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Abstract

Whether or not socially desirable responding is a cause for concern in personality

assessment has long been debated. For many researchers, McCrae and Costa laid the

issue to rest when they showed that correcting for socially desirable responding in
self-reports did not improve the agreement with spouse ratings on the Neuroticism,

Extraversion, and Openness to Experience Personality Inventory. However, their

findings rest on the assumption that observer ratings in general, and spouse ratings

in particular, are an unbiased external criterion. If spouse ratings are also susceptible

to socially desirable responding, correcting for the bias in self-rated measures cannot

be assumed to increase agreement between self-reports and spouse ratings, and thus

failure to do so should not be taken as evidence for the ineffectiveness of measuring

and correcting for socially desirable responding. In the present study, McCrae and
Costa’s influential study was replicated with the exception of measuring socially

desirable responding with the Marlowe–Crowne Social Desirability Scale, in both

self-reports and spouse ratings. Analyses were based on responses from 70 couples

who had lived together for at least one year. The results showed that both self-

reports and spouse ratings are susceptible to socially desirable responding and thus

McCrae and Costa’s conclusion is drawn into question.

Corresponding Author:
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Introduction

Socially desirable responding (SDR) generally refers to ‘‘the tendency to choose

items that reflect socially approved behaviors’’ (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994,

p. 382). It is a socially shared belief of what will be approved of by others

(e.g., Crowne & Marlowe, 1960) that is used to guide responding. SDR can

therefore inflate scores on desirable items, and deflate scores on undesirable

items. One approach to measuring SDR has been through the use of individually

administered scales designed to capture this tendency (see Paulhus, 1991).

When measured with such scales, SDR is seen as an individual difference

variable—that is, respondents are presumed to have varying levels of the ten-

dency to give socially desirable responses.

Researchers have raised concerns about SDR, in particular its nature and its

effects, since the 1930s (e.g., Meehl & Hathaway, 1946; Rosenzweig, 1933;

Vernon, 1934; Wiggins, 1968). For instance, there has been considerable debate

on whether SDR is a cause for concern in personality assessment (e.g., Holden,

2007; Nevid, 1983; Rorer, 1965). SDR has traditionally been regarded as a

response bias that poses a threat to the validity of personality scales (Cronbach,

1946; Edwards, 1953, 1957; Meehl & Hathaway, 1946). Under this assumption, an

observed correlation between a personality scale and a scale designed to measure

SDR indicates that the personality measures are confounded with error variance

(Paulhus, 1991). Those who argue that SDR scales measure a substantive trait

have challenged this interpretation and maintained that any observed correlation

is the result of content overlap between the instruments. Taking this view, correl-

ations between SDR scale scores and personality measures should thus not be

regarded as indicators of response bias (Furnham, 1986; McCrae & Costa, 1983;

Nicholson & Hogan, 1990; Smith & Ellingson, 2002).

More specifically, the debate centers on whether SDR scales measure a

response style or a substantive personality trait, and whether SDR variance

should be removed from personality scales. Because, in self-report studies, sub-

stance cannot be disentangled from response style, one strategy to resolve the

debate is to compare self-reports with external criteria (Furnham, 1986), such as

spouse ratings of a targets’ personality. If SDR scales are indicators of a

response style, then correcting for SDR should improve the agreement between

self-reports and an external criterion, showing that SDR acted as a suppressor

variable (e.g., Ganster, Hennessey, & Luthans, 1983).

In an influential study, McCrae and Costa (1983) used spouse ratings as an

external criterion of personality traits in the domains of Neuroticism,
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Extraversion, and Openness to Experience (NEO). Correcting for SDR in

self-reports with the Marlowe–Crowne Social Desirability Scale (MCSDS;

Crowne & Marlowe, 1960) did not improve the agreement with spouse ratings,

and for many traits lowered the agreement. Therefore, the authors concluded

that SDR scales should be given substantive rather than artifactual

interpretations.

