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Dealing With Social Desirability Bias: An Application To Charitable 
Giving 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
 
Purpose - This paper aims to address the issue of survey distortion caused by one of 
the most common and pervasive sources of bias, namely social desirability bias (SDB). 
Despite 50 years of research, there are still many unanswered questions about its 
conceptualisation and operationalisation. We argue that traditional measures of SDB 
are inadequate and that the context in which the research is being conducted should be 
reflected in the measures employed. Hence, we develop and validate a multi-
dimensional scale that may be used to measure the degree of SDB present in responses 
to giving surveys. 
 
Design/methodology/approach – Following initial scale development procedures a 
convenience sample of 820 donors to a national charity was employed to refine the 
resultant scale items. Exploratory factor analysis and reliability tests were conducted to 
establish the dimensionality of the new scale and its reliability. Using a separate 
sample of 1500 active donors, the scale was then subject to confirmatory procedures to 
test its predictive validity. 
 
Findings – The findings support the assertion that SDB is a multi-dimensional 
construct consisting of six dimensions. However, in the context of postal surveys we 
find that Self Deception and the degree of Intrinsic Benefit accruing to a donor are the 
primary determinants of the level of SDB an individual will exhibit. We also highlight 
the significance of the SDB issue since in our survey, 65% of respondents were found 
to over-report their giving. 
 
Originality/value - This is one of the first published studies that has been able to 
explore the predictive validity of a SDB scale. The work has expanded our 
understanding of the determinants of SDB and provided an instrument that may now 
be employed to reduce a significant proportion of this error in giving surveys. 
 
Keywords – social desirability bias, validity, giving surveys, misreporting 
 
Paper type – Research paper 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
As nonprofit practitioners become increasingly concerned about the accuracy of 

surveys measuring charitable giving  (MacQuillin, 2005), empirical analyses of the 

quality and comparability of data on charitable giving are beginning to emerge 

(Rooney et al., 2004; Wilhelm, 2007). In the U.K. Slack (2008), for example, has 

highlighted evidence of wide discrepancies in the findings of studies of charity giving 

examining similar timeframes. One research agency, BMRB Access, reported a huge 

fall in the percentage of UK society giving to charity each year, down from 80% to 

66% (in the period 2003-2005), while a second agency, nfpSynergy, suggested that 

participation in giving was static. There are also marked discrepancies in the reported 

amounts that people give, leading to estimates of giving that are simply not reflected in 

the sector’s accounts (MacQuillin, 2005). It appears that respondents routinely claim in 

surveys that they are significantly more generous than they actually are. 

 

This paper aims to address the issue of survey distortion caused by one of the most 

common and pervasive sources of bias, namely social desirability bias (SDB). Crowne 

and Marlowe (1960) define socially desirable responding as ‘the need of subjects to 

obtain approval by responding in a culturally appropriate and acceptable manner.’ 

(p.353). Thus when answering questions on sensitive topics individuals will tend to 

give answers that portray themselves in a more positive light (Bardwell and Dimsdale, 

2001; Nancarrow et al., 2001). The phenomena can manifest because of a desire to 

impress the questioner, an unwillingness to admit certain behaviours or attitudes, or an 

attempt to influence the outcome of a study (Brace, 2004). Sudman and Bradburn 

(1982) explain that when a ‘respondent has a socially undesirable attitude or has 
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engaged in socially undesirable behaviour, he may face a conflict between a desire to 

tell the truth and a desire to appear to the interviewer to be in the socially desirable 

category’ (p9).  Respondents typically resolve this conflict by biasing their answer in 

the direction of social desirability. In the case of giving they might thus claim to give 

more to charity than is actually the case, or claim to be giving to charity when in fact 

they do not.  

 

Despite 50 years of research there are still many unanswered questions about how to 

conceptualise social desirability bias (SDB) and how best to detect and measure it in 

social research. Much of the early literature assumes that it is uni-dimensional, but 

more recently authors have posited a two-factor (Paulhus, 1984;1991) and even a  

multi-dimensional model (Beretvas et al., 2002). There is also an increasing awareness 

that the nature of SDB might vary by context and that generic approaches to 

conceptualising and operationalizing SDB are therefore problematic (Fisher, 2000).  

