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Abstract
We investigated individual differences in faking in simulated high-stakes personality assessments through the lens of expec-
tancy (VIE) theory, using a novel experimental paradigm. Three hundred ninety-eight participants (MTurk) completed a 
“low-stakes” HEXACO personality assessment for research purposes. Three months later, we invited all 398 participants 
to compete for an opportunity to complete a genuine, well-paid, one-off MTurk job, and 201 accepted. After viewing the 
selection criteria, which described high levels of perfectionism as critical for selection, these participants completed the 
HEXACO personality assessment as part of their applications (“high-stakes”). All 201 participants were then informed their 
applications were successful and were invited to complete the performance task, with 189 accepting the offer. The task, 
which involved checking text data for inconsistencies, captured two objective performance criteria. We observed faking on 
measures of diligence and perfectionism. We found that perceived job desirability (valence) was the strongest (positive) 
determinant of individual differences in faking, along with perceived instrumentality and expectancy. Honesty-humility was 
also associated with faking however, unexpectedly, the association was positive. When all predictors were combined, only 
perceived job desirability remained a significant motivational determinant of faking, with cognitive ability also being a posi-
tive predictor. We found no evidence that cognitive ability moderated the relations of motivation and faking. To investigate 
the role of faking on predictive validity, we split the sample into those who had faked to a statistically large extent, and those 
who had not. We found that the validity of high-stakes assessments was higher amongst the group that had faked.
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Supported by overwhelming evidence that describes the 
associations between personality traits and key work 

behaviors (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Pletzer et al., 2019; Tett 
et al., 1991), self-report personality assessments are often 
used to aid personnel selection (Kantrowitz et al., 2018). 
Nonetheless, many practitioners and researchers suspect that 
such measures are susceptible to “faking” behavior by appli-
cants (e.g., Hough & Oswald, 2008; Morgeson et al., 2007). 
In this context, faking refers to a job applicant adopting a 
response set that (a) is designed to make a positive impres-
sion on a prospective employer, and (b) produces scores on 
the assessment that are different from his or her true person-
ality scores (Ziegler et al., 2011). It is generally acknowl-
edged that applicants do not all fake to the same extent nor 
in all application circumstances (Donovan et al., 2003; Robie 
et al., 2007), and a line of research has been dedicated to try 
to understand the individual (who) and contextual (when) 
factors that are most likely to trigger faking. In this study, 
we contribute to this line of research by examining motiva-
tional determinants of faking, through the lens of Vroom’s 
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(1964) expectancy (VIE) theory, as adapted by Ellingson 
and McFarland (2011).

In addition to the debate about the causes of faking, 
there is also uncertainty regarding the impact of faking on 
the validity of self-report assessments. Some have argued 
that any situationally induced discrepancy between true 
and observed scores represents a loss of construct valid-
ity of the personality measure, and thus, it is assumed 
that faking would ultimately undermine criterion-related 
validity (Heggestad, 2011; Mueller-Hanson et al., 2003; 
Rosse et al., 1998; Tett & Simonet, 2021). By contrast, 
others have argued that faking, rather than being decep-
tive, is a form of adaptive self-presentation that is indica-
tive of social intelligence, or a transparent signal that the 
applicant desires the job. According to this perspective, 
discrepancies between true and observed scores induced 
by the selection situation represent signals of better per-
formance at work and therefore criterion-relation validity 
of the assessment would be unaffected or improved by 
faking (e.g., Hogan, 2005; Marcus et al., 2020; Morgeson 
et al., 2007). Others, still, suggest that both mechanisms 
could feasibly be at play simultaneously in a single sam-
ple, potentially yielding no net effect of faking on validity 
(Marcus, 2009). Altogether, the data necessary to evalu-
ate the effects of faking on criterion validity are scarce 
and thus researchers often use simulations to estimate 
the effects of faking (e.g., Converse et al., 2009; Komar 
et al., 2008). Through this study, we contribute to this 
line of research by directly measuring faking and task per-
formance from the same sample, allowing for a rare and 

important investigation of the extent of differential validity 
attributable to faking.

Finally, we note that a vast volume of research into fak-
ing, and especially that which seeks to discover the indi-
vidual and situational determinants of it, has relied on “clas-
sical” laboratory designs. In typical applications of these 
designs, faking is induced by having participants imagine 
they have applied for a desirable job. As we explain later 
in detail, these designs help inform questions of how much 
people can fake but are less useful for examining faking in 
context. Accordingly, in this investigation, we contribute to 
the study of faking by introducing an enhanced laboratory 
design that aims to simulate a job application setting more 
realistically than classical designs. All hypotheses and the 
research question are summarized in Fig. 1.

Preamble

Owing to the fact that research on faking has revealed that 
individuals are very sensitive to the contextual relevance and 
desirability of certain traits (Dunlop et al., 2012; Hughes 
et al., 2021), and that the job context can affect the traits 
on which people fake most of all (Furnham, 1990; Pauls 
& Crost, 2005; Raymark & Tafero, 2009), it pays to first 
explain this study’s context and how we expected it to influ-
ence the manifestation of faking. In brief, we conducted 
this study in the context of a crowdsourcing platform, Ama-
zon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), and designed a competitive 
application for an opportunity to complete a well-paying 
task very similar in form to those often completed on MTurk 

Fig. 1   A summary of the hypotheses and exploratory research question for this study, in which diligence and perfectionism were perceived as 
selection criteria
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(Schmidt, 2015). Based on our description of the work, we 
expected that it would activate two facets of conscientious-
ness (Tett & Burnett, 2003): diligence and perfectionism. 
Diligence refers to one’s tendency to work hard (Lee & 
Ashton, 2004) and is arguably relevant to nearly all types 
of work. Perfectionism refers to one’s attentiveness to detail 
and, in our study, was signaled clearly as a desired worker 
characteristic that we would be selecting for. Thus, to opera-
tionalize faking, we focused on these two traits. Using faking 
on these traits, we investigated the motivational determinants 
of faking as they are described in the VIE theory (Ellingson 
& McFarland, 2011).