Because correcting for SDR failed to improve agreement between self-reports

and spouse ratings in the study of McCrae and Costa (1983), and numerous others

who used observer ratings as external criteria (Borkenau & Ostendorf, 1992;

Dicken, 1963; Kozma & Stones, 1987; Kurtz, Tarquini, & Iobst, 2008; McCrae

et al., 1989; Pauls & Stemmler, 2003; Piedmont, McCrae, Riemann, & Angleitner,

2000), some researchers have concluded that SDR scales are not useful for enhan-

cing the validity of personality measurements (e.g., Borkenau & Ostendorf, 1992)

or even that researchers should not make an effort to detect SDR in personality

measurements at all (e.g., Piedmont et al., 2000). Costa and McCrae (1997) inten-

tionally exclude validity scales to identify SDR to the Revised NEO Personality

Inventory (NEO-PI-R), claiming that they remain unconvinced of the utility of

such scales, and, in support of that opinion, cite their own 1983 study among

other studies using observer ratings. As Ones, Viswesvaran, and Reiss (1996) note,

for many researchers the SDR issue is a ‘‘methodological dead horse’’ (Nevid,

1983, p. 139), laid to rest by McCrae and Costa (1983).

These conclusions are an overgeneralization from McCrae and Costa’s (1983)

results and it should be noted that McCrae and Costa did not rule out the possi-

bility of SDR. They acknowledged that their respondents were disinterested vol-

unteers who answered anonymously and were not motivated to distort their

answers. Therefore, SDR might still be a problem in situations where motivation

to distort is high, for example, in personnel assessments (as has been demon-

strated; e.g., Rosse, Stecher, Miller, & Levin, 1998). In addition, a number of

other studies have shown that SDR degrades the validity of personality measures

(e.g., Ellingson, Sackett, & Hough, 1999; Holden, 2007; Viswesvaran & Ones,

1999). Topping and O’Gorman (1997), for example, reported lowered self-other

agreement on the NEO Five Factor Inventory scales under instructions to ‘‘fake

good’’ in the self-reports. Furthermore, SDR scales can detect faking (Holden,

2007; Lambert, Arbuckle, & Holden, 2016).

Previous objections notwithstanding, McCrae and Costa’s (1983) findings rest

on the assumption that observer ratings in general, and spouse ratings in par-

ticular, are an unbiased external criterion. More specifically, McCrae and

Costa note that although both self-reports and spouse ratings of personality

may contain social desirability (abbreviated SD in their discussion) . . .

There is no reason to suspect that the SD of the subject would influence his or her

spouse’s ratings. The only variance common to the two sources would be real trait

variance, and this alone could account for the correlation between them. (p. 884)
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This assumption is questionable because if both partners are responding in a

socially desirable manner, their responses are bound to have more in common

than if one of them did and not the other, and therefore the common variance of

the two sources may not just be real trait variance. It seems intuitive that if spouses

have a tendency to respond in a socially desirable manner, they will see it desirable

to have a partner with socially desirable qualities and rate them accordingly.

For instance, Funder and Colvin (1997, p. 625) suggest that the ‘‘self’’-

enhancement bias may be poorly named because enhancement effects have

also been found when comparing acquaintance ratings to those made by stran-

gers. These findings may be explained by the Self-Evaluation Maintenance

Model, which assumes that peoples’ self-evaluations are partly determined by

a process whereby the good qualities of close others are perceived as reflecting

something about oneself (Tesser, Pilkington, & McIntosh, 1989).

There are further reasons to believe that spouse ratings may be influenced by

SDR. SDR is based on shared beliefs about what will be approved of by others

(e.g., Crowne & Marlowe, 1960). Responding in a socially desirable manner is

thus responding in accordance with social norms, or more specifically injunctive

norms, which specify what people ought to do, that is, what will be approved or

disapproved of by others, and the anticipated social sanctions for not acting in

accordance with the norm (Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990; Reno, Cialdini,

& Kallgren, 1993). Hence, social desirability is very different from personal

preferences because the direction of the resulting bias (the bias produced by

presenting an image that will be viewed favorable by others) is predicable

through the knowledge of injunctive norms. In fact, peoples’ judgments of

how desirable or undesirable a scale item is are highly consistent, even when

obtained from different groups of people (Edwards, 1957).

Because of these shared beliefs, SDR produces similarity between measure-

ments contaminated with SDR, not only when produced by the same individual

but also between individuals. McCrae and Costa (1983) express the same logic in

their discussion of the expected consequences of SDR, but for some reason they

implicitly take it to apply only to measurements obtained from the same person:

‘‘ . . . such systematic distortion would be seen in the correlations between scales:

