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INTRODUCTION

Psychological research continues to be plagued by people's tendency to give socially desirable responses on self-report measures.  Several social desirability scales are available, but it is hard to be certain that they actually measure the tendency to distort one's responses in a desirable direction.


Phillips and Clancy (1972) developed an index labeled overclaiming.  Respondents rated their familiarity with a set of consumer products which included recent books, magazines, and television shows.  In reality, none of the items actually existed, so any claim to be familiar with the items must be seen as a self-serving distortion.


In their study Phillips and Clancy used this index to verify a social desirability scale.  Surprisingly, only one other study in the past eighteen years (Randall & Fernandes, 1990) has made use of the overclaiming approach suggested by Phillips and Clancy.


We thought that overclaiming shows great potential as a way of validating social desirability scales.  Both previous studies, however, measured overclaiming by indexing only the number of nonexistent items with which subjects claimed familiarity.  It seems obvious, though, that people also may overclaim on the amount of existent knowledge they possess.  The problem is a question of measurement, which we decided to solve by using signal detection analysis.

Signal Detection Analysis

Consider the four proportions of responses in signal detection:  hits, false-alarms, misses, and correct rejections.  Each column adds up to 100% (see Figure 1).


From the signal detection perspective, Phillips and Clancy used only false-alarms to index overclaiming.  That is, they looked at only the non-existent items that people were claiming.  By using only false-alarms, however, they confounded several tendencies, namely acquiescence, scale misinterpretation, self-deception, and impression management.  Most importantly, some respondents will overclaim on existent as well as nonexistent items, but previous studies have ignored this information.


Signal detection analysis allows for more thorough use of all data as well as providing separate indexes for accuracy and response bias.  Accuracy is indexed by the number of hits relative to the number of false-alarms.  We used A' to compute accuracy.  An accurate individual, then, is not the one achieving the most hits, but the one showing the most discrimination in choosing between existent and nonexistent items.  Response bias is one's overall tendency to say "NO".  In our analysis, the bias parameter is also the measure of overclaiming.  We used B'' to measure this tendency.  In other words, a respondent with a negative bias score consistently claims a lot of knowledge.

METHOD
The Overclaiming Questionnaire 

We developed a questionnaire to index these two signal detection parameters.  (See Figure 1). Respondents rated their familiarity with 150 items broken down into 10 categories.  Each item was rated on a scale ranging from 0 (never heard of it) to 6 (know it very well).  The categories were historical names and events, fine arts, language, books and poems, authors and characters, social science and law, physical sciences, life sciences, popular culture names, and current consumer products.  For every four existent items, one nonexistent item was included.

Procedure

Forty-four students from an undergraduate psychology class participated.  Before giving them the overclaiming questionnaire, we asked them to rate their expertise in each of the ten different content areas.  They then completed the timed version of the Wonderlic Personnel Test, a short test of global intelligence.  
After the IQ test, subjects filled out two social desirability scales and finally, the Overclaiming questionnaire.  The impression management scale measures deliberate desirable responding.  The self-deception scale measures honestly-held but erroneous desirable responding.

HYPOTHESES

Several predictions were made:

1. We hypothesized that there would be a positive correlation between accuracy and intelligence;

2. We hypothesized a significant positive relationship between overclaiming and desirable responding, including both self-deception and impression management;

3. We hypothesized that self-rated expertise would be positively correlated with accuracy, and negatively correlated with bias.

RESULTS
Hits and false alarm rates were computed at each cutoff of the 7-point scale.  The results were averaged across all ten content areas for each subject.  These values are reported in Table 1.  As expected both the hits and false alarm rates increase as the cutoff gets lower.

The values of A’ (accuracy scores) were similar at each cutoff but, as expected the B’’ (bias scores) tended to increase with lower cutoffs.  Note from Table 2a that the correlations among the six accuracy measures are substantial: Hence any cutoff can be used.  A similar convergence was found with the six bias scores (Table 2b). For simplicity, we used the accuracy and bias measures calculated at the cutoff between 0 and 1.  

The correlations among all the study variables are reported in Table 3.  Because of the small sample size, we used a strict cut-off for significance--that is, .01.  In support of the first hypothesis, there was a strong positive correlation of .44 between IQ and accuracy.

The second hypothesis was not supported.  Overclaiming was not significantly correlated with  impression management.  The association with self-deception was in the right direction but not significant.  However, self-deception did correlate significantly with self-reported expertise suggesting that they both measure an honestly-held  form of distortion. 

