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NAMES OF MEASURES AND  
SOCIAL DESIRABILITY CONCERNS
The name of a measure is generally meant to communicate its content. For example, the 
RSES (1965) is a measure of self-esteem.

  Try This Now

What problems can you see with telling participants that they are 
going to take a test that measures self-esteem even if you don’t use 
the full name of the scale?

Scale names or labels may communicate information about the measures that set 
up unwanted expectancies, that is, demand characteristics. A demand characteristic 
involves some component of the research process that unintentionally influences the 
participants’ responses (see Chapter 3). You may not want participants to know pre-
cisely what you are assessing, a kind of passive deception (see Chapter 4), because it may 
change the nature of their responses. Often researchers are concerned that respondents 
will answer in a manner that is more socially desirable (as defined in Chapter 1), which 
occurs when participants modify their responses to present themselves more favorably. 
Changing the name of the measure on the survey may eliminate this kind of demand 
characteristic; another approach is to provide a label without any content (e.g., Scale 1), 
or no label at all. A measure of managers’ competence might become “Managers and 
Their Work.”

Measures of Social Desirability

Most people want to be perceived favorably. We may modify our answers to present 
ourselves more favorably (e.g., smarter or less biased) than in truth we are. Researchers 
who administer measures on personal qualities and social issues where social desirability 
may play a role (e.g., sexual behavior or racism) typically include a measure of social 
desirability. Such measures allow researchers to assess the degree to which respondents 
typically answer in a favorable manner. Then, the total score on this measure is used as 
a control, called a covariate, in the analyses. In the case of a social desirability measure, 
what you are essentially saying (statistically) is that once you have controlled for people’s 
socially desirable responses you can see the “true” relationship between the IV and DV. 
Using a covariate helps us reduce error variance. Common measures of social desirability 

Covariate: 
variable that 
can affect the 
relationship 
between the 
dependent 
variable and the 
independent 
variables being 
assessed.