Measures of traits that are socially desirable may covary, not because they are

substantively related but because they are both susceptible to the operation of

SD biases’’ (p. 883). The social aspect of SDR is, however, what makes SDR

function in the same way for people in general. It follows that, if both

self-reports and spouse ratings are contaminated with SDR, the correlation

between the two would be strengthened, and thus ‘‘partialing out the variance

in self-reports that is due to SD’’ (p. 884), as was done by McCrae and Costa,

could not be expected to increase the correlation. Therefore, the failure of this

method to increase the correlation between self-reports and spouse ratings

cannot be taken as evidence for the ineffectiveness of measuring and correcting

for SDR.
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Because of the great influence McCrae and Costa’s (1983) study had, and still

has, on the interpretation of SDR, the purpose of the present study is to replicate

it using the NEO-PI-R, with the exceptions of obtaining measures of spouses’

SDR, to test McCrae and Costa’s assumption that spouse ratings of personality

are an unbiased external criterion of their partners’ personality. A measure of

spouses’ SDR cannot be said to share content with a rating of their partner’s

personality as these are not measures of the same individual. Thus, if spouses’

SDR correlates with spouse ratings of personality this can be taken as an indi-

cation of response distortion.

Furthermore, because SDR is a social construct, based on shared beliefs of

what is desirable, spouses’ SDR is hypothesized to correlate with spouse ratings

of personality in a similar way as subjects’ SDR correlates with self-reports of

personality. McCrae and Costa (1983) used the Neuroticism–Extraversion–

Openness (NEO) Inventory as a measure of personality. In their study, the

correlation of these three traits with the measure of SDR (MCSDS) were:

r¼ÿ.49 (p< .001) with Neuroticism (N), r¼ .15 (p< .05) with Extraversion

(E) and r¼ÿ.13 (insignificant) with Openness (O). A similar pattern as observed

by McCrae and Costa is expected in the present study for both partners.

N is an undesirable trait and thus a significant negative correlation is expected.

E is a somewhat desirable trait, though introversion (the other end of the con-

tinuum) is not necessarily undesirable. This might explain why some studies have

not found an association between SDR and E (see, e.g., Ones et al., 1996 for a

meta-analysis of the association between personality and SDR), whereas McCrae

and Costa (1983) and other more recent studies have found a mild positive cor-

relation between SDR (MCSDS) and E (e.g., Holden & Passey, 2010; Kurtz et al.,

2008). It is therefore not entirely clear whether to expect SDR to be uncorrelated,

or have a mild positive correlation, with E, although the latter is more likely since

we intend to use the same measures of personality and SDR as McCrae and Costa.

O, however, is neither desirable nor undesirable as reversed items have a reference

to rational thinking, which cannot be conceived of as undesirable, and thus there is

no reason to expect a correlation between O and the MCSDS. In addition, because

McCrae and Costa (1983) suggest that ‘‘individuals high in SD will appear to score

higher on measures of adjustment, conscientiousness, agreeableness and other

socially desirable traits than they actually are’’ (p. 883), the traits

Conscientiousness (C) and Agreeableness (A) were added in the present study,

with the expectation of a positive correlation to the MCSDS for both partners.

Method

Participants

A convenience sample of 70 heterosexual couples that had lived together for

at least one year participated in the study. Couples were recruited by asking
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people (most of whom worked at the same firm) to participate by giving a self-

evaluation of their personality and asking their partner to rate them as well.

An approximately equal number of men and women were recruited for par-

ticipation. The recruitment process was non-random and focused on obtain-

ing a relatively equal number of men and women for completion of self-

reports, and thus observer reports. Those who agreed to participate were

given verbal instructions to give a self-report of their own personality and

ask their partner to fill out a similar questionnaire containing an observer

report of personality. Two of the initially recruited 72 couples were excluded

after initial screening of participants, as they did not meet the requirements of

the study (returning a blank spouse-rating questionnaire and neither partner

giving a valid response to the length of cohabitation question). Self-reports

were obtained from 34 men (48.6%) and 36 women (51.4%), with correspond-

ing spouse ratings from 34 women and 36 men. Participants’ age ranged from

21 to 59 (M¼ 33, SD¼ 9.7). All participants were volunteers and did not

receive compensation for study participation.

The average length of cohabitation was nine years and nine months (ranging

from 1 year and two months to 39 and a half years). There was, however, some

inconsistency in the reported length of cohabitation between some of the par-

ticipants and their partners. In three cases, only one of the partners gave a

response to the question and in 14 cases, the responses from the two partners

did not match (and were thus averaged for the above calculation of average

length of cohabitation). In 12 of those 14 cases, the discrepancy can be con-

sidered relatively minor (four months on average). For the remaining two

couples, the difference in reporting was three and five years (both couples

were however married, and both reported the exact same number of years

married). A little under half of the participating couples in the study were

married (41.1%) and over two-thirds had one or more children in their care

(70%).