The third hypothesis was partly supported.  There was a negative correlation of .40 between expertise and bias, but accuracy and expertise were unrelated.  

DISCUSSION
The results were disappointing in terms of validating social desirability scales.  However, two interesting results from the study together complete a picture of contrast between perceived and actual ability.

We collected two concrete measures of cognitive ability--the Wonderlic IQ score and the overall accuracy score from the Overclaiming Questionnaire.  Given their substantial association, it appears that the accuracy parameter on the Overclaiming Questionnaire is an indirect valid measure of ability.  Self-reported expertise, however, did not correlate with either of these concrete measures.  Intead, expertise was substantially related to measures of bias and self-deception.

A fourth (somewhat perturbing result) was a substantial correlation of .46 between accuracy and bias.  Those who are knowledgeable about an area also exaggerate their knowledge.  It is possible that this correlation is attributable to the small ranges of scores for A' and B''.  In future research, we plan to consider other signal detection measures (e.g.,  d' and beta) with the goal of reducing this correlation.

Overall, these results support our claim that the Overclaiming Questionnaire has the potential to separate accuracy from bias in self-report measures.  It may prove to be of value when subtle and independent measures of perceived and actual ability are needed.
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Figure 1.  Signal Detection Formulas
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Figure 2.  The Ten Overclaiming Content Categories.

1. HISTORICAL NAMES AND EVENTS

2. FINE ARTS

3. LANGUAGE

4. BOOKS AND POEMS

5. AUTHORS AND CHARACTERS

6. SOCIAL SCIENCE AND LAW

7. PHYSICAL SCIENCES

8. LIFE SCIENCES

9. POPULAR CULTURE NAMES

10. CURRENT CONSUMER PRODUCTS

EXAMPLES OF EXISTENT ITEMS:
      Clara Barton 


(NAMES)




The Divine Comedy
(BOOKS)




meiosis



(LIFE SCIIENCES)

EXAMPLES OF NONEXISTENT ITEMS:
El Puente


(NAMES)



       Windermere Wild 
(BOOKS)




meta-toxins    

(LIFE SCIENCES)

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics: Means of hits and false alarms at 6 cutoffs.

	 
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	H1
	.67
	.105

	H2
	.62
	.098

	H3
	.57
	.096

	H4
	.50
	.107

	H5
	.42
	.117

	H6
	.32
	.143


	 
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	F1
	.24
	.142

	F2
	.18
	.117

	F3
	.12
	.089

	F4
	.08
	.067

	F5
	.06
	.054

	F6
	.04
	.047


Table 2a.  Correlations among d-primes at 6 cutoffs.

	 
	D-PRIME1
	D-PRIME2
	D-PRIME3
	D-PRIME4
	D-PRIME5
	D-PRIME6

	D-PRIME1
	1
	.873
	.825
	.705
	.597
	.560

	D-PRIME2
	.873
	1
	.892
	.738
	.607
	.526

	D-PRIME3
	.825
	.892
	1
	.795
	.704
	.552

	D-PRIME4
	.705
	.738
	.795
	1
	.923
	.817

	D-PRIME5
	.597
	.607
	.704
	.923
	1
	.914

	D-PRIME6
	.560
	.526
	.552
	.817
	.914
	1


Table 2b.  Correlations among bias measures at 6 cutoffs.

	 
	C1
	C2
	C3
	C4
	C5
	C6

	C1
	1
	.844
	.677
	.502
	.330
	.132

	C2
	.844
	1
	.904
	.738
	.548
	.394

	C3
	.677
	.904
	1
	.866
	.742
	.599

	C4
	.502
	.738
	.866
	1
	.903
	.725

	C5
	.330
	.548
	.742
	.903
	1
	.868

	C6
	.132
	.394
	.599
	.725
	.868
	1


Table 3.  Correlations among all the study variables.



IQ                              Self-Deception        Impression               Expertise              Accuracy               Bias



                                                                  Management           (self-Rated)

	IQ
	---
	.1719
	.2641
	.1785
	.4398*
	.1433

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Self-Deception
	.1719
	---
	.2344
	.3344*
	.1566
	-.1160

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Impression Management
	.2641
	.2344
	---
	.1813
	.3022
	.0691

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Expertise (self-rated_
	.1785
	.3344*
	.1813
	----
	.0784
	-.4034*

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Accuracy
	.4398*
	.1566
	.3022
	.0784
	----
	.4633*

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Bias
	.1433
	-.1160
	.0691
	-.4034*
	.4633*
	----

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


*Correlations greater than .34 are significant at .01 one-tailed.