Understanding Individual Differences 
in Faking Through the Lens of VIE Theory

In seeking to understand the motivational factors that pre-
dispose some people to fake more than others, Ellingson and 
McFarland (2011) undertook a review of the literature focus-
ing on hypothesized individual determinants of faking and 
integrated their findings using Vroom’s (1964) Expectancy 
(“VIE”) theory as a framework. These authors noted that 
faking represents a behavior that, if performed successfully, 
would be very clearly associated with receiving an extrin-
sic outcome. Accordingly, VIE theory, which has shown to 
predict other behaviors in the presence of extrinsic rewards, 
provides a simplifying framework that integrates the wide 
variety of specific predictors of faking that have been pro-
posed or studied in the past.

VIE theory draws a distinction between level-one out-
comes, namely performance of the behavior (in the context 
of faking, providing responses to the personality question-
naire that would be seen as desirable by a hiring committee) 
and level-two outcomes, or the resultant extrinsic reward 
(receiving a job offer). For an individual applicant to be 
motivated to fake, as opposed to engaging in an alterna-
tive behavior (e.g., respond honestly, withdraw an applica-
tion) several conditions must be met. First, to satisfy the 
Valence condition, both the level-one outcome (i.e., pro-
viding desirable responses) and the extrinsic reward (i.e., 
receiving a job offer) must be regarded as more desirable 
than the alternatives. Second, to satisfy the Instrumentality 
condition, providing desirable responses must be perceived 
as somehow conducive to receiving the level-two outcome. 
Third, to satisfy the Expectancy condition, respondents 
must believe they are likely to be successful in achieving 
the level-one outcome (i.e., providing desirable responses). 
Despite numerous citations, indicating a strong belief in its 
propositions, the VIE framework has rarely been tested in 
its entirety with respect to faking on personality assessments 
(Bott et al., 2010; Komar, 2013). Below, we discuss each of 

these three conditions separately and present our hypotheses 
in relation to each individually.

Valence

Valence refers to an outcome’s desirability or the anticipated 
satisfaction when receiving the outcome, relative to alterna-
tive outcomes. At level 2, in the context of a competitive 
opportunity, valence can be construed as the perceived desir-
ability of that opportunity, where the alternative outcome 
is one where the opportunity is not granted. In line with 
this, several models have proposed perceived desirability 
of a job (the job being the level-two outcome) as a determi-
nant of faking (Goffin & Boyd, 2009; McFarland & Ryan, 
2000; Snell et al., 1999). Using VIE theory, Bott et al. (2010) 
operationalized valence as the perceived desirability of a 
hypothetical job in a classical lab study of faking, but they 
did not observe any association of this variable with faking. 
By contrast, Komar (2013) found that job desirability was 
a key determinant of the motivation to fake in her first two 
studies, but, again, it was not associated with actual faking 
behavior in a third study that used a classical lab design.

Other studies have manipulated valence experimentally. 
Roess and Roche (2017) found that respondents asked to 
imagine applying for their “dream” job returned higher 
scores on the Big Five than those imagining an unattractive 
job. This study, however, did not include a low-stakes con-
dition (i.e., with “honest” responses), so faking across the 
job conditions could not be measured directly. By contrast, 
Dunlop et al. (2015) used a mixed design that included a 
low-stakes assessment. These authors manipulated valence 
by contrasting a condition where participants imagined they 
were unemployed and desperate for work (higher valence) 
to one where participants imagined they were employed in 
a satisfactory job and were just testing the market (lower 
valence). These authors found, however, that this manipula-
tion had only very small effects on faking.

Altogether, it remains somewhat unclear precisely what 
role that the perceived desirability of a job opportunity plays 
in motivating faking. Previous lab studies may have yielded 
conflicting evidence because perceptions of job desirabil-
ity are often induced through hypothetical situations that 
are perhaps difficult for participants to truly conceptualize. 
In real job application settings, however, people may have 
access to multiple job opportunities, and these may vary 
organically in their desirability when compared to the oppor-
tunities portrayed in typical lab studies. Accordingly, we 
followed the lead of the VIE model and, using perceived job 
desirability as a direct measure of level 2 valance, proposed:

H1a: Perceived job desirability is positively associated 
with faking on the diligence and perfectionism scales.

1217Journal of Business and Psychology (2022) 37:1215–1233
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In addition to the extrinsic outcome, VIE theory pro-
poses that valence evaluations are also pertinent to the level 
1 behavior. For some, responding to a personality question-
naire in a desirable manner rather than genuine way may 
be inherently less satisfying than it is for others. Although 
valence in this respect has been captured in lab studies 
involving hypothetical job applications (McFarland & Ryan, 
2006) accurately capturing, during a real job application, 
applicants’ perceived desirability of faking is likely to be dif-
ficult to achieve. Thus, instead of directly measuring valence 
of faking, researchers have examined stable traits relating to 
moral character, namely integrity, personal ethics, honesty-
humility, and (low) Machiavellianism that authors consider 
to be plausible indicators of the proclivity to view faking 
as relatively less desirable (Ellingson & McFarland, 2011; 
Goffin & Boyd, 2009; Roulin et al., 2015; Snell et al., 1999). 
Empirical research using classical lab studies has revealed 
mixed evidence regarding the role of these moral traits in 
driving faking. In an early investigation of individual dif-
ferences in faking, McFarland and Ryan (2000) observed a 
negative association of faking-good with participants’ integ-
rity. Similarly, honesty-humility was found by J.A. Komar 
(2013) to be negatively correlated with faking intentions. 
Bott et al. (2010), however, did not observe an association 
of integrity with participants’ trait score elevations for a 
hypothetical job application assessment, and Schilling et al. 
(2020), using a similar classical lab design, also did not find 
associations with honesty-humility with faking. Further, 
more recently, in a study of real applicants to fire-fighter jobs 
who participated in a research project 3 months after their 
applications, Holtrop et al. (2021) did not observe a rela-
tion of faking in the job application with honesty-humility; 
however, we note that very little faking was observed in that 
study overall. Nonetheless, following the VIE model, here 
we examined whether those with a greater trait-like pro-
clivity to deceive were more motivated to fake and test the 
following hypothesis:

H1b: Honesty-humility is negatively associated with fak-
ing on the diligence and perfectionism scales.