 

These ongoing debates complicate the selection of an appropriate scale to measure the 

extent of social desirability bias in surveys. This paper will delineate what causes 

respondents to respond in a socially desirable way and thus facilitate the development 

of a reliable and valid scale to measure the magnitude of this phenomenon. The 

domain of individual giving provides the context for our investigation. 
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MEASURING SOCIAL DESIRABILTIY BIAS 

 

A summary of the key studies in this domain is provided in Table 1. Edwards (1957) 

was the pioneer in investigating the phenomenon of social desirability.  He viewed the 

phenomenon as a dimension of personality rather than as a category of response bias 

per se. Drawing items from the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory and the 

Manifest Anxiety Scale he created an inventory of items which was oriented towards 

the admission or denial of symptoms of maladjustment (e.g. my sleep is fitful and 

disturbed) and thus reflective of clinical diagnostic criteria. The selection of such 

extreme items was criticised by Crowne and Marlowe (1960) who also drew items 

from personality inventories but focussed instead on items that did not reflect 

psychopathology or abnormality. Their resultant scale consists of 33 items addressing 

facets of human behaviour sanctioned culturally but thought improbable to occur (e.g. 

‘I have never intensely disliked anyone’ or ‘I never resent being asked to return a 

favour’). Agreement with these statements would indicate socially desirable 

responding.  

 

Insert Table 1 Near Here 

 

The Marlowe Crowne scale is still widely used and in a search of the Social Science 

Citation Index for the 1990s, Barger (2002) found 729 articles that referenced the 

original scale. However, it has been frequently criticised for its length and as a 

consequence a number of shorter variants are now available (Strahan and Gerbasi, 

1972; Reynolds, 1982; Fischer and Fick, 1993). The scale has also been criticised 

because of the requirement for respondents to choose either a ‘True’ or ‘False’ 
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response for each scale item. It therefore offers little insight into the magnitude of 

social desirability. More importantly the structure of the scale has been called into 

question, with Barger (2002) identifying a heterogeneous structure using confirmatory 

factor analysis, not the unidimensionality assumed by the original authors (see also 

Leite and Beretvas 2005).  

 

Other authors have developed this work. Millham and Jacobson (1978) proposed a 

two-factor model of social desirability. They partitioned the scale items in the 

Marlowe-Crowne scale into ‘attribution’ and ‘denial’ subscales. ‘Attribution’ 

responses refer to claiming socially desirable characteristics for the self whereas 

‘denial’ responses involve disclaiming undesirable characteristics applied to the self. 

However, subsequent testing for positive and negative items revealed that the case for 

separating the attribution and denial components of social desirability is weak and that 

they may in fact refer to the same construct (Ramanaiah and Martin, 1980). 

 

Paulhus (1984) also suggested a two-factor model and developed a new 40 item scale 

called the Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding (BIDR). The first factor is 

based on ‘self-deception positivity/ enhancement’ which is an overly favourable but 

honest self-presentation that is linked to personality factors such as anxiety, 

achievement motivation and self-esteem. The second factor is an impression 

management component that results from situational demands or transient motives to 

present oneself in a positive light (Paulhus and Reid, 1991). Subsequent research 

studies have drawn similar distinctions but have applied different labels to the 

constructs. For instance, Sackeim and Gur (1978) preferred to use the terms ‘self 

deception’ and ‘other deception’.  
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In all this extant work it is assumed that a tendency to provide socially desirable 

responses can be linked to a discernible personality trait and that as a consequence a 

generic measurement instrument can be developed and applied. By contrast Fisher 

(2000) argues that social desirability scales are too general to be associated with 

specific consumption behaviour. In order to improve the effectiveness of these scales 

the author argues that more context specific scales items should be seriously 

considered as respondents may exhibit different levels of social desirability across 

differing contexts. The determinants may also vary. In this paper, we answer this call 

by developing a scale capable of detecting individuals likely to give socially desirable 

responses when reporting their charity giving behaviour. 

