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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In this paper, we introduce a novel approach to reduce social-

desirability-driven distortion in consumer surveys that takes advan-
tage of the increasing availability of social networks. The approach 
is based on prior research suggesting that consumers express their 
identity through the choices they make (Belk 1988; Berger & Heath 
2007) and that this choice behavior is typically easily observable to 
their friends (Kenny & Acitelli 2001; Kurtz et al. 2008; Mikulincer 
& Nachshon 1991). We propose that friends’ knowledge about each 
others’ preferences and past behavior can be used to incentivize indi-
viduals to provide more accurate survey responses. Instead of merely 
evoking the social context, as in prior work such as that by Tice et al. 
(1995), the proposed method incorporates the social context in a pure 
coordination game (Schelling 1969). We examine this approach via a 
novel Facebook application, where respondents are rewarded if their 
characterization of their own behavior matches what others believe 
that characterization will be. 

In our proposed coordination game, a respondent and a number 
of his/her friends independently answer the same survey questions, 
but from different viewpoints. The respondent answers a question 
about him/herself (e.g., “Do you exercise regularly?”) while a friend 
answers the question from the perspective of the respondent (e.g., 
“Does ___ exercise regularly?”). The greater the correspondence be-
tween these independent responses, the greater (the probability of re-
ceiving) a monetary reward. An increase in truth-telling is predicted 
if individuals’ behavior is observable to others and particularly pro-
nounced for individuals with higher closeness to a game partner. Due 
to consumers’ self-expression tendency (Belk 1988) and by com-
municating subtle information about themselves to others (Berger 
& Heath 2007), observability of a certain behavior is predicted to 
enhance detection of the truth in the coordination game. Thus, we 
predict higher levels of truth-telling for higher levels of observability 
and higher closeness among participants.

In a first study, we examined the influence of observability and 
closeness among friends on the effectiveness of the game. We re-
cruited 196 participants from a major university for this purpose. 
Participants were asked to respond to a random set of 20 out of 40 
health-related questions on 7-point Likert scales. These questions re-
flected socially desirable behaviors but varied by the level of observ-
ability as assessed in a pretest of 207 subjects from the same popula-
tion. After answering 20 health-related items and completing a filler 
task, respondents learned the mechanics of the coordination game. 
They were asked to invite a subset of their Facebook friends by using 
our Facebook application, knowing that one of them will be asked to 
serve as the observer. In the game, a respondent answered the same 
questions again, but in the context of the coordination game. This 
within-subjects design allowed us to measure the answers of the re-
spondents to the same questions twice, first in the hypothetical con-
text, and second in the context of the coordination game. We calcu-
lated the difference between the answers to the second and first part 
as a measure of this reduction in bias. We calculated this measure at 
the question and individual level. This resulted in a dataset contain-
ing 3,920 cross-clustered observations. In line with our predictions, 
answers in the game-condition were significantly lower compared 

to the standard survey situation. Importantly, we find that both the 
observability of the question and closeness among friends have a 
positive influence on the performance of the game. As predicted, we 
found that the bias-reducing effect of the game is more pronounced 
in situations of high closeness among friends and high observability 
at the question level.

In a next study, we explicitly tested the impact of wrong beliefs 
on respondent’s answers. As the game setting provides incentives to 
match any answers of friends, it can also defer the respondent from 
telling the truth if he or she thinks the answers of the friends are ei-
ther too optimistic or pessimistic. We recruited 121 participants from 
an online consumer panel for this study. Four fifths of the participants 
were routed into a hypothetical survey situation in which they were 
randomly assigned to either the control condition, where they simply 
responded to the survey questions in regular fashion, or to one of 
three conditions where they were introduced to the social approach. 
In these three conditions we manipulated the direction of beliefs to 
either be higher (friends think I behave healthier than I really do), 
lower (friends think I behave less healthy than I really do), or equal 
to the respondent’s self-perception (friends know my true health-
related behavior). A fifth condition served as a benchmark where we 
observed participants’ actual behavior in the task of interest. As the 
task, we asked participants to make a choice between a health- and 
a fun-related video, expecting socially biased responding to result in 
an inflated choice of the health-related video. In the benchmark con-
dition, respondents were told that they would actually have to watch 
the chosen video online. As expected and in line with our hypotheses, 
we found inflated survey responses in the hypothetical survey (the 
control condition) as well as in the situation were friends hold in-
flated beliefs of a respondent. Importantly, participants playing with 
friends holding aligned beliefs matched the actual truth as assessed 
by comparison with the benchmark condition.

Overall, we found converging evidence from a series of both 
field and lab studies that suggest less biased self-reports if health-
related behavior is surveyed in the context of a social coordination 
game which makes the tacit knowledge of social networks regarding 
one’s true health-related behavior salient.