Instrumentality

In the context of the present study, instrumentality refers 
to the respondents’ perceptions that providing desirable 
responses to a personality questionnaire would be neces-
sary for receiving the job offer. Ellingson and McFarland 
(2011) proposed that instrumentality perceptions would be 
higher among respondents who believed that other appli-
cants would be faking their responses. Holtrop et al. (2021) 
asked their sample of firefighter applicants to estimate the 
percentage of the applicant pool who had responded com-
pletely honestly, managed impressions a little, and outright 

fabricated their responses to the personality questionnaire 
that was used for selection. Although these researchers found 
that this “faking norm” variable was not associated with 
observed faking, again, there was very little faking observed 
in their study overall. Thus, in line with VIE theory, here we 
repeat the endeavor, and hypothesize that:

H2a: Participants’ estimates of the proportion of the 
applicants who respond dishonestly are positively asso-
ciated with faking on the diligence and perfectionism 
scales.

In their experimental study, Bott et al. (2010) measured 
perceived instrumentality more directly by asking partici-
pants whether obtaining a high score would increase the 
chances of being hired, and found that these perceptions 
were indeed positively associated with faking-good. In our 
study, we take a similar approach to the measurement of 
instrumentality and hypothesize:

H2b: Perceived instrumentality is positively associated 
with faking on the diligence and perfectionism scales.

Expectancy

The belief that one can successfully respond to a personality 
questionnaire in a manner that a hiring committee regards 
as desirable reflects a respondent’s perceived expectancy. 
In describing the antecedents of lower expectancy, Elling-
son and McFarland (2011) identified characteristics of the 
assessment processes, including the presence of warnings 
(Dwight & Donovan, 2003; Fan et al., 2012), and of the 
assessment itself, such as forced-choice response formats 
(Cao & Drasgow, 2019). Indeed, both sets of characteristics 
have been shown to be very effective tools for reducing the 
prevalence of faking behavior. In this investigation, how-
ever, we were interested in observing individual differences 
in, rather than situational determinants of, expectancy and 
therefore used a single-stimulus assessment format (i.e., 
one such as a Likert scale where respondents answer each 
item, or stimulus, independently), without any warning, to 
maximize the opportunity for these individual differences to 
manifest. Accordingly, we measured expectancy perceptions 
directly, hypothesizing the following:

H3a: Perceived expectancy is positively associated with 
faking on the diligence and perfectionism scales.

We also examined a facet of trait self-monitoring as a 
stable indicator of expectancy. Self-monitoring describes 
the extent to which individuals observe and adjust their 
own behavior in response to situational demands or social 
appropriateness (Snyder, 1974). In the context of applying 
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for work, individuals who are adept at self-monitoring are 
thought to recognize the way they portray themselves to the 
hiring organization and adjust their responses to create a 
strong impression (Ellingson & McFarland, 2011; Goffin 
& Boyd, 2009; Marcus, 2009). Studies using classical lab 
paradigms have found weak positive associations with fak-
ing and self-monitoring (e.g., McFarland & Ryan, 2000; 
Raymark & Tafero, 2009). We are not aware of any field 
study that has examined self-monitoring as a predictor of 
faking. In line with the approach of Raymark and Tafero 
(2009), we focused on a narrower facet of self-monitoring, 
in this case, the perceived ability to modify self-presentation 
(henceforth abbreviated to “self-presentation”). This facet 
captures individuals’ self-assessed ability to adjust their 
behavior strategically; the very essence of faking. As it is 
framed as a perceived ability, we position it as an indicator 
of expectancy, and hypothesize that:

H3b: Perceived ability to modify self-presentation is 
positively associated with faking on the diligence and 
perfectionism scales.

Ability to Fake

While the VIE factors described above are expected to deter-
mine a person’s motivation to fake, motivation alone may not 
be sufficient for a person to fake, specifically, in an effective 
manner. In measurement terms, effective attempts at faking 
are those that result in respondents increasing their standing 
on the criterion-relevant personality scales during a high-
stakes assessment, relative to their “honest” assessment. 
Some people that are highly motivated to fake may, however, 
lack the requisite ability to adopt an effective faking strat-
egy, as opposed to an ineffective one. For example, such an 
individual might adjust their responses to some items from a 
desired scale to yield higher scores, but also adjust responses 
to other items from that scale to yield lower scores. Thus, 
Ellingson and McFarland (2011; see also Snell et al., 1999) 
proposed that, in addition to being motivated to fake, faking 
effectively would require a respondent to possess the requi-
site ability to identify and select responses to the assessment 
that are the most desirable. In other words, absent the ability 
to fake effectively, a high motivation to fake would merely 
lead to “faked” scale scores that are statistically indistin-
guishable from honest scale scores or, in particularly inef-
fective cases, scores that are even lower in desirability than 
honest scores. Similarly, absent a motivation to fake, very 
little faking—effective or otherwise—would be expected, 
notwithstanding a person’s ability.

The role that ability plays in driving faking behavior has 
been investigated empirically. For example, several studies 
have suggested that those higher on cognitive ability tend to 
be better able to identify context-relevant criteria, and fake 

to these more effectively (Buehl et al., 2019; Geiger et al., 
2018; König et al., 2006). Further, a recent meta-analysis 
by Schilling et al. (2021) investigated the relation of cogni-
tive ability and trait scale scores in situations where people 
would be expected to fake (in lab studies with faking instruc-
tions, and in real job applications). These authors found that 
people higher on cognitive ability tended to produce more 
desirable personality profiles (e.g., being more conscien-
tious, emotionally stable) in these assessment situations. 
Of note, however, was that these associations of ability and 
personality scores were stronger in lab samples (ρ ranged 
from 0.161 to 0.249) when compared to field samples (ρ 
ranged from 0.078 to 0.153).1 One possible explanation for 
the larger effect sizes in the lab samples is that the typical lab 
study of faking will induce high levels of motivation to fake 
among participants (e.g., through very explicit instructions 
to fake or to imagine a highly desirable job; high valence), 
whereas in field samples, respondents will vary more organi-
cally in their motivation. In other words, consistent with an 
ability × motivation interaction as per VIE theory, the effects 
of ability on faking are most pronounced when there is little 
doubt that motivation to fake in a sample is high, but less 
pronounced when motivation is more varied.