 

 

SOCIAL DESIRABILITY BIAS AND GIVING 

 

Given that surveys and interviews are likened to conversations (Converse and 

Schuman, 1974; Berinsky, 2004) individuals may try to create a good impression on 

others when responding to sensitive questions (Grice, 1975).  Indeed the concept of 

face has been used by a number of researchers to explain communication behaviours 

(Oetzel et al.,  2001) and face management theory has been used to good effect in 

reducing the effect of socially desirable responding (Holtgraves et al., 1997). As 

charitable giving is seen as a socially desirable thing to do (Sargeant et al., 2000), it is 

likely that impression management or ‘other deception’ will play a role in the 

responses individuals give to questions probing this issue. We therefore posit:    
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H1: The greater the desire of a donor to manage the impression of others the greater 

will be the degree of their socially desirable responding in giving surveys. 

 

It is also possible that some respondents who give socially desirable responses may not 

necessarily be setting out to impress the researcher. Much of the extant SDB literature 

alluded to above posits a link between socially desirable responding and a stable 

personality trait. Some individuals may thus be pre-disposed toward what Sackheim 

and Gur (1987) refer to as ‘self-deception’ which manifests itself in ‘honest’ 

presentations that are nevertheless positively biased. The difference here is that the 

respondents believe these positively biased descriptions to be true (Paulhus, 1984; 

Zerbe and Paulhus, 1987). The misreporting occurs because individuals are acting to 

protect their self beliefs and self esteem (Paulhus, 1986; Randall and Fernandes, 1991). 

We therefore posit: 

 

H2: The greater a donor’s propensity for self-deception the greater will be the 

degree of their socially desirable responding in giving surveys. 

 

While our preceding discussion has mirrored the content of extant studies of SDB, we 

believe that there are a range of additional factors that have the capacity to influence 

the degree of this form of bias in giving surveys. Notable here is the concept of 

involvement. While some forms of giving may be spontaneous and uncommitted 

requiring little thought, many donors give because they are passionate about the cause, 

or because it relates to important personal needs, values and interests (Sargeant and 

Woodliffe, 2007). Giving in this context is therefore more likely to be a higher 
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involvement decision. Many authors have noted a strong relationship between 

involvement and information processing (Batra and Ray, 1986; MacInnis and 

Jaworski, 1989) and Toh et al. (2006) in a large scale study of consumer diary 

panellists show that SDB may only be present for activities high in involvement. In the 

context of giving we therefore posit: 

 

H3: The higher the level of involvement that donors experience with their giving 

(to charity X) the greater will be the degree of their socially desirable 

responding in giving surveys. 

 

In the context of giving it is also worth examining the nature of the exchange between 

charity and donor. Numerous researchers have noted that benefit can accrue from the 

act of making a donation (e.g. Bendapudi et al. 1996, Andreoni 2001). In general these 

may be categorised as being either extrinsic or intrinsic. In respect of the former, 

donations can often be facilitated by a nonprofit offering a tangible benefit to the 

donor. This might range from an invitation to a celebrity event and networking 

opportunities to something as mundane as receiving the charity’s communications or 

having access to the organization’s services, as is the case in many membership 

scenarios. Indeed the literature makes numerous references to the extrinsic rewards 

that can accrue from giving and the role that these can play in achieving donations 

(Collard, 1978; Andreoni, 2001). Since this category of rewards is extrinsic individuals 

may place a greater emphasis on the nature of the reward rather than the gift per se. As 

this conflicts with normative beliefs (Frumkin 2006) it would follow in these 

circumstances that individuals would be more likely to respond in a socially desirable 

manner when asked to describe giving motivated in this way. 
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H4: The greater the desire of extrinsic benefit a donor perceives from their giving 

the greater will be their degree of socially desirable responding in giving 

surveys. 

 

The rewards from giving may also be intrinsic in the sense that many individuals give 

to feel good about themselves or to offset a negative mood state. Andreoni (1989, 

1990), for example, refers to the ‘warm glow’ that accrues from giving. Indeed the 

existence of emotional benefits is well established in the literature (Cialdini et al., 

1987; Wegener and Petty, 1994; Bendapudi et al., 1996). As the pay off for this form 

of giving is psychological it would follow that individuals are internally focused and 

thus less likely to be concerned about the perceptions of others. They are also acting in 

a manner consistent with normative beliefs. Socially desirable responding may be 

reduced as a consequence. We therefore posit: 

 

H5:  The greater the desire of intrinsic benefit a donor perceives from their giving 

the lower will be their degree of socially desirable responding in giving 

surveys. 