Measures

Personality measure. The NEO-PI-R inventory is a 240-item measure of the Big

Five personality traits: Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to Experience,

Agreeableness, and Conscientiousness. Each dimension has six facets consisting

of eight items rated on a five-point scale ranging from ‘‘strongly disagree’’ to

‘‘strongly agree’’ (Costa and McCrae, 1992). The Icelandic version of the self-

report form (Form S) and the observer rating form (Form R) (Jónsson &

Bergórsson, 2004) were used.

Neuroticism (N) contains 48 items that measure the predisposition to experi-

ence psychological distress. For the N domain, reported internal consistency of

the Icelandic self-report form is 0.91 (Jónsson & Bergórsson, 2004), which is

almost the same as for the original version (0.92; Costa & McCrae, 1992).
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Internal consistency of the Icelandic observer rating form (0.90) is also almost

the same as for the original version (0.91; McCrae & Terracciano, 2005). In the

present study, Cronbach’s alpha values for N were 0.93 (Form S) and 0.95

(Form R).

Extraversion (E) contains 48 items used to measure, for example, friendliness

and preference for the company of others. For the E domain, reported inter-

nal consistency of the Icelandic self-report form is 0.88 (Jónsson &

Bergórsson, 2004), almost the same as the original version (0.89; Costa &

McCrae, 1992). Internal consistency of the Icelandic observer rating form is

equal to the original version (0.91; McCrae & Terracciano, 2005). In the

present study, Cronbach’s alpha values for E were 0.92 (Form S) and 0.93

(Form R).

Openness to Experience (O) contains 48 items used to measure, for example,

aesthetic sensitivity and intellectual curiosity. For the O domain, reported

internal consistency of the Icelandic self-report form is 0.87 (Jónsson &

Bergórsson, 2004), which is equal to the original version (Costa &

McCrae, 1992). Internal consistency of the Icelandic observer rating form

(0.88) is also equal to the original version (McCrae & Terracciano, 2005). In

the present study, Cronbach’s alpha values for O were 0.81 (Form S) and 0.86

(Form R).

Agreeableness (A) contains 48 items used to measure, for example, helpfulness

and cooperation with others. For the A domain, reported internal consistency of

the Icelandic self-report form is 0.82 (Jónsson & Bergórsson, 2004), which is

similar to the original version (0.86; Costa & McCrae, 1992). Internal consist-

ency of the Icelandic observer rating form (0.92) is almost equal to the original

version (0.93; McCrae & Terracciano, 2005). In the present study, Cronbach’s

alpha values for A were 0.85 (Form S) and 0.90 (Form R).

Conscientiousness (C) contains 48 items used to measure, for example, orga-

nizing and carrying out tasks. For the C domain, reported internal consistency

of the Icelandic self-report form is 0.88 (Jónsson & Bergórsson, 2004), which is

similar to the original version (0.90; Costa & McCrae, 1992). Internal consist-

ency of the Icelandic observer rating form (0.95) is almost equal to the original

version (0.94; McCrae & Terracciano, 2005). In the present study, Cronbach’s

alpha values for C were 0.91 (Form S) and 0.94 (Form R).

Social desirability measure. An Icelandic translation of the MCSDS was used

as a measure of SDR (Vésteinsdóttir, Reips, Joinson, & Thorsdottir, 2012).

The MCSDS is a true–false questionnaire consisting of 33 statements of either

uncommon but socially desirable behavior or common but undesirable behavior

(Crowne & Marlowe, 1960). All participants (both subjects and spouses) were

instructed to rate themselves on the MCSDS. In the present study, Cronbach’s

alpha values were 0.77 and 0.75 for the subjects’ self-reports and for the spouses’

self-reports, respectively.
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Procedure

Each couple received an envelope containing the self-report (Form S) and obser-

ver rating form (Form R) of the NEO-PI-R inventory. Attached to both Form S

and Form R was the MCSDS, which both partners were specifically asked to

give self-reports on. Participants filled out the questionnaires in their own homes

under the instructions to answer one of the two forms independently of their

spouses. Upon completion, participants returned the questionnaires in an enve-

lope labeled only with identification numbers to ensure complete anonymity.

Results and Discussion

Descriptive statistics for scales used in this study are shown in Table 1.

The mean scores and standard deviations (SD) of the MCSDS were in line

with those reported in previous studies (for an overview of descriptive statistics

from previous studies, see Vésteinsdóttir, Reips, Joinson, & Thorsdottir, 2015).