An advantage of the repeated measures design employed 
in the present study is that it is possible to measure faking 
directly through score differences, rather than indirectly by 
examining the desirability of responses in one condition only 
(Schilling et al., 2021). Thus, here we are able to exam-
ine cognitive ability as a moderator of relations between 
motivation and faking behavior itself. We investigate the 
moderating role of ability with the different measures of 
VIE individually through the following general hypothesis:

H4: Cognitive ability will moderate the relations of the 
VIE factors with faking on the diligence and perfection-
ism scales, such that these relations will be stronger for 
those with higher cognitive ability.

Impact of Faking on Criterion‑Related Validity

Finally, competing theoretical perspectives have suggested 
that faking will introduce to personality scores criterion-
irrelevant (Heggestad, 2011; Tett & Simonet, 2021), crite-
rion-relevant information (Hogan, 2005), or a combination 
of the two (Marcus, 2009). Several lab studies found that 
scores collected under simulated job application conditions 
demonstrated relatively lower criterion-related validity 
than scores from low-stakes assessments (Bing et al., 2011; 
Christiansen et al., 2005; Mueller-Hanson et al., 2003). In 

1  We excluded openness from the reported ranges because this trait is 
a known correlate of cognitive ability.
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a field study, Donovan et al. (2014) examined a group of 
applicants who completed an assessment for both selection 
and, after being hired, training purposes. They found that 
some applicants produced substantially higher scores on the 
selection assessment than the training assessment, and these 
individuals had lower performance levels than those whose 
scores were similar in both assessments. Similarly, Peterson 
et al. (2011) found, in a sample of applicants, that faking on 
a conscientiousness scale undermined its negative associa-
tion with a self-reported measure of counterproductive work 
behaviors.

Nonetheless, other research has revealed evidence that 
faking can improve the criterion validity of an assessment. 
Buehl et al. (2019) compared the associations of academic 
performance and interview ratings collected under two con-
ditions: a simulated application setting, and a low-stakes 
setting. They found that the “application” interview ratings 
were stronger predictors of academic performance, and that 
academic performance was also associated with the extent to 
which participants enhanced their interview responses from 
low-stakes to the application condition. Similarly, Huber 
et al. (2021) observed stronger correlations of some self-
reported personality measures with a range of criteria when 
those measures were administered under conditions where 
participants were either instructed to fake, or incentivized 
to do so. In both studies, the authors attributed the higher 
validity of “faked” scores, compared to “honest” scores to 
the introduction of cognitive ability content into the con-
structs being assessed.

Because of the conflicting findings, in this study, we 
adopt an exploratory approach to investigating how faking 
affects criterion validity.

Enhancing Faking Research Design

As the theoretical review above suggests, faking is inves-
tigated in many ways and the strengths and directions of 
some effects seem to differ depending on the study’s design. 
We would argue that the progression of faking theory has 
been hampered by the challenges inherent to studying the 
phenomenon in context. For example, classical lab studies 
of faking involving imagined job application, “fake good,” 
or a prize for the “best response” manipulations reveal that 
faking is clearly possible, but not the extent to which, why, 
nor when it occurs in practice. By contrast, approaches that 
compare applicant samples to non-applicant samples can 
provide realistic estimates of the sizes of faking effects (Bir-
keland et al., 2006), however, these designs rarely allow for 
theory testing because they often rely on archival applicant 
data and because between-subjects designs preclude the 
direct observation of faking.

Because of the limitations of the two above designs, 
researchers regard within-person field studies as a “gold 
standard” (Ryan & Boyce, 2006), where assessments are 
completed by real job applicants under both applicant and 
non-applicant conditions (e.g., for training, development, or 
research purposes). Such studies are understandably rare, 
as collecting additional research data from job applicants is 
often impossible. Further, the studies where this has been 
achieved tend to vary considerably on “third” factors such as 
the length of time between, and order of, the low- and high-
stakes assessments, the degree of heterogeneity in the job(s) 
being applied for in the high-stakes setting, and the nature of 
the personality instruments. A recent meta-analysis by Hu 
and Connelly (2021) identified 20 studies using this design. 
While this study revealed large point estimates of faking on 
the Big Five dimensions, these estimates were hugely vari-
able, with 80% credibility intervals spanning from 0.75 to 
1.80 standard deviation units, suggesting that the variable 
study features may be important moderators of faking. Addi-
tionally, because of practical constraints, researchers work-
ing in a field context can very rarely measure the theoretical 
mechanisms that are thought to drive faking.

Because within-person field studies are difficult to estab-
lish and come at a cost of researcher control, the reliance on 
these gold standard designs constrains theory development. 
Advancing theories of faking clearly requires methodologi-
cal innovations that give researchers greater control over 
extraneous factors, without completely compromising the 
fidelity of a real selection context. Indeed, an impressive 
enhancement to the classical lab design was introduced 
by Peterson et al. (2009). In typical applications of this 
“enhanced lab” design (e.g., Ellingson et al., 2012), after 
signing up for a research study and completing a person-
ality questionnaire as part of that, participants would be 
advised of an opportunity to be assessed for their suitability 
to undertake a desirable opportunity (e.g., a paid internship). 
Participants would then have the option to be re-assessed, 
this time under the guise of a selection situation. Afterwards, 
participants would be informed that the job application was 
bogus, though manipulation checks in these studies sug-
gest that participants generally perceived the opportunity as 
legitimate. Thus, at the cost of introducing deception, this 
design appears to greatly improves the fidelity of the job 
application assessment conditions.

In our investigation, we introduce improvements to Peter-
son et al.’s (2009) enhanced lab design and investigate moti-
vational causes of faking and its effects on validity. Specifi-
cally, we first assessed the personalities of MTurk workers 
under research conditions (i.e., low-stakes). Three months 
later, a much larger time gap than is typically seen in lab 
studies using this approach, we invited these same partici-
pants to apply for a legitimate competitive opportunity to 
complete a rare but well remunerated MTurk task. In doing 
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so, we informed them we would be assessing their suitabil-
ity for the task using a personality assessment, which they 
would then complete (i.e., high-stakes). In contrast to other 
lab-based approaches, we also then selected all the appli-
cants and invited them to complete this highly paid task, 
and in doing so, measured their task performance. Accord-
ing to our thinking, this design offers an improved trade-
off between the lab and the field: It closely mimics gold 
standard within-person field-studies but circumvents the 
dependency on rare and limited opportunities in the field, 
thus affording researchers a high degree of agency in pro-
gressing knowledge about faking and its causes. The design 
is also easily modified to investigate alternative theoretical 
perspectives and assessment types.