 

Keillor et al. (2001) examined the effects of consumer socialisation theory (Mochis 

and Churchill, 1978) on socially desirable responding.  Socialisation is defined as the 

process through which norms, attitudes, motivations and behaviours are transmitted 

from societal influencers to individuals. These societal influencers can be identified as 

family members and friends; mass media; social/cultural and political/government 

authorities. In relation to giving, Gouldner (1960) and Cialdini et al. (1990) argue that 
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if some members of a particular group are contributing, then other members of the 

group will be pressured to give as well in order to comply with what is considered to 

be normative for the group. Some researchers have called this a mild form of ‘social 

mugging’ (Latane, 1981). Equally, if the amount of giving is not visible to the group it 

is likely that when it becomes so, the individual may claim to have given a normative 

amount and thus offer socially desirable responses when questioned on the issue. We 

therefore posit:  

 

H6: The greater a donor’s interest in societal norms the greater will be their degree 

of socially desirable responding in giving surveys. 

 

 

Scale Development 

 

As the goal of this research was to develop a measure of social desirability bias in the 

context of giving surveys, the use of existing scales was often inappropriate. A high 

degree of tailoring was necessary in the case of the scales designed to measure 

impression management, self deception and the influence of social norms. New scales 

were required in the case of the other constructs listed above. As a consequence scale 

development procedures were initiated in order to ensure the validity and reliability of 

the measures. An initial pool of 52 items was derived from the literature to measure 

the constructs. This items pool was then subjected to scrutiny by a panel of judges who 

were both charity donors (and thus target raters) and experts in the field (i.e. two 

doctoral students, two senior market research professionals and two practitioners in 

charity research). Each judge was provided with a definition of each construct 
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(developed from the literature) and asked to rate each item in terms of its 

appropriateness and clarity (Pritchard et al., 1999). Only items rated as appropriate or 

very appropriate were retained resulting in the retention of 41 items. Scale purification 

procedures were then applied to the scales (Churchill 1979).  

 

A convenience sample of 820 donors to a national charity was selected for this 

purpose. A postal survey was initiated and a usable response rate of 19% achieved.  

The procedure began with an analysis of alpha co-efficients for each set of 

antecedents. Items were deleted which improved corresponding alpha scores to the 

point where all retained items had corrected item to total correlations greater than 0.4 

(Zaichowsky, 1985). This reduced the scale items to a total of 19. Alpha reliabilities 

were all moderately high and acceptable at about 0.8 (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994). 

The retained items were then subject to an exploratory factor analysis with a 

VARIMAX rotation. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test of sampling adequacy and Bartlett 

test of sphericity indicated that the data were appropriate for the application of 

principal components analysis. Exploratory principal component analyses identified 

six dimensions with eigenvalues exceeding 1. This result was also confirmed by 

Cattell’s Scree Test. The finalized scales and their associated alpha scores are reported 

in Appendix 1.  It should be noted that a number of different extraction and rotation 

methods were explored and the choice of method had no significant effect on the final 

results. 
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Scale Validation 

 

Confirmatory factor analysis was then undertaken, using AMOS 6.0, to validate the 

factorial structure achieved. Data was obtained from a three-page mail questionnaire 

sent to 1500 active donors including the initial 19 items developed to measure the 

effects of socially desirable responding. This sample was obtained from a leading 

animal welfare charity in the UK. The original item concerning the annual report was 

removed since this particular organization did not circulate this to donors. Responses 

were measured on a 5-point Likert scale. After one mailing, 444 replies were returned, 

representing a 29.6 per cent response rate, of which 410 were complete and suitable 

for analysis. Giving histories (drawn from the charity database) were matched post hoc 

to questionnaire responses (using donors’ names) making it possible to add in the 

actual amounts given to the organization for comparison against self reports. 

 

Initial observation of the data indicated that none of the observed variables were 

significantly skewed or highly kurtotic. The possibility of outliers in the data was also 

considered but none were identified. Our measurement model for social desirability 

bias consisted of 6 exogenous variables and 18 manifest indicators. As indicated in 

Figure 1 these variables were: 1) Impression Management (IM), 2) Self Deception 

(SD), 3) Level of Involvement (LI), 4) Extrinsic benefit (EB), 5) Intrinsic benefit (IB),  

6) Social Norm Influence (SNI). 

