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Policy capturing was used to identify and quantify subjects’ use not only of relevant factors
but of socially desirable factors as well. The technique revealed how a subject weighted a socially
undesirable factor in a manner which he/she was either not willing or not able to convey in a
more direct ranking procedure. Not only did policy capturing allow us to identify reliance on
such a factor in terms of a significant beta weight, it also gave us an estimate of its relative con-
tribution to the individual’s decision-making strategy.

The tendency for an individual to respond on an inven-
tory or questionnaire so as to be portrayed in a desirable
manner is a well-documented phenomenon (Edwards,
1957; Smith, 1975). Although the tendency to describe
oneself in desirable terms may contribute in some instances
to the validity of the instrument (i.e., self-esteem mea-
surement), responses reflecting ‘“‘social desirability’’ most
frequently are unwelcome in the data-gathering situation.
Nunnally (1967) suggested that responses reflecting so-
cial desirability may be the result mainly of response styles
and/or individual differences in the tendency to ‘‘fake
good.”” Because both of these sources of reactive response
are usually unrelated to the purpose of the instrument,
they tend to contaminate any data obtained, rendering
tenuous subsequent interpretations. In discussing the
sources of social desirability, Nunnally states:

There is enough circumstantial evidence to show that. ..a
large share of its (social desirability) variance con-
cerns. . . traits such as self-knowledge and frankness. Un-
fortunately, we do not know how to measure these com-
ponents separately . .. (p. 481)

The basic problem in dealing with social desirability lies
in the very detection of its occurrence. The investigator
often is not sure when it is present and, even in rare in-
stances when it does appear to be operating, it is difficult
to estimate its magnitude. The purpose of this paper is
to show how a policy-capturing technique might be used
to deal with this problem.
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METHOD

Subjects
The subjects were 15 undergraduate volunteers majoring in psy-
chology.

Instrument

Profiles of hypothetical college students were formed by generating
a factorial arrangement of five dichotomized factors. These factors were
reasons a student might use in deciding whether or not to take a certain
course: interest in psychology, fulfillment of degree requirements, worth-
while learning experience, easy grade, and friends in the course. In each
hypothetical student profile, a high or low level of influence exerted
in the decision to take a course was indicated for each of the five fac-
tors. Five factors dichotomized in this manner yield 32 combinations
or profiles. One of the profiles is given in Figure 1.

The rationale for choosing these specific factors lies in the degree
to which each seems to lend itself to simulating socially desirable
responses. Whereas the first three factors are likely to be recognized
by students as socially acceptable reasons for taking a course, the ‘‘easy
grade’’ and ‘‘friends in course’’ factors are more likely to be seen as
socially undesirable.

Tasks

Policy-capturing task. The subjects were informed that the profiles
indicated the extent to which each of the five factors influenced, to a
high or low degree, 32 students’ decisions to take a course. The sub-
jects used a 5-point scale to indicate the extent to which the course-taking

Factor Levels of Influence
1. Interest in psychology High
2. To fulfill degree requirements Low
3. As a worthwhile learning experience Low
4. To get an easy grade High
5. My friends are in this course Low

Figure 1. An example of a profile consisting of the five factors
and the degree of influence exerted (high or low) in the decision to
take a course.
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Table 1
Results of the Point-Distribution Task for Groups Assigning
or Not Assigning Points to the “Easy Grade” Factor

No Points Points
Group Group
Interest in psychology 27.4 379
Learning experience 31.0 26.2
Fulfillment of requirements 40.0 18.3
Easy grade 0.0 16.7
Friends in course 1.6 9

Note—For each group, N = 6. Percents are used because the total of -

the means does not add up to 100 since the total number of points as-
signed by some subjects did not equal 100.

policy of each student profile was similar to that of the subject, with
5 indicating ‘‘very similar’’ and 1 indicating ‘‘not at all similar.”

Point-distribution task. The subjects were also asked to distribute
100 points among the five factors indicating each factor’s relative im-
portance in their own decision to take a course.

Analysis

The subjects were split into two groups. One group consisted of those
subjects who indicated that an easy grade was not an important reason
for taking a course by not distributing any points to the ‘‘easy grade’’
factor; the other group consisted of those subjects who admitted that
this factor influenced their course-taking decision by allocating at least
10 points to this factor. Data from 3 subjects were eliminated from the
analysis because they allocated more than O but less than 10 points to
the ‘‘easy grade’’ factor. A second grouping variable, based on sub-
jects’ differential allocation of points to the other socially undesirabie
factor, ‘‘friends in course,”’ was precluded when only 2 subjects were
found to have allocated points (both less than 10) to this factor.