Method

This study employed a within-subjects design comprising 
three phases: “low-stakes” assessment condition, “high-
stakes” assessment condition, and “performance.” All data, 
materials, and supplemental analyses are available for down-
load from this project’s OSF page (https://​osf.​io/​bewy3). The 
project was granted ethical approval by the Human Research 
Ethics Office of the University of Western Australia approval 
number RA/4/1/9002, project title “Measuring Impression 
Management Behavior in Personality Assessments in a Sim-
ulated Selection Situation.”

Procedure

US residents were recruited in April 2017 using Amazon’s 
Mechanical Turk (MTurk) via TurkPrime (now CloudRe-
search; Litman et al., 2016). In the low-stakes phase, 401 
participants completed five items that asked about their 
motivation to do work on MTurk, a cognitive ability test, a 
personality questionnaire, and self-monitoring scale in return 
for US$5. In this phase, participants were informed that the 
research was “investigating individual differences.” There 
was no mention of the forthcoming two phases. Instead, par-
ticipants were informed that they could be invited to partici-
pate in future data collections, and that they could opt out if 
they wished; three did so.

In July 2017, 3 months after the low-stakes phase com-
pleted, the 398 participants who did not opt out of future 
contact were invited via TurkPrime to participate in the 
high-stakes phase. These participants were not made aware, 
however, that the invitation was contingent on having partic-
ipated in the low-stakes phase; as far as they knew, this phase 
was open to all. The instructions to participants, shown in 
Fig. 2, were carefully written to portray a legitimate, com-
petitive selection situation. The opportunity described a 
once-off, high-paying task on MTurk that we needed people 

to complete. We explained in the instructions that we would 
be evaluating all applicants against selection criteria and 
would invite the most suitable applicants to complete this 
task. The advertised pay for this opportunity was US$12 for 
30 min of work, roughly 12 times the median hourly rate 
of pay on MTurk as estimated by Hara et al. (2018), and 
accordingly, we expected participants to be motivated to be 
selected. Altogether, the high-stakes condition ostensibly 
represented a legitimate competitive job application, albeit 
for a one-off task rather than ongoing work. Additionally, the 
participants were compensated US$2 for the time invested in 
completing their application assessments. Participants who 
applied completed a personality questionnaire and a short 
survey asking them about their attitudes towards the selec-
tion process.2

Altogether, 201 of the original 398 participants com-
pleted the high-stakes assessment. Given that the partici-
pants had no reason to expect us to approach them a second 
time, and that 3 months had passed, we expected a high attri-
tion rate. Aside from age and years in full-time work (final 
participants were older and had accumulated more full-time 
work), comparisons on all measured demographic variables 
and individual differences (personality and cognitive ability) 
revealed no significant differences between those who did 
and did not apply for the job.

Finally, three weeks after the high-stakes phase, all 201 
applicants who completed the job application phase were 
contacted via TurkPrime to inform them that their applica-
tion was successful, and they could now access the perfor-
mance task they had applied for. After accessing the task, 
participants were informed that the researchers needed 
human judges to correct some automatically digitally coded 
handwriting. Participants completed a practice item and then 
the performance task. In total, 193 participants completed 
the task, however, data from four participants were excluded, 
leaving a final study sample of 189.3

Participants

Among the final 189 participants, 52.9% were women and 
the mean age was 38.6 years (SD = 11.2). The mean years of 

2  We made it clear that the responses to these attitude questions 
would not affect their chances of being selected.
3  Data were removed from: two participants who did not follow the 
instructions of the performance task correctly, one participant who 
requested that their data not be used for research, and one participant 
who we later discovered had completed their two 192-item personal-
ity assessments in under a minute. We also re-ran all analyses after 
excluding cases that met the criteria specified by Barends and De 
Vries (2019) for potentially careless responding within the person-
ality questionnaire and Ward et al. (2017) for long strings of similar 
responses, but the results were not substantively affected.
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formal education was 15.2 (SD = 2.3) and the mean years of 
full-time work experience was 16.1 (SD = 11.0).

Measures

Motivation to Complete Tasks on MTurk

For a manipulation check, during the low-stakes phase, 
we asked participants to report on the extent to which five 
factors (kill time, make money, have fun, enjoy interesting 
tasks, and gain self-knowledge) motivated them, using a 
4-point scale from not at all to a very great extent.

Cognitive Ability

To measure general cognitive ability in the low-stakes 
phase, the 16-item sample International Cognitive Ability 
Resource (ICAR) test was used. The test is presented in the 
supplement of Condon and Revelle (2014), and includes four 
items of four types: number sequence, letter sequence, three-
dimensional rotation, and matrix reasoning. We observed a 
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.78, slightly lower than that reported 
by Condon and Revelle (alpha = 0.81).

Fig. 2   Instructions shown in the 
job application phase

1222 Journal of Business and Psychology (2022) 37:1215–1233
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Personality

The 192-item HEXACO personality inventory revised 
(HEXACO-PI-R) was used to measure participants’ per-
sonalities in both the low- and high-stakes phase (Lee & 
Ashton, 2004). This measure comprises 24 facet scales (8 
items apiece) that combine to form measures of the six major 
HEXACO dimensions (32 items apiece). Full psychometric 
information for each facet and dimension scale is provided 
in the online supplement.

Perceived Ability to Modify Self‑Presentation

In the low-stakes phase, participants responded to seven 
items from Lennox and Wolfe’s (1984) perceived ability to 
modify self-presentation (henceforth “self-presentation”) 
revised self-monitoring scale (e.g., “In social situations, 
I have the ability to alter my behavior if I feel that some-
thing else is called for.”). Participants responded on a six-
point response scale ranging from certainly, always false 
to certainly, always true. Cronbach’s alpha for this scale 
was 0.92.

Job Desirability, Instrumentality, Expectancy

Following the personality questionnaire in the high-
stakes phase, participants were asked for some candid 
feedback regarding our use of self-report assessments to 
identify high-quality workers on the MTurk platform. In 
line with Bott et al. (2010), we adapted items from the 
test-taking expectancy motivation sub-scale, first pre-
sented by Sanchez et al. (2000), to assess job desirability 
(three items), and directly measure both instrumental-
ity and expectancy (two items each). Examples include, 
“The opportunity to do the MTurk job is a desirable one 
for me” (job desirability, alpha = 0.82), “I feel I have a 
good chance of being hired if the research team likes my 
answers on the personality questionnaire.”, instrumental-
ity, alpha = 0.53), and, “I am confident that I could get 
a good score on the personality questionnaire if I tried 
hard” (expectancy, alpha = 0.87). Participants responded 
to these items on a five-point strongly disagree–strongly 
agree scale.

Faking Norms

Finally, in the high-stakes phase, participants were asked to 
allocate 100 points according to their estimate of the per-
centage of the other applicants they believed would do the 
following when completing the personality assessment: (a) 
respond honestly, (b) try to make a good impression on some 
aspects of their personality, and (c) focus only on making 

a good impression. We operationalized faking norms as the 
number of points assigned to the third category.

Faking

The extent of faking was quantified through regression 
adjusted difference scores (RADS; Burns & Christiansen, 
2011), which were first calculated for diligence and perfec-
tionism separately. RADS for a scale are derived by regressing 
the high-stakes scale scores onto their low-stakes counterparts 
and saving the standardized residuals. We then constructed 
a faking composite, formed by the mean of the two RADS 
(alpha = 0.73).

Task Performance

In the performance phase, participants completed a check-
ing task that required them to compare hand-written text 
to computer-coded text and identify any discrepancies (see 
Fig. 3 for an example). Participants inspected a total of 
twenty-five stimuli, one at a time, for errors. Each stimulus 
included 10 hand-written ID numbers juxtaposed against 
computer-encoded ID numbers, and participants were asked 
to identify the errors by clicking on the region in the com-
puter-encoded text that contained an error. Of the twenty-
five stimuli, five contained zero errors, seven contained one 
error, seven contained two errors, and six contained three 
errors. The order in which the stimuli were presented to 

Fig. 3   Example stimulus where participants were instructed to iden-
tify any discrepancies between the handwritten and computer-gener-
ated text
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each participant was randomized. Performance was oper-
ationalized through the total number of “misses” (errors 
not identified, 39 maximum possible) and “false alarms” 
(non-errors flagged as errors). The mean number of misses 
(M = 2.35, SD = 2.88) and the mean number of false alarms 
(M = 0.74, SD = 1.05) were low.

Results

Manipulation Checks

We first sought to verify that an opportunity to complete 
a highly paid task on MTurk would be coveted by MTurk 
workers and found that making money was rated as the 
strongest of the five reasons we examined (M = 3.65 out of 
4; 94% selected moderate or very great extent). The next 
most highly rated reason was to complete interesting tasks 
(M = 2.57; 52%). Second, using paired-samples t tests we 
sought to verify that the diligence and perfectionism scales 
were indeed faked to a significant extent in the high-stakes 
condition. Diligence in the low-stakes condition exhibited a 
mean of 3.65 (SD = 0.70) whereas in high-stakes, the mean 
was significantly higher (M = 3.82; SD = 0.64; Mdif = 0.167, 
SDdif = 0.53, t(188) = 4.37, p < 0.001, Cohen’s dz = 0.32). 
Similarly, the mean low-stakes perfectionism score was 3.72 
(SD = 0.63) whereas in the high-stakes condition, the mean 
was significantly higher (M = 3.97, SD = 0.62; Mdif = 0.251, 
SDdif = 0.51, t(188) = 6.82, p < 0.001, Cohen’s dz = 0.50). 
Next, we inspected the elevations of the remaining 22 HEX-
ACO facets and full information is available in the online 
supplement. In brief, we found significant score elevations 
on seven additional facets; however, the point estimates of 
all elevations were smaller in size than those of diligence 
and perfectionism (Cohen’s d ranged from − 0.10 to 0.30, 
M = 0.08, SD = 0.05).4 Additionally, the test–retest corre-
lations of diligence (r = 0.69) and perfectionism (r = 0.67) 
were the lowest of all facets (range of the remaining fac-
ets: 0.73 to 0.88, Fisher-transformed mean r of 0.83). Thus, 
we concluded that (a) a well-paying opportunity would 
likely have appealed to the MTurk participants, and (b) the 
diligence and perfectionism facets were indeed viewed as 
selection criteria by the participants when in the high-stakes 
assessment condition.

Individual Differences in Faking 

In testing H1-4, we used the diligence and perfectionism 
RADS composite as a measure of faking. We first examined 
the descriptive statistics and intercorrelations among the pre-
dictors of faking, which are shown in Table 1. We found that 
gender was associated with faking and with several hypoth-
esized predictors of it. We also noted that age correlated 
significantly with several of the hypothesized predictors of 
faking. Accordingly, in our analyses of combined predictors, 
we controlled for both gender and age. We also control for 
cognitive ability in anticipation of examining it as a modera-
tor variable to test H4.

Overall, perceived job desirability was very high in this 
sample (M = 4.56, SD = 0.53). Regarding the relation of 
valence and faking, we found job desirability was positively 
associated with faking (r = 0.37, p < 0.001) whereas, sur-
prisingly, honesty-humility was also positively associated 
with faking (r = 0.21, p = 0.005). Thus, H1a was supported 
but H1b was not. Model 2 in Table 2 shows the combined 
relation of valence antecedents and faking, and altogether 
they explained 13% of additional variance over the control 
variables. Only job desirability remained statistically sig-
nificant, however.

To explore why honesty-humility was a positive correlate 
of faking (r = 0.21, p = 0.005), we inspected the relations of 
the low-stakes honesty-humility facets and faking. We dis-
covered that the modesty facet was driving this relationship, 
showing a correlation of 0.28 (p < 0.001); we return to this 
in the Discussion.

With respect to the instrumentality antecedents, we did 
not observe a substantial relation of faking norms with fak-
ing (r =  − 0.03, p = 0.679), however, the perceived instru-
mentality measure was positively associated with faking 
(r = 0.16, p = 0.027). Thus, H2a was not supported but H2b 
was. In combination (model 3 in Table 2), the two anteced-
ents did not explain significant additional variance in faking 
over the control variables, and neither predictor was statisti-
cally significant (the p value for perceived instrumentality 
was 0.054).