 

Insert Figure 1 Near Here 
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The next step was to assess how well the model matched the observed data. From the 

analysis, it was clear that the model was adequately specified and it exhibited good 

indicators of fit (GFI = 0.87; AGFI = 0.81; CFI = 0.90 RMSEA = 0.075). Convergent 

validity was then established according to the approach advocated by Anderson and 

Gerbing (1988). All 18 estimated parameters were found to have a significant 

coefficient with values greater than twice their standard errors (See Table 2). All the 

antecedents demonstrated good internal consistency and the overall alpha coefficient 

was found to be 0.88. In addition, all six antecedents were positively correlated. 

However, a closer examination indicated that there was a high degree of correlation 

between the ‘Impression Management’ and ‘Extrinsic Benefit’ constructs raising a 

question about discriminant validity. 

 

Insert Table 2 Near Here 

 

Burnkrant and Page (1982) recommend a series of tests to help clarify whether such 

factors should either stand alone or be combined.  In this study, this procedure 

compared the existing model (χ2  =604.4, df = 271, p<.00), in which all the six 

antecedents of social desirability bias construct were allowed to correlate, to another 

model in which ‘Impression Management’ and ‘Extrinsic Benefit’ were hypothesised 

to have a unity correlation that depicted them as unidimensional (χ2 =701.4, df = 272, 

p<.00). A chi-square difference test between the two structures supported the earlier 

exploratory study and established that the two should be considered as discrete factors 

(∆χ2 =100, df = 1, p<.00). 
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The measurement work completed to this point therefore confirms the internal 

consistency and integrity of the factor structure proposed by the initial scale 

development procedures. The social desirability construct is shown to be 

multidimensional and the proposed antecedents may be regarded as conceptually 

distinct. We therefore provide a valid and reliable scale that can be used to measure the 

degree of SDB in giving surveys. It is important to recognize, however, that there are a 

variety of methods that may be employed to capture giving data including 

postal/telephone surveys, giving panels and personal interviews. It is beyond the scope 

of this paper to investigate each of these methods. To examine the relationship 

between the antecedents of social desirability bias and their impact on reported 

patterns of giving we focus below on one such method, namely self-reporting in postal 

surveys. To develop a criterion against which to test the predictive validity of the scale 

we compare self reports of the level of an individual’s giving in the past 12 months (by 

mail, or through direct debit) with the amounts recorded on the participating charity’s 

database. We employ the difference between these two figures as our dependent 

variable. Further analysis indicated that the distribution of this measure was slightly 

skewed. Accordingly, a log transformation was undertaken to improve the normality of 

the data. This is an approach consistent with Lindahl and Winship (1992). 

 

An initial analysis of the dependent variable indicated that only 11.8% of respondents 

were able to report their giving accurately. 22.4% under-reported, while 65.3% of 

respondents over-reported the amounts they had given. Interestingly, the margin of 

over-reporting was considerably higher than for under-reporting. The highest reported 

level of under-reporting was found to be only £50, while the highest level of over-

reporting was found to be £385. Little wonder then that surveys of giving frequently 
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estimate levels of income for the charity sector far in excess of that reported 

(collectively) in annual accounts.  

 

 

Predicting Social Desirability Bias  

 

Our initial model was found to have an adequate fit (GFI = 0.73; AGFI = 0.65; CFI = 

0.72; RMSEA = 0.075) but an analysis of the modification indices indicated that a 

more parsimonious approach would provide a stronger fit to the data (GFI = 0.98; 

AGFI = 0.93; CFI = 0.96; RMSEA = 0.075). The resultant model is depicted in Figure 

2a. This analysis was then repeated focusing on predicting only over-reports of giving 

(i.e. rather than mis-reporting). Since the incidence and impact of over-reporting is 

much higher than the converse, this seemed an appropriate next step. The resultant 

model is depicted in Figure 2b and it achieves a similarly high degree of fit (χ2= 9.6; df 

= 7; p = .05; GFI = 0.98; AGFI = 0.94; CFI = 0.98; RMSEA = 0.051), with an increase 

in R square from 0.11 to 0.14. In both models the role of Self Deception and Intrinsic 

Benefit are highlighted. In the case of the former it would appear that individuals with 

a predisposition to self deception are significantly more likely to over-estimate their 

giving. By contrast, individuals who gain a psychological utility from giving are 

significantly less likely to provide an over-estimate. The model explains 11% of the 

variation in the dependent variable, indicating that a range of other factors are at work. 