Accurate information about survey respondents’ self-reports on 
their socially desirable behavior is of major interest for physicians, 
health organizations, or governments, and gained considerable atten-
tion in recent consumer research (Campbell & Mohr 2011). It is well 
known, however, that consumers do not always answer such surveys 
truthfully because health related questions can induce socially desir-
able responding (Crowne & Marlowe 1960; Kristiansen & Harding 
1984). Evidence shows that individuals tend to over report their phys-
ical activity and under report the amount of food intake (Adams et al. 
2005), a practice that is believed to have considerably increased dur-
ing the last two decades (McFerran et al. 2010). Thus, investigating 
ways to debias survey or stated preference data has a long tradition in 
marketing research (e.g. Miller et al. 2011). In this paper, we propose 
a novel approach to reduce distortion in health-related surveys that 
takes advantage of the increasing availability of social networks. Our 
approach is based on the theory of the extended self (Belk 1988), 
which postulates that a respondent’s behavior is articulated through 
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previous choices and observable from a friend’s perspective. We use 
this knowledge of a respondent’s friends to incentivize truth-telling 
in a survey context. Specifically, we ask respondents to participate in 
a pure coordination game (Schelling 1969) where they are rewarded 
if their assessment of their own behavior matches what observers 
believe they will respond. 

In our proposed game, a respondent and the friends simultane-
ously answer the same Likert scale survey question from different 
viewpoints. The respondent answers a survey question about himself 
(e.g. “Do you exercise regularly?”) while observers answer the same 
question from the perspective of the respondent (e.g. “Does the re-
spondent XY exercise regularly?”). If both provide a similar answer, 
they increase the likelihood of receiving a payoff. Our game mirrors 
what is known as pure coordination game in the behavioral game 
theory literature (Schelling 1969). In these games, players simul-
taneously decide on their strategy/answer, whereas no interaction 
between them is allowed or possible. An equal payoff is provided 
to both players if their answers match. Players receive no payoff if 
their answers diverge. Hence, if the respondent believes that there is 
a probability higher than chance that the observer will pick the true 
answer then it can be theoretically shown, that the game will lead 
to a greater motive to tell the truth. It follows from the previous de-
scription that the game can only provide incentives for truth-telling 
if the observer knows the truth to a certain degree. Knowledge about 
the truth will be greater to the extent that the behavior recorded of 
the respondent is visible to others. According to the notion of the 
extended self and the self-expression tendency of consumers (Belk 
1988), behavior is relatively visible at least in certain domains. Indi-
viduals’ possessions, the products they buy, and their personal pref-
erences communicate subtle information about their desired self to 
others (Belk 1988; Berger & Heath 2007). These subtle signals are 
oftentimes correctly decoded from publicly consumed products and 
inferences are drawn regarding the possessors’ individual traits and 
characteristics (Berger & Heath 2007; Ferraro, Escalas, & Bettman 
2011). 

This will be particularly the case if the behavior in question is 
generally observable to others. Hence, we put forward the following 
first hypothesis: H1: The more observable a surveyed behavior is, 
the higher the external validity of answers provided in a coordination 
game setting. However, the effectiveness of the proposed coordina-
tion game is not only dependent on the degree of observability of 
a respective behavior but also on the closeness among friends, as 
close friends are more likely to observe a focal respondent’s behav-
ior as sensitive information is shared primarily among close friends 
(Kenny & Acitelli 2001). Publicly observable behavior is a neces-
sary precondition within our proposed truth-telling game to draw 
inferences about a consumers’ behavior. Based on previous research, 
physical activity and health-related behavior was shown to be gener-
ally publicly observable for others (Trost et al. 2002). With regard 
to the degree of closeness among friends, it is noteworthy that it 
has been shown recently that friends derive accurate estimates of 
a focal persons’ attitude and behavior (Kurtz et al. 2008) due to the 
fact that friendship ties are inherently constituted by self-disclosure 
among friends (Derlega et al. 1976; Mikulincer & Nachshon 1991). 
Hence, we propose: H2: The higher the degree of closeness between 
the respondent and the observer, the higher the external validity of 
answers provided in a coordination game setting.

Based on a series of these four studies, we provide novel evi-
dence that this approach makes people more likely to admit to so-
cially undesirable truths about their health behavior. In addition, we 
define three conditions under which the proposed social approach 
can improve truth-telling: (1) if the respondent’s behavior is observ-

able, (2) if the observer is represented by a close friend, and (3), 
if the focal respondent’s and observer’s beliefs about the focal re-
spondents’ behavior are aligned. Finally, we find that our proposed 
approach can also be applied to choice questions in addition to Likert 
scale questions, stressing the generalizability of the approach to dif-
ferent survey formats. A limitation of our studies is that data col-
lection in the field studies was performed over Facebook. We also 
acknowledge that the performance of the game might differ in other 
social environments and with survey questions from other subject 
areas than health-related behavior. However, due to the consistency 
and magnitude of our revealed effects, we expect results from other 
contexts to be in line with our findings. Our research particularly 
addresses a recent call for more elaborate research methods on mea-
suring consumer’s behavior in ubiquitous online environments such 
as Facebook.
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