We found that the direct measure of expectancy was sig-
nificantly associated with faking (r = 0.15, p = 0.036), sup-
porting H3a. Self-presentation, however, was not (r = 0.06, 
p = 0.405); thus, H3b was not supported. When the two 
expectancy antecedents were combined (model 4 in Table 2), 
the direct measure of expectancy remained statistically sig-
nificant, with the overall model explaining an additional 3% 
over the control variables.

Finally, we examined a model with all six VIE anteced-
ents combined, with the results shown in Table 2 (model 
5). This analysis revealed that the valence antecedents were 
most strongly associated with faking behavior.

4  These summary statistics were calculated after reversing the direc-
tion of differences for the Emotionality facets, where higher scores 
are typically regarded as less desirable.
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Moderating Role of Cognitive Ability

Although cognitive ability was significantly and negatively 
associated with both instrumentality (r =  − 0.19, p = 0.008), 
and expectancy (r =  − 0.24, p = 0.001), it was not a signifi-
cant zero-order correlate of faking (r = 0.09, p = 0.243). 
Given the association of cognitive ability and gender, we 
inspected the partial correlation of cognitive ability and 
faking, controlling for gender, and found that it was larger 
(partial r = 0.14, p = 0.051), albeit not significant, suggesting 
confounding by gender may have occurred. Indeed, in all 
regression models including gender shown in Table 2, cogni-
tive ability emerged as a positive and significant predictor.

To examine cognitive ability as a moderator of the rela-
tions of each of the motivational factors with faking behavior 
(H4), we employed hierarchical regression analyses. In a 
baseline model (model 5 in Table 2), we included cogni-
tive ability and all the motivational measures as predictors 
of faking. We then ran six regression models—one model 
for each motivation measure—with each model including 
the additional corresponding multiplicative cognitive abil-
ity × [motivation measure] term. We standardized all pre-
dictors before computing interaction terms. Detailed results 
are reported in the supplement but, overall, we found no 
evidence of a moderating effect of cognitive ability, thus H4 
received no support. That is, cognitive ability appeared be a 
positive linear predictor of faking only.

Impact of Faking on Criterion‑Related Validity

Finally, we turned our attention to predictive validity. Ini-
tially, we inspected the raw correlations (shown in Table 1) 

of low- and high-stakes-assessed diligence and perfection-
ism with the two performance indicators: misses and false 
alarms. Generally, the correlations were very close to zero, 
with the largest being between high-stakes perfection-
ism and number of misses (r =  − 0.14, p = 0.063). Cog-
nitive ability was a significant negative predictor of both 
misses (r =  − 0.29, p < 0.001), and false alarms (r =  − 0.23, 
p = 0.001), however, controlling for ability did not meaning-
fully affect the correlations of performance with diligence 
or perfectionism. Thus, when considering the whole sam-
ple, it appears that the two focal personality traits, whether 
assessed in low- or high-stakes, were not valid predictors of 
the two criteria.

The analyses above, however, do not provide a test of 
whether the criterion related validity of the assessments is 
affected specifically by faking. Accordingly, following the 
procedure used by other researchers (Donovan et al., 2014; 
Griffith et al., 2007), we next divided the sample into those 
participants who had more clearly faked their responses and 
those who had not. Here, clear “fakers” were defined as any-
one whose score on either scale increased by more than 1.96 

Table 2   Hierarchical regression analyses of faking on hypothesized predictors

N = 189
b unstandardized regression coefficient, CI confidence interval, V valence, I instrumentality, E expectancy
 + p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01

Model 1 (controls) Model 2 (V) Model 3 (I) Model 4 (E) Model 5 (VIE)

b 95% CI (b) b 95% CI (b) b 95% CI (b) b 95% CI (b) b 95% CI (b)

Intercept  − 0.51  − 3.55  − 1.02  − 1.29  − 2.15, − 0.42  − 4.01
Age 0.00  − 0.01, 0.01 0.00  − 0.01, 0.01 0.00  − 0.01, 0.01 0.00  − 0.01, 0.01 0.00  − 0.01, 0.01
Female 0.40** 0.14, 0.66 0.24 +   − 0.01, 0.50 0.36** 0.09, 0.62 0.38** 0.12, 0.64 0.23 +   − 0.03, 0.49
Cognitive ability 0.04 0.00, 0.07 0.04* 0.00, 0.07 0.04* 0.00, 0.08 0.04* 0.01, 0.08 0.04* 0.00, 0.07
Job desirability 0.57** 0.34, 0.80 0.52** 0.28, 0.77
Honesty-humility 0.16  − 0.06, 0.37 0.20 +   − 0.04, 0.44
Faking norm 0.00  − 0.01, 0.01 0.00  − 0.01, 0.01
Instrumentality 0.15 +  0.00, 0.31 0.00  − 0.18, 0.17
Expectancy 0.16* 0.02, 0.30 0.08  − 0.07, 0.24
Self-presentation 0.04  − 0.07, 0.16 0.07  − 0.05, 0.19
R2 (ΔR2 rel. M1) .056* .184** (.128**) .076* (.020) .084* (.028 +) .197** (.141**)

Table 3   Correlations of low- and high-stakes diligence and perfec-
tionism scores with the criterion variables misses and false alarms

* p = .015

Non-fakers (N = 138) Fakers (N = 51)

Misses False alarms Misses False alarms

Low-stakes diligence .03 .04 .03 .04
High-stakes diligence  − .04 .00  − .09  − .19
Low-stakes perfectionism  − .02 .09  − .19  − .02
High-stakes perfec-

tionism
 − .09 .11  − .34*  − .15
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times the standard error of measurement, estimated using 
Cronbach’s alpha from the low-stakes assessment. Absent 
any faking, by chance approximately nine of the 189 partici-
pants could be expected to be classified as fakers using this 
procedure. We discovered, however, that 51 participants fell 
into this category, with the remaining 138 being classified 
as non-fakers. We then calculated, separately for the two 
groups, the correlations of low- and high-stakes diligence 
and perfectionism with the two criteria. These correlations 
are shown in Table 3. The results pointed to several trends. 
First, for the non-fakers, validity was very low, with all cor-
relations very close to zero and many being in the opposite 
direction than expected. Second, for the fakers, three of the 
four low-stakes correlations were also very small. Third, for 
the fakers, all four of the high-stakes correlations exhibited 
stronger relations in the expected direction compared to their 
low-stakes counterparts, with the correlation of high-stakes 
perfectionism and misses reaching statistical significance 
(r =  − 0.34, p = 0.015). Altogether, these results lean towards 
the interpretation that predictive validity was highest among 
the sample of fakers’ and the high stakes personality scores.