Notable among these is likely to be a lapse in memory and hence an inability to recall 

the amounts donated.   

 

Insert Figure 2a Near Here 
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Insert Figure 2b Near Here 

 

Before closing, it is important to note that we could find no significant age/gender 

differences in the pattern of over or under reporting. Our results therefore indicate that 

attitudinal variables are more important than these demographic variables in predicting 

SDB in relation to giving. Extant research has provided inconsistent results in respect 

of whether age and gender has any impact on the likelihood and/or degree of social 

desirability bias (Snell et al., 1999; Ray and Lovejoy, 2003). 

 

 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

In this study we have developed and validated a new measure of SDB, for use 

specifically in the context of giving surveys. Although extant work has posited un-

dimensional or bi-dimensional models of the construct we have argued that the drivers 

of social desirability bias may vary significantly from context to context. In the case of 

giving we have hypothesised that six dimensions should be of interest to researchers. 

The first two of these, impression management and self deception, reflect the extant 

literature and in particular the work of Paulhus (1984) and Sackheim and Gur (1978).  

To these dimensions we add a consideration of the level of involvement, extrinsic and 

intrinsic benefit and the extent to which an individual might be open to social 

influence. The scale development procedures outlined above result in a valid and 

reliable scale that may be used by researchers working in the domain of giving to 

detect SDB in their findings. 
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The literature also suggests that the determinants of SDB will vary by the method of 

data collection employed. In this study we have focused on one such method, namely 

that of postal surveys. These are widely used to measure giving and have been 

employed by UK Government and other bodies to capture this data. Our results 

indicate that there are two significant drivers of SDB in this context providing support 

for H2 and H5. The remaining factors were not found to be significant, but may have 

relevance in other contexts. Impression management, for example, may have more 

relevance where giving is reported face to face (Oetzel et al, 2001), while the issue of 

involvement may have greater relevance to the domain of major gifts (Sprinkel-Grace, 

2005) or to those higher value givers who view themselves as ‘investors’ in 

philanthropy (Institute for Philanthropy, 2003). Equally, extrinsic benefits may play a 

greater role in the membership context (Bendapudi et al., 1996) where they can 

frequently form the core of the exchange (MacMillan et al., 2005). Finally, it is 

possible that social norms may play a role in specific segments of society with some 

groups being more susceptible to this category of influence than others (Keillor et al., 

2001). Thus, while we find no evidence to support H1, H3 H4 and H6 we would argue 

that they may not yet be rejected as there are sufficient grounds in the literature for 

believing that they may play a role in other giving contexts. 

 

 In the case of postal surveys of general charitable donors, however, we find that only 

self deception and the extent to which an individual perceives a psychological or 

‘intrinsic’ benefit are significant determinants of SDB. The inclusion of these scales in 

giving surveys would therefore afford researchers some utility in predicting the 

misreporting of behavioural data. Individuals scoring highly (lowly) on each of the 

scales can either be omitted from subsequent analysis, or have a weighting applied to 
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their self-reported figures. While this will clearly not remove reporting errors from 

giving datasets it should greatly reduce or eliminate the component of this that is due 

to SDB.  

 

Critically, this is one of the first published studies that has been able to explore the 

predictive validity of an SDB scale. Our results call into question the universal 

applicability of approaches such as that of the Crowne and Marlowe (1960) scale. Our 

results clearly demonstrate the need to move beyond the generic to examine the likely 

roots of SDB in particular sets of circumstances. As an example, we find no evidence 

of impression management, but we do find evidence that those individuals whose 

giving is intrinsically motivated by the warm glow accruing from having made a 

charitable contribution are significantly less likely to exaggerate their generosity. It is 

likely that in undertaking their giving such individuals are internally focused and thus 

less likely to see their donations as something that would be of a concern to others.  

