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ABSTRACT

Possible faking on objectively scored self-report measures has been a serious concern to researchers and 
practitioners since the inception of such measures. Accordingly, various methods to discourage and detect 
faking have been developed over the years, with embedded validity or so called “lie” scales remaining a 
popular method to serve those purposes. In this brief article, we describe a rediscovered “total score-based” 
method for detecting faking that obliviates the need for lie scales when using multidimensional self-report 
inventories and report results from an empirical study in which this rediscovered method was better at 
detecting both faked good and faked bad responses to a widely administered personality inventory than were 
validity scale scores from the Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding.

Abbreviations: SDR: Socially Desirable Responding; IM: Impression Management; SDE: Self-Deceptive 
Enhancement; BIDR: Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding; PDS: Paulhus Deception Scales
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Overview
Objectively scored non-cognitive instruments such as Likert-Style 

self-report questionnaires are used routinely for information gather-
ing, diagnosis, placement, theory building, prediction, classification, 
and selection within numerous disciplines including biomedicine. 
However, one of the most serious drawbacks to such measures is their 
susceptibility to response biases that can undermine valid interpre-
tation of results. Pervasive among such biases is Socially Desirable 
Responding (SDR), which reflects tendencies to endorse (fake good) 
or deny (fake bad) socially acceptable behaviors when something can 
be gained by doing so. A common way to address such problems is to 
administer validity or so called “lie” scales intended to detect such 
response tendencies along with the targeted measures of interest. 
Examples of such validity scales include the K and L scales from the 
Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory [1,2], Marlowe-Crowne 
Social Desirability Scale [3], Edwards Social Desirability Scale [4], 
Eysenck Lie Scale [5], Martin-Larsen Approval-Motivation Scale [6], 
Jacobson-Kellogg Social Desirability Inventory [7], Self- and Oth-
er-Deception Questionnaires [8], Balanced Inventory of Desirable 
Responding (BIDR; [9]), and Paulhus Deception Scales (PDS; [10]), 
among others

The Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding 
(BIDR)

The BIDR and PDS are widely used companion measures that can 
be coupled with any self-report questionnaire to detect possible fak-
ing. They are essentially the same instruments, sharing 38 of 40 items 
in common and the same theoretical underpinning. Both instruments 
also are more comprehensive than most of the ones previously cit-
ed because they measure two distinct components of socially desir-
able responding: Impression Management (IM) and Self-Deceptive 
Enhancement (SDE; see, e.g., [11-13]). The SDE subscale consists of 
20 items intended to measure honest but inflated self-presentation. 
High scores on SDE demonstrate exaggeration of skills and lack of 
self-awareness. The IM scale consists of 20 items that reflect un-
common but socially desirable behaviors. Higher scores on IM may 
reflect intentional attempts to present a socially approved but inac-
curate image to others. Similarly, lower scores on IM and SDE can re-
flect a socially disapproved and oppositely distorted image to others. 
Each subscale consists of equal numbers of positively and negatively 
phrased items. In common applications, the BIDR includes a 7-point 
response metric, whereas the PDS includes a 5-point response metric, 
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although both inventories could include either metric. Within each  
instrument, the lowest scale point is labeled as “not true” and highest 
as “very true,” with negatively keyed items reverse scored. We report 
results for the BIDR here due to its widespread use, effectiveness in 
detecting faking (see, e.g., [14-16]), and availability from its author 
Delroy Paulhus at no cost (https://www2.psych.ubc.ca/~dpaulhus/). 

Although both the BIDR and PDS have been effectively used to 
detect faked responses to questionnaires, they each are 40 items in 
length and thus are frequently impractical to administer. One possi-
ble way to avoid using validity scales altogether is to use responses 
to the targeted measures themselves to detect faking directly. Over 
the years, many such techniques, varying in complexity, have been 
proposed (see e.g., [17-19]). Unfortunately, in most cases, these tech-
niques have not fared any better than external validity scales in de-
tecting faking. 

A Simple Way to Detect Faking Without Lie Scales
One extremely simple technique that our research team recently 

considered for detecting faking was to use total scores for instruments 
that have multiple subscales measuring weakly correlated constructs. 
For most self-report measures, respondents can recognize responses 
that are socially desirable or undesirable and fake accordingly (see 
[19] for a comprehensive review of studies into faking responses on 
personality inventories). However, with multidimensional inventories 
with weakly correlated subscale scores, a pattern of highly desirable 
or undesirable responses across all subscales would be very unusual 
when responding honestly, and therefore provide an alternative and 
potentially more effective way to detect faking. After coming up with 
this idea, we checked back over the research literature to determine 
whether others had used this technique in the past. We uncovered 
only one such study in which Comrey and Backer [20] found that the 
total score from the Comrey Personality Scales was more effective in 
detecting faking than were validity scale scores and other indices de-
rived from item scores within the same instrument.

Purpose of our Recent Study
Given that the Comrey and Backer [20] study is nearly 50 years 

old, and that their approach has seemingly not been used much there-
after, we decided to put it to the test in a new study that we recently 
described at the annual meeting of the American Psychological Asso-
ciation [21]. In the remainder of this brief article, we will share results 
from that study in which we compared the effectiveness of the validity 
scales from the BIDR and total scores from the Big Five Inventory [22] 
in detecting instances of faking good and faking bad.

