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Social Desirability and Indirect Questioning: New insights from the Implicit Association Test
and the Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding

Hendrik Slabbinck, Ghent University, Belgium
Patrick Van Kenhove, Ghent University, Belgium

Contrary to previous studies that treated Social Desirability Bias (SDB) as a one-dimensional construct, the two-dimensional
Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding, revealed that Indirect Questioning (IQ) is not completely free from SDB. IQ avoids egoistic
response tendencies, but not moralistic response tendencies. Furthermore, by combining IQ with the Implicit Association Test (IAT) and
behavioural measures, results indicated that IQ assesses individual differences of both the participant and the third-person, used as subject
in IQ. The immunity to SDB of the IAT is further confirmed. The study topic was physical concern and designer clothes.

Introduction
When asking socially sensitive or delicate questions, respondents will not always reveal their true thoughts and prefer to respond in

a socially correct manner. This discrepancy between someone’s true and reported thoughts is called Social Desirability Bias (SDB) and
can easily lead to faulty conclusions (Tourangeau & Yan, 2007). SDB is even considered one of the major sources of systematic error in
social sciences research (Mick, 1996). Surprisingly, given the importance and omnipresence of SDB, only few marketing researchers have
taken SDB into account in their research (Steenkamp et al., in press). Even, if SDB is considered, most researchers applied (a short form
of) Marlowe and Crowne’s one-dimensional scale (1964). Recent studies, however, indicated that some people are more likely to exhibit
SDB in a communion-related context, associated with love, connectedness, ... whereas other people are more likely to exhibit SDB in an
agency-related context, associated with power, status, …. These two types of SDB are referred to as moralistic (MRT) and egoistic (ERT)
response tendencies (Paulhus & John, 1998). Currently, only Paulhus’ Balanced Inventory of Desirable Responding (BIDR: Paulhus,
1992) is able to distinguish between MRT and ERT.

Instead of assessing SDB, different approaches exist to avoid SDB. Two such approaches are Indirect Questioning (IQ) and the
Implicit Association Test (IAT: Greenwald et al., 1998).

With IQ, sensitive questions are reformulated in the third-person. As such, while respondents are uninhibitedly describing the opinion
of the third-person, they are revealing their own opinion because the respondents’ own opinions serve as their reference point. Despite
its ability to avoid SDB and its simplicity (Fisher, 1993), the validity of IQ is still questioned because respondents could give estimates
of the true answers of the third-person instead of projections of their own thoughts. So far, this question has not yet been fully answered.

The IAT, a response latency task initially developed to measure implicit attitudes, has received a remarkable level of attention to
validity concerns. Several studies also concluded that the IAT is rather immune to SDB (Nosek et al., 2007). However, compared to IQ,
the IAT requires a complex, time consuming administrative procedure. Moreover, the IAT only produces relative measures with arbitrary
zero-points.

Research Objectives and hypotheses
The validity of IQ will be studied by combining an IQ and IAT measure of the same concept. In sum, the first goal of this research

is to provide a firm answer to the question whether and under which circumstances IQ is able to avoid SDB. Second, a large collection
of validity studies involving the IAT (Greenwald et al., in press), is persuasive evidence that the IAT measures something in the person.
Thus, if IQ assesses individual differences of participants and not of the third-person used in IQ, we may expect that the IQ measure will
correlate with the IAT measure, notwithstanding many conceptual differences between the two techniques (Sheldon et al, 2007). Finally,
to test the predictive validity, IQ and IAT should predict behaviour of participants and not of the third-person.

Research Design
A pretest (n=101) revealed that questioning shopping behaviour of designer clothes was most prone to SDB. As such, participants’

physical concern (PhC) was assessed in combination with their possessions of designer clothes (DC). This was done with a 3 X 2 within
subjects design. PhC was assessed with a direct measure (Netemeyer, Burton & Liechtenstein, 1995), the IAT and IQ (Netemeyer et al.‘s
scale, rephrased in the third-person). All measures were counterbalanced. Next, SDB was assessed with the BIDR (Paulhus, 1992). Finally,
several questions were asked about the amount of designer clothes participants possessed. These questions were also rephrased in the third-
person to obtain an IQ measure. Reliabilities of all measures were satisfactory. Data was collected in the context of a methodological
course, resulting in a large sample of 348 undergraduate students.