 

In the context of postal surveys self deception appears to have the highest positive 

influence on respondents’ over-reporting. This may be explained in part by the work of 

Shang et al. (2008). The authors determined that the act of giving is regarded as a 

moral act and that it can play a role in bolstering an individual’s moral identity. As 

people give they begin to see themselves are more caring, generous, helpful etc. and 

hence more moral. Indeed, giving can be undertaken with the goal of reducing the 

discrepancy between a person’s actual and desired moral identity. Individuals may 

therefore engage in more supportive behaviours such as giving or volunteering time to 

maximize this utility. Of course they might derive similar utility from deceiving 

themselves about the degree to which they have adopted these desirable behaviours. 
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While in the foregoing we focus on moral identity there is now considerable evidence 

that this may be only one identity that accrues by virtue of offering a charitable 

donation. Lee et al. (1999) suggest that the public tend to form multiple identities 

related to being a donor. The degree to which any of these identities are salient would 

be likely to increase engagement with the nonprofit and/or the degree to which an 

individual might deceive themselves about the level of this engagement (Arnett et al., 

2003).  

 

Understanding the determinants of SDB in each form of giving research will be 

essential if the charity sector is to develop accurate measures of giving and in 

particular measures of giving by different sections of the community. While the 

aggregate levels of income reported in charitable accounts now available through 

Guidestar UK provide for the first time an accurate assessment of the sector’s income, 

this data tells us little about the origins of this income and the forms and channels of 

giving that garner this generosity. This additional level of detail is vital to inform 

public policy and it is also vital for charity fundraisers seeking to understand more 

about the behaviour of various supporter segments and the solicitation strategies that 

might be employed with each. There will therefore always be a role for surveys of 

giving and as this work has demonstrated, misreporting in this context is a major 

problem. With 65% of individuals over-reporting their giving and over-reporting to a 

significantly higher degree than individuals under-report, the derivation of accurate 

data is problematic. The current work has expanded our understanding of this dynamic 

and provided an instrument that may now be employed to reduce a significant 

proportion of this error. 
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LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

Despite this contribution a number of limitations are acknowledged. First, we worked 

only with one category of UK charity. The determinants of socially desirable 

responding may vary by context and thus vary by category of cause. While our results 

are persuasive it would be helpful to replicate our findings across different categories 

of charity and cause such as medical, children, environment etc. It would also be 

valuable to explore the utility of our general scale to other modes of giving survey, 

notably telephone and face to face interviewing. As we indicate above it is likely that a 

number of additional dimensions may be relevant and other aspects of our scale would 

therefore offer utility.  

 

Attention should also be devoted to identifying the other determinants of misreporting. 

We explain a comparatively modest proportion of the variation in our dependent 

variable by reference to SDB. While the balance may be to due to a failure of memory 

(Burt and Popple, 1998) our results suggest that this explanation is inadequate. 

Inaccurate recall of the amounts given would reasonably be expected to vary normally 

around the actual level of donation. This is not the case, over-reporting is considerably 

more prevalent. Recent work in psychology suggests that this may be due to ‘false 

consensus’ in that when people fail to recall their behaviour they fill the gap by what 

they consider to be normative and the now well studied, ‘better than average effect’ 

where individuals typically consider themselves to perform better than the average in 

many critical respects (Marks and Miller,1987 ; Epley and Dunning, 2000). 

Determining the other primary reasons for misreporting should be a priority for future 

research.  
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Table 1: Chronological Overview of Key Studies of Social Desirability Bias 
 

Author(s) Method Sample Key findings 

Edwards  
(1957) 

Self administered 
questionnaires 10 judges 

Developed a forced choice inventory of 39 
items – based on the Minnesota Multiphasic 
Personality Inventory. Regarded SDB as a 
facet of personality. 

Crowne and 
Marlowe (1960) Experiments 76; 39 

students 

Developed the Marlowe-Crowne Social 
Desirability Scale. A 33 item scale based on 
list of behaviours that are socially desirable 
but uncommon. 

Strahan and 
Gerbasi (1972) 

Self administered 
questionnaires 361 students 

Developed and validated abbreviated 
versions of the Marlowe-Crowne scale. 
Two 10 item and one 20 item scales. 