No difference was observed between mean MCSDS scores for subjects and

spouses (t(130)¼ .056, p¼ .95) and no gender differences were observed. For

the male subjects (n¼ 31), the mean score (M¼ 15.7, SD¼ 6.0) on the

MCSDS did not differ from female subjects’ (n¼ 34) mean score (M¼ 16.5,

SD¼ 4.1), t(52.52)¼ÿ.608, p¼ .55. The male spouses’ (n¼ 34) mean score

(M¼ 16.5, SD¼ 5.7) also did not differ from the female spouses’ (n¼ 33)

mean score (M¼ 15.7, SD¼ 4.2), t(60.52)¼ .613, p¼ .54.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the five dimensions of the NEO-PI-R and the MCSDS.

N Mean SD Minimum Maximum

MCSDS Subject 65 16.2 5.1 2 30

Spouse 67 16.1 5.0 7 30

Neuroticism Subject 66 90.9 25.2 52 155

Spouse 66 83.9 29.7 24 154

Extraversion Subject 64 118.0 22.0 60 161

Spouse 62 118.5 25.1 57 168

Openness Subject 63 109.6 14.9 76 150

Spouse 67 105.0 17.8 68 161

Agreeableness Subject 64 122.6 16.0 76 152

Spouse 62 126.7 20.8 89 172

Conscientiousness Subject 66 116.0 21.4 60 165

Spouse 64 123.4 26.9 55 170

MCSDS: Marlowe–Crowne Social Desirability Scale; NEO-PI-R: Revised NEO Personality Inventory.
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Table 2 shows the correlation between subjects’ measured SDR

(MCSDSsubject) and self-ratings of the five dimensions of the NEO-PI-R:

Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to Experience, Conscientiousness, and

Agreeableness, together with spouse’s SDR (MCSDSspouse) and spouse ratings

of their partners’ personality traits.

The first line in Table 2 shows the correlations between subjects’ self-ratings

of personality and SDR. The results are mostly in line with what previous

studies on the relationship between self-rated personality and SDR have

found (Holden & Passey, 2010; Kurtz et al., 2008; McCrae & Costa, 1983).

However, contrary to our predictions, the correlation between E and the SDR

did not reach significance in the current study. This may be attributed to a

smaller sample than used in previous studies as the correlation coefficient for

E and MCSDS is in line with that reported in previous studies (r¼ .22, p¼ .05;

r¼ .10, p< .01; r¼ .15, p< .05, respectively). Overall the pattern of results is very

similar between the studies. Kurtz et al. (2008) and McCrae and Costa (1983)

interpreted this same pattern of correlations between the SDR and personality

traits as content overlap, and Holden and Passey (2010) as method variance

attributable to self-report.

However, when looking at the observed correlations between SDR and

spouse ratings (shown in the second line of Table 2), it can be seen that spouses’

SDR correlates with their ratings of partners’ personality in the expected direc-

tion and in a similar pattern as their partners’ SDR and self-reported personal-

ity. Although the correlation between subjects’ SDR and A is somewhat stronger

than between spouses’ SDR and A, the difference between the two correlation

coefficients for SDR and A is insignificant, p¼ .14, (however, due to the small

sample size of the current study and the resulting lack of power in significance

testing, this finding should be interpreted with caution). On the whole, similar

results were obtained for both partners. As observed for subjects’, a negative

correlation was found for spouses’ between SDR and the undesirable trait N,

and positive correlations between SDR and the desirable traits A and C (but not

for the somewhat desirable trait E).

Table 2. Correlation between self-reports of personality and subjects’ SDR, together with

the correlation between spouse ratings of personality and spouses’ SDR.

Neuroticism Extraversion Openness Agreeableness Conscientiousness

r p r p r p r p r p

MCSDSsubject ÿ.38** <.01 .19 .07 .02 .43 .48** <.01 .29* .01

MCSDSspouse ÿ.27* .02 .12 .19 .16 .10 .24* .04 .33** .01

Note: Due to the small sample size, a pairwise deletion was used in all calculations to maintain power.

*Correlation significant at the .05 level (one-tailed). **Significant at the .01 level (one-tailed).
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This finding can neither be interpreted as content overlap nor method variance

attributed to self-report. Spouses’ SDR scores cannot be taken to indicate content

of their partners’ personality. Nor can method variance, attributed to self-report,

account for the correlation between self-reports (the MCSDS) and rater-reports

(spouse ratings of personality). Both subject and spouse ratings of personality are

associated with SDR in a similar way, and because the correlation between

spouses’ SDR and spouse ratings cannot be written off as content overlap, a

more likely interpretation is that both measures are contaminated by SDR.