Results
The first major finding is that IQ is not completely free from SDB. As expected, all direct measures (PhC and DC) were significantly

correlated with ERT and/or MRT. Furthermore, IQ was not correlated with ERT (rPhC-ERT=.01, p>.05; rDC-ERT=-.05; p>.05), but
correlated significantly with MRT (rPhC-MRT=-.12, p<.05; rDC-MRT=-.16, p<.01).
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The second major finding is that IQ is weakly, but significantly correlated with the IAT (r=.14, p<0,05). The correlation between
direct PhC and IAT is comparable (r=.16, p<.05). This indicates that IQ measures at least something in the person. However, analysing
the relation between PhC and DC, reveals that IQ measures also something of the third-person. Indirect PhC correlated only significantly
with indirect DC (rPhC indirect-DC direct=.07, p>.05; rPhC indirect-DC indirect=.2, p<.01), regardless whether IQ measures were controlled
for ERT and MRT. The opposite was true for the direct measures (rPhC direct-DC direct=.33, p<.001; rPhC direct-DC indirect=.10, p<.05).
The IAT measure of PhC was only correlated with direct DC (r =.228, p<.001) and not with indirect DC (r=.06; p >.05).

Discussion and follow-up research
This study clearly demonstrated the added value of the two-dimensional BIDR. The BIDR revealed that IQ only avoids ERT, but

not MRT. Results further confirmed that the IAT is immune to SDB.
Correlation between IQ and IAT indicated that IQ is sensitive to individual differences. However, the lack of correlation between

IQ and behavioural variables demonstrated that IQ also measures something of the third-person. Clearly, more research is needed to clarify
this duality. Currently, a follow-up study is set up in which possible moderators are included. One of these is the perceived similarity
between the participant and the third-person used in IQ (Fisher, 1993). If perceived similarity is low (high), participants could be motivated
to differentiate (assimilate) themselves from (with) the third person, resulting in high ERT (MRT). Furthermore, this study did only assess
behavioural intentions. Follow-up research will also comprise measures of actual behaviour.
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The Scented Winds of Change: Conflicting Notions of Modesty and Vanity among Young
Qatari and Emirati Women
Rana Sobh, Qatar University, Qatar

Russell Belk, York University, Canada
Justin Gressell, American University of Sharjah, United Arab Emirates

Individual clothing choices reflect a person’s conception of social, gender, and religious identities and are means by which wearers
situate themselves socially vis-a-vis established codes of behavior (Gibson 2000; LeBlanc, 2007). Muslim women’s clothing is a visible
form of public consumption, and has been the subject of much debate within social science literatures (for example, Abu-Odeh, 1994; El-
Guindi, 1999a, 1999b; Tarlo, 2005; Ruby, 2006, Gole, 1996, 2002). Modesty in clothing for both men and women is central to Islam. Based
on Islamic teachings a woman for instance should be covered in a way that does not reveal her sexuality in public. She should wear clothes
that cover the body (except face and hands) and which are loose and opaque, neither revealing what is underneath nor delineating sexually
attractive parts of the body (al-Qaradawi 1995:79-87). Other public consumption proscriptions include: perfume, explicit make-up,
tattoos, plastic surgery, and wigs or hairpieces (Al-Albani 1994).

The requirement for modesty in women clothing has been translated into different forms and styles of body and hair coverings in
different countries and also varies from person to person. A large body of work has looked at the diverse meanings and connotations of
the Muslim veil and the practice of hijab in Muslim countries where women decide whether to observe modest dress, including Egypt (e.g.,
El-Guindi, 1999a, 1999b), Turkey (Sandikci and Ger, 2001, 2005, 2007; Secor, 2002; Gole, 2002), Mali (Shultz, 2007), Cote D’Ivoire
(leBlanc, 2000), Indonesia (Jones 2003), South India (Oseall and Osealla, 2007), and London (Tarlo, 2007a, 2007b). Other work has
looked at women’s dress in Muslim countries where women are expected to conform to a black loose outer gown like the abaya or similar
garments worn in Gulf countries, Iran (Balasescu, 2003, 2007), and Yemen (Moors, 2007). However, the black abaya within oil-rich Gulf
countries is embedded in a different contemporary local context and is increasingly associated with status and wealth (Abaza, 2007). As
a result, it has different meanings and connotations from wearing the chador in Iran, the abaya in Yemen, and purdah in South India. In