Methods
Participants and Measures

We assigned 448 college students at random to two research con-

ditions: (1) fake good (n =224) and (2) fake bad (n =224). In each 
condition, respondents completed web-based versions of the Big 
Five Inventory (BFI; [22], also see [19,23-26]) followed by the Bal-
anced Inventory of Desirable Responding (BIDR; [9-10], also see 
[15,16,18,24,27-31]). The BFI has 44 items with five 8- to 10-item 
subscales that measure five superordinate dimensions of personali-
ty: Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Neuroticism, and 
Openness, answered using a 5-point Likert-style response metric (1 = 
disagree strongly, 2 = disagree a little, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 
4 = agree a little, and 5 = agree strongly). As noted earlier, the BIDR 
has two 20-item subscales to measure Impression Management (IM) 
and Self-Deceptive Enhancement (SDE) using a 7-point response met-
ric (1 = not true, 4 = somewhat true, 7 = very true). 

Procedure

Participants in each research condition answered the measures 
honestly first, and then again to convey either the best (fake good) 
or worst (fake bad) impressions of themselves. To use all collected 
data to full advantage (that is, include 448 cases in each condition), 
we combined fake-good scores with honest scores for the fake-bad 
condition and combined fake-bad scores with honest scores from 
the fake-good condition. When computing total scores across sub-
scales for the BFI, responses to the Neuroticism subscale were re-
verse scored so that higher scores would represent more socially 
desirable responses. Classification accuracy (correctly labeling hon-
est and faked responses), false-positive-error rate (labeling honest 
as faked responses), and false-negative-error rate (labeling faked 
as honest responses) were calculated for all scoring points for each 
scale within the BFI and BIDR under fake-good and fake-bad condi-
tions. The score that maximized overall classification accuracy was 
selected as the cut score for each scale, and overall classification  
accuracy was compared across subscales and instruments.  
Using large and equal size groups for honest and faked responding 
was intended to provide very strict and conservative tests of classi-
fication accuracy because it would rarely be the case in practice that 
half of the respondents would willfully fake responses.

Results
Cut scores and indices of classification accuracy are provided in 

Tables 1 & 2 for faking good and faking bad, respectively. Our analy-
ses for individual subscales revealed that Neuroticism, when reversed 
scored, was best for detecting faking good (90.38% classification  
accuracy), and that Agreeableness was best for detecting faking bad 
(95.19% classification accuracy). At the overall instrument level, total 
BFI scores were better than total BIDR scores for detecting both fak-
ing good (93.75% versus 89.90% classification accuracy) and faking 
bad (95.67% versus 93.00% classification accuracy).
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Table 1: Cut scores and Indices of Classification Accuracy for Detecting Faking Good.
Subscale Cut Score % Accurate % False Positive % False Negative

BIDR Total 207 89.90 1.92 8.17

Impression Management 109 87.95 1.34 10.71

Self-Deceptive Enhancement 99 85.27 4.24 10.49

BFI Total 183 93.75 1.92 4.33

Agreeableness 41 83.17 9.13 7.69

Conscientiousness 41 88.94 5.29 5.77

Extraversion 31 76.92 13.46 9.62

Neuroticism (reverse scored) 33 90.38 2.88 6.73

Openness 42 75.48 12.98 11.54

Note: BIDR = Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding [9]; BFI = Big Five Inventory [22].

Table 2: Cut scores and Indices of Classification Accuracy for Detecting Faking Bad.
Subscale Cut Score % Accurate % False Positive % False Negative

BIDR Total 127 93.00 3.80 3.20

Impression Management 48 93.30 1.12 5.58

Self-Deceptive Enhancement 68 80.36 7.81 11.83

BFI Total 130 95.67 1.44 2.88

Agreeableness 25 95.19 0.48 4.33

Conscientiousness 18 94.23 0.00 5.77

Extraversion 18 79.81 3.85 16.35

Neuroticism (reverse scored) 12 88.94 1.44 9.62

Openness 22 93.75 0.48 5.77
Note: BIDR = Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding [9]; BFI = Big Five Inventory [22].

Summary and Conclusions
Since the beginning of formal uses of objectively scored self-re-

port measures, socially desirable responding and related tendencies 
to fake responses have been serious concerns for users of results from 
such measures. Accordingly, a wide variety of methods to discourage 
and detect such invalid response tendencies have been suggested and 
evaluated over the years. Administering validity or “lie” scales along 
with the targeted measures of interest is perhaps the most common 
technique used to detect faking but has the drawback of requiring ad-
ministration of extra items. To address such inefficiencies, we revis-
ited the technique of using total scores for measures that assess mul-
tiple, and ideally weakly correlated, constructs. To provide a strong 
test of the effectiveness of the “total score-based” method, we imple-
mented it using a brief length but widely administered personality 
inventory along with one of most comprehensive direct measures of 
socially desirable responding available to large and equal size honest 
and faking groups. Results were very encouraging in showing that the 
“total score-based” method outperformed popular extended length 
validity scales while requiring no additional items beyond those from 

the targeted instrument. The total score technique also would be ex-
pected to perform even better with longer measures, additional sub-
scales, and lower correlations among subscale scores. We, therefore, 
encourage further research into and application of this promising “re-
discovered” procedure for detecting faking on self-report measures 
sharing the characteristics considered here.
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