These findings mean that spouse ratings cannot be taken to be an unbiased

external criterion. Partialing out the variance due to subjects’ SDR cannot be

expected to increase the correlation between self-reports and spouse ratings of

personality, and thus the failure of this method to do so does not indicate that

the MCSDS is an invalid measure of SDR.

However, it does not follow that partialing out the subjects’ SDR should

decrease the overall correlation between self-reports and spouse ratings, because

SDR is seen here as an individual difference variable, that is, a tendency of the

respondent, not necessarily exhibited by both partners. Thus, only in the situ-

ation where both respond in a socially desirable manner would partialing out the

subjects’ SDR decrease the correlation between self-reports and spouse ratings.

If, however, one partner responds in a socially desirable manner and the other

does not, partialing out the subjects’ SDR could either have no effect or increase

the correlation, depending on which partner exhibits the tendency. The third

possibility is that neither partner displays this tendency, in which case partial

correlation would have no effect.

As obvious as the result of the third possibility is, McCrae and Costa (1983)

make no mention of this in relation to the insignificant correlation between O

and the MCSDS in their study. Because the correlation was insignificant to

begin with, correcting for MCSDS is a pointless procedure that adds nothing

to the argument that MCSDS is an invalid measure of SDR, even if their

assumption of spouse ratings being an unbiased criterion was correct. Much

the same holds for E, as the correlation between E and the MCSDS was low

(r¼ .15) and therefore correcting for the MCSDS cannot be assumed to have

much of an effect. When correcting the correlation between self-reported and

spouse rated N for the MCSDS, the correlation dropped from .58 to .49, which

McCrae and Costa took to indicate content overlap. As explained above,

this interpretation is unwarranted because spouses’ SDR also correlates with

N and thus correcting for MCSDS lowers the correlation for couples where

both respond in a socially desirable manner. It is only when the subject responds

in a socially desirable manner and the spouse does not that an increase in cor-

relation can be expected when correcting for the subject’s SDR.

A limitation to the present study is the small sample size and consequently the

above-explained correction patterns cannot be demonstrated with the current

data. However, with a sufficient sample size, future research could demonstrate
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this by splitting the sample into three groups, one with couples where both have

high scores on the MCSDS (HH group), a second group where one partner

would have a high score on the MCSDS and the other would have a low

score (HL group), and a third group where both would score low on the

MCSDS (LL group). Correcting for the MCSDS in the HH group should

reduce the correlation between self-reported and spouse-rated personality,

whether the correction is made only for the subjects’ SDR or both the subjects’

and the spouses’ SDR. In the second group correcting for the subjects’ SDR

could bring the correlation up or down depending on the composition of the

sample, but correcting for both partners’ SDR should increase the correlation.

Corrections for the MCSDS should have no effect on correlation between

self-reports and spouse ratings in the LL group; however, the correlation

observed for this group could be taken to be unbiased by SDR and therefore

the corrected correlation obtained for the other two groups should approximate

the correlation in the LL group, given that the correlation is corrected for both

partners’ SDR.

Conclusion

The debate over the validity of measures of SDR is essentially a debate over the

interpretation of correlational relationships between measures of SDR and per-

sonality, which centers on the content overlap argument proposed by McCrae

and Costa (1983), among others. The argument follows that SDR scales are not

a measure of SDR but a measure of substantive traits, and thence that any

observed correlation between SDR scales and personality measures is therefore

the result of content overlap between measures. McCrae and Costa used spouse

ratings as an external criterion, claiming it to be unbiased. As the current study

shows, spouse ratings are affected by SDR and are thus an invalid criterion.

Furthermore, the change in correlation due to correction for SDR is dependent

on the composition of the sample, that is, to what extent neither, just one, or

both partners display SDR and to what degree, and cannot therefore be pre-

dicted with accuracy. In any case, spouse ratings of their partners’ personality

cannot be claimed to have content overlap with spouses’ SDR, that is, spouses’

SDR cannot be taken to be a measure of their partners’ N, A, and C. With

content overlap ruled out, the correlation between spouses’ SDR and spouse

ratings of personality can hardly be interpreted as displays of a substantive trait,

unless giving favorable descriptions can be called a trait, which would just be a

relabeling of the tendency to give desirable answers—otherwise known as

socially desirable response style.
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