In order to examine each subject’s course-selection policy with respect
to the five factors, a squared multiple correlation (R?) was obtained by
regressing with subject’s response on the five factors, with ‘‘easy grade”
being omitted from the equation. Thus, the increment in R? added to
the other four factors was generated for the “‘easy grade’’ variable. The
.05 probability level was used in conjunction with a stepwise solution.

RESULTS

The results of the point-distribution task can be found
in Table 1. Two distributions of points, one for those 6
subjects who assigned points to the ‘‘easy grade’’ factor
and one for the 6 subjects who did not assign points to
this factor, are presented.

Table 2
Total R?, R? Increment for “Easy Grade,” Sign
of Beta Statistic, and Incremental F Ratio for
Subjects Distributing Points to “Easy Grade”

R? R? Increment Beta Incremental

Subject  Total Easy Grade Sign F Ratio

1 .87 12 Pos 24.9%

2 .81 13 Pos 18.5%

3 .89 01 Pos 2.5

4 .86 .01 Pos 1.9

5 .88 .14 Pos 31.5%

6 83 .03 Pos 4.7%

* < .0l fp < .05

Table 3
Total R?, R? Increment for “Easy Grade,” Sign of Beta
Statistic, and Incremental F Ratio for Subjects
Distributing No Points to “Easy Grade”

R? R? Increment  Beta Incremental

Subject  Total Easy Grade Sign F Ratio

7 .81 31 Neg 44.0*

8 75 04 Neg 4.3%

9 .86 03 Neg 5.8%

10 .89 02 Neg 4.9t

11 .56 14 Pos 8.6*
12 .56 01 Neg <1.0

* < .0l. fp < .05.

The results of the incremental F test for ‘‘easy grade’’
in each subject’s equation are presented in Tables 2 and 3.
As expected, all of the subjects who distributed points to
‘‘easy grade’’ (Table 2) produced positive betas for this
factor, of which four were significant at the .05 level. This
suggests that hypothetical profiles containing this factor
appeared more similar to their own than did profiles not
containing this factor.

Table 3 shows that 5 of the 6 subjects who did not dis-
tribute points to the ‘‘easy grade”’ factor produced nega-
tive beta weights, indicating that they saw this factor as
a significant negative influence. For one subject, the direc-
tion of the beta weight on this factor was positive and con-
trary to what was reported during the point-distribution
task, suggesting that this subject was indeed influenced
by the ‘‘easy grade’’ factor in a manner quite different
from what he was willing to admit.

DISCUSSION

These findings illustrate how the elegant descriptive capacity of the
policy-capturing technique enables the researcher to identify and quan-
tify subjects’ use not only of relevant factors but of social desirability
factors as well. The technique revealed how a subject weighted a so-
cially undesirable factor in a manner which he/she was either not will-
ing or not able to convey in a more direct ranking procedure. Not only
did policy capturing allow us to identify reliance on such a factor in
terms of a significant beta weight, it also gave us an estimate of its rela-
tive contribution to the individual’s decision-making strategy.

Clearly, the subtle, indirect nature of the policy-capturing technique
suggests its potential for application in a wide variety of situations where
more direct means of attitude or interest measurement are subject to
social desirability effects.

REFERENCES

Epwarbps, A. L. (1957). The social desirability variable in personality
assessment and research. New York: Holt.

NuNaLLy, J. C. (1967). Psychometric theory. New York: McGraw-Hill.

SmitH, H. W.(1975). Strategies of social research: The methodologi-
cal imagination. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

(Manuscript received for publication June 15, 1985.)




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFA1B:2005
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<


    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>



    /HUN <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 6.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 6.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>


    /SKY <>

    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>

    /ENU <FEFF004a006f0062006f007000740069006f006e007300200066006f00720020004100630072006f006200610074002000440069007300740069006c006c0065007200200039002000280039002e0034002e00350032003600330029002e000d00500072006f006400750063006500730020005000440046002000660069006c0065007300200077006800690063006800200061007200650020007500730065006400200066006f00720020006f006e006c0069006e0065002e000d0028006300290020003200300031003100200053007000720069006e006700650072002d005600650072006c0061006700200047006d006200480020>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice




