed for 5 of the CPI scales: Responsibility, Well-Being, Toler-
ance, Achievement via Conformance, and Psychological-
Mindedness. The form of the interaction was consistent with the
notion that a number of effects contributed to changes in scores from
Time 1 to Time 2. Essentially, the individuals who experienced a
development assessment at Time 1 and then completed the CPI for
selection purposes at Time 2 (i.e., Cell 2) displayed the greatest
increase in scores across the assessments as a result of the combined
effects of retesting, feedback, and intentional distortion. However, it is
important to note that the percentage of variance accounted for by the
Time � Cell interaction effect was small. In conclusion, results from
these data suggest that individuals will engage in a limited degree of
response distortion when asked to complete a personality measure for

the purpose of selection relative to the responses that they would
provide if asked to complete that measure for development purposes.

It is important to acknowledge this study’s limitations. First, this
investigation focused on individual responses to only one person-
ality measure. Other personality measures constructed from dif-
ferent types of items could generate a different pattern of re-
sponses. Whereas some measures are designed to specifically
assess work behavior and target work-related content (e.g., Per-
sonal Characteristics Inventory, Job Fit Assessment), items on the
CPI contain general content and, thus, may be viewed by appli-
cants as abstract in that the purpose or relevance of a given item is
more difficult to identify. Previous research has demonstrated that
subtle personality items may be more resistant to intentional dis-
tortion because individuals have difficulty determining the more
favorable answer (Hough, 1998). Thus, the use of the CPI may
have limited the extent of intentional applicant distortion. In ad-
dition, the CPI was not designed to measure the Big Five (Digman,
1996; Tupes & Christal, 1992), and thus, the present research does
not address whether the context for assessment affects scores on
higher order factors such as agreeableness or emotional stability.
Future research should replicate these results with personality
measures that contain items that are more obvious or explicitly
related to work content and with measures known to capture the
broad personality factors of the Big Five.

Second, the focus of this study was on characterizing rates of
applicant intentional distortion. However, Paulhus (1984, 1991)
identified that intentional distortion is but one of two factors that
underlie socially desirable responding on personality measures.
Responses may also be distorted unintentionally through self-
deception wherein individuals provide answers that they feel are
actually representative of their behaviors and opinions, even
though observers would disagree. Self-deception is unconscious

Table 5
Correlations Between Time 1 and Time 2 Scores for the California Psychological Inventory Scales

Scale
Cell 1:

Development/development
Cell 2:

Development/selection
Cell 3:

Selection/development
Cell 4:

Selection/selection

Dominance .69a .57 .50a .58
Capacity for Status .61 .68 .62 .60
Sociability .64 .66 .61 .65
Social Presence .60 .58 .60 .61
Self-Acceptance .66 .59 .48 .60
Independence .68a .48 .56 .43a

Empathy .62 .69 .63 .57
Responsibility .55 .59 .57 .61
Socialization .73 .62 .68 .66
Self-Control .72a .62 .53a,b .67b

Tolerance .67 .72 .65 .61
Good Impression .74a .63 .47a,b .62b

Communality .35 .31 .22 .38
Well-Being .66a .64b .41a,b,c .59c

Ach via Conformance .65a .55 .45a .56
Ach via Independence .72 .73 .67 .64
Intellectual Efficiency .64 .57 .55 .63
Psych-Mindedness .57 .64 .56 .52
Flexibility .65 .65 .70 .61
Femininity .84a .75 .76b .66a,b

Average .66 .62 .57 .59

Note. All correlations (r12s) are significant at the p � .05 level. Within a given row, correlations with the same superscripts are significantly different
at the p � .05 level.
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and, therefore, lacks the disingenuous intent associated with de-
liberate distortion. Because self-deception is unconscious, its oc-
currence in individual responses is constant in this study and
independent of the assessment purpose, a feature that is also
characteristic of other research strategies in this area (e.g., appli-
cant vs. incumbent comparisons). Thus, this study, like previous
research in general, does not shed light on the degree of self-
deception. Future research should consider evaluating the form and
impact of this unintentional aspect of applicant distortion.

Third, the present sample included managerial and professional
individuals who in some cases were assessed over a relatively long
period of time. The average amount of time that elapsed between
the two assessments for the full sample was 3.6 years. Ideally,
assessments across contexts should be conducted within a more
limited time period to minimize the potential for change resulting
from other factors. Further, the fact that the majority of the
selection assessments were conducted for internal selection pur-
poses may have altered the degree of distortion observed if mo-
tives to distort differ between internal and external selection con-
texts. Finally, managerial and professional individuals may be
more likely to view themselves as possessing a set of competencies
that position them as valued human capital in the labor market-
place. Current models of faking highlight the role of an applicant’s
perceived need to obtain the job of interest when evaluating
whether to engage in intentional distortion (McFarland & Ryan,
2000; Snell et al., 1999). Believing in one’s own marketability may
decrease an individual’s need to obtain any given job through
deceptive tactics. In other words, these individuals may have had
more confidence in their capacity to find a good job match even in
the face of a few personality faults. The presence of such collective
confidence, then, could have limited the extent of intentional
distortion. Future research should explore these results using a
broader sample of the general working population.
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