Sackheim and Gur 
(1978) 

Self administered 
questionnaires 250 students 

Conceptualised SDB as self-deception and 
other deception. Developed a measurement 
scale comprising 20 items for each 
component. 

Millham and 
Jacobson 
(1978) 

Self administered 
questionnaires 120 students 

Developed a 2 factor model based on 
attribution (claiming socially desirable 
characteristics) and denial (disclaiming 
socially undesirable characteristics) 

Ramanaiah and 
Martin 
(1980) 

Two experiments 62; 243 
students 

Questioned the structure of the Millham and 
Jacobson model. Determined that attribution 
and denial scales are essentially measuring 
the same construct 

Reynolds (1982) Self administered 
questionnaires 608 students 

Developed abbreviated versions of the 
Marlowe-Crowne Scale consisting of 11, 12 
and 13 items. 

Paulhus 
(1984) 

Self administered 
questionnaires 256 students 

Developed a further two factor model based 
on self-deception and impression 
management. This formed the Balanced 
Inventory of Desirable Responding (BIDR). 

Paulhus and John 
(1998) Conceptual paper n/a 

Argued in favour of an alternative 
perspective based on dimensions of  
egoistic and moralistic tendency 

Fisher (2000) Conceptual paper n/a 
Argued that existing measurement scales 
are too general to offer utility. Suggested a 
context specific approach 

Keillor et al (2001) Personal intercept 
interviews 

372 
consumers 

Determined that SDB varies by social 
grouping e.g. ethnicity and socio-economic 
group . 

Leite and Beretvas 
(2005) 

Self report 
questionnaires 394 students 

Compared structures of the Marlowe-
Crowne and BIDR scales. Concluded that 
social desirability bias may be 
multidimensional. 
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Table 2: Model estimation results 
 

Path Covariance Standard errors 
IM ↔ SD 0.195 0.054 
IM ↔ LI 0.269 0.046 
IM ↔ IB 0.065 0.028 
IM↔ DU 0.317 0.058 
IM ↔SNI 0.190 0.058 
SD ↔ LI 0.201 0.048 
SD ↔ EU 0.100 0.035 
SD ↔ DU 0.181 0.049 
SD ↔ SNI 0.356 0.074 
LI ↔ IB 0.117 0.032 
LI ↔ EB 0.186 0.041 
LI ↔ SNI 0.133 0.048 
IB ↔ EB 0.186 0.041 
IB ↔ SNI 0.118 0.041 
EB ↔ SNI 0.857 0.059 
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Figure 1: Measurement model of SDB 
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Figure 2a: Predicting differences between actual and reported giving (for those who 
misreport) 
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Figure 2b: Predicting differences between actual and reported giving (for over 
reporting only) 
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Appendix 1 
 
 
Impression Management 
 

1. I look forward to receiving communications from Charity X (e.g. magazines and reviews of 
progress) 

2. I always take the trouble to read the Charity X’s annual report 
3. I enjoy reading communications from Charity X 
4. I always read the information that he Charity X sends me 

 
Cronbach Alpha: 0.90 
 
Self Deception 
 

1. I believe I give more to Charity X than many Charity X supporters 
2. I would describe myself as a very generous person 

 
Cronbach Alpha: 0.74 
 
Level of Involvement 
 

1. It is really important that everyone in society supports Charity X 
2. I wish more people would support Charity X 
3. The work Charity X does is an important part of my life 
4. Supporting Charity X is really important to me 

 
Cronbach Alpha 0.74 
 
Extrinsic Benefit 
 

1. I feel I receive a tangible benefit from supporting Charity X 
2. I support Charity X in order to be kept up to date on its campaigns 
3. Supporting Charity X gives me access to high quality information about animal welfare 

 
Cronbach Alpha 0.84 
 
Intrinsic Benefit 
 

1. Donating to Charity X makes me feel good 
2. I give to Charity X because I would feel guilty if I didn’t 
3. If I never gave to Charity X I would feel bad about myself 

 
Cronbach Alpha 0.76 
 
Social Norm Influence 
 

1. I like to support causes that I know many other people support 
2. I like to support causes that are well known 
3. I like to support a cause that is well recognised by others 

 
Cronbach Alpha 0.75 
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