Discussion

Despite receiving significant theoretical and empirical atten-
tion, research into applicant faking behavior and its causes 
has proven challenging, with the central problem being bal-
ancing the trade-off between researcher control and external 
validity. In this investigation, we introduced a new paradigm 
to study faking that aimed to combine the control afforded 
by a “lab” environment while improving the realism afforded 
by a higher-fidelity simulation of a personnel selection expe-
rience. Using this paradigm, we advanced understanding of 
how motivational factors and ability determine faking, using 
a VIE theory lens (Bott et al., 2010; Ellingson & McFarland, 
2011). Altogether, we found that perceived desirability of 
the opportunity (in VIE terms, the valence of the level-two 
outcome) was the strongest predictor of faking, although 
direct measures of faking expectancy and instrumentality 
were also positive correlates. Higher-ability participants also 
appeared to fake to greater extent, however, in contrast to 
VIE theory, ability did not moderate the effects of the moti-
vational factors. We also examined the effects of faking on 
predictive validity of personality. We found the strongest 
evidence for predictive validity among the participants who 
had faked, giving weight to the interpretation that faking 
may represent an adaptive response to a situation rather than 
being a deceptive act. Indeed, in line with this, we found 
no evidence that people’s perceived ability to modify their 
self-presentation, nor their expectations about the propor-
tion of others who would fake were associated with faking. 
Further, and contrary to expectations, we observed a positive 

association of honesty-humility, and in particular its mod-
esty facet, with faking. We discuss these findings and their 
implications both in relation to the context of this investiga-
tion and for future faking research.

Valence, Instrumentality, and Expectancy of Faking

In seeking to understand how motivation determines fak-
ing behavior, we found the strongest evidence for the 
valence component of VIE. Specifically, we found that the 
perceived desirability of the opportunity (i.e., valence of 
the level two outcome) to be the single strongest predictor 
of faking, and it remained so when placed into a regression 
model combining all VIE predictors. Perceived desirabil-
ity of a job has been found to be associated with person-
ality (Komar, 2013) and interview (Buehl & Melchers, 
2018) faking intentions, however its relation with faking 
behavior is somewhat uncertain (Bott et al., 2010; Dunlop 
et al., 2015; Komar, 2013). We note that the cited investi-
gations all employed classical lab designs to prompt fak-
ing, whereas this study suggests that job desirability may 
be an important determinant of faking in situations where 
individuals have self-selected into an applicant pool.

With respect to perceived instrumentality, we found the 
direct measure was a positive correlate of faking, though it 
did not remain significant when combined with the remain-
ing VIE factors, a finding that was inconsistent with those 
of Bott et al. (2010). We urge some caution with respect 
to the latter result, however. First, our direct measure of 
instrumentality was brief and internal reliability unfortu-
nately suffered as a result. Thus, perhaps a longer measure 
would have revealed a stronger association with faking. 
Second, the referent of the instrumentality scale was the 
whole personality assessment, which included many scales 
that would reasonably have seemed irrelevant to the con-
text (e.g., aesthetic appreciation). If the perceived instru-
mentality measure had referred directly to the two focal 
personality scales, its relations with faking may have been 
stronger. Because most personality assessments used for 
selection contain several scales, some of which may not 
be used for selection decision making, we thought it most 
appropriate to frame instrumentality with reference to the 
whole measure. Nonetheless, future researchers could con-
sider assessing instrumentality in relation to specific per-
sonality content, much like recent attempts to do so with 
respect to the ability to identify criteria (Holtrop et al., 
2021).

In the context of our study, the indirect measure of instru-
mentality, namely the participants’ estimate of the base rates 
or norms around faking was not associated with faking. This 
pattern was also observed by Holtrop et al. (2021) in their 
study of real job applicants. In this study, participants’ esti-
mates of how many other applicants would fake strongly 
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showed a very wide range (0–80%). Moreover, the selection 
ratio for the job was unclear; we did not state how many 
others were invited for the selection phase and how many 
would be selected for the task. Combining these facts, par-
ticipants may have found it difficult to estimate how most 
other MTurkers would have behaved in relation to this 
opportunity. Perhaps if a selection process is more plainly 
competitive, the effect of perceived norms may be related 
more clearly to faking behavior too.

With respect to expectancy, we found that the direct 
measure was positively associated with faking but, again, 
it did not remain a significant predictor of faking in a larger 
VIE model. Further, perceived self-presentation ability was 
essentially unassociated with faking. Thus, people’s faking 
did not appear to be strongly determined by whether peo-
ple believed they could fake effectively nor whether they 
could effectively manage their impressions on others gener-
ally. These results suggest that expectancy might be most 
strongly influenced by situational factors such as forced-
choice response formats (Cao & Drasgow, 2019) and the 
presence of preventative warnings (Fan et al., 2012), rather 
than individual differences.

When considering our operationalization of valence, 
instrumentality, and expectancy together, we noted that the 
direct measures of the motivational factors related more 
clearly to faking behavior. Indeed, compared to the direct 
measures, our alternative measures to capture valence 
(honesty-humility), instrumentality (perceived faking 
norms), and expectancy (perceived self-presentation abil-
ity), all showed weaker, non-significant, or unexpected rela-
tions. From this, we tentatively conclude that measures that 
directly reference the behavior or outcome, are likely to bet-
ter capture respondents’ motivation to fake.

We observed a positive association of cognitive ability 
with faking, though we note the relation emerged only in 
models that controlled for age, gender, and the VIE predic-
tors. Indeed, it appeared that gender confounded the relation 
of cognitive ability with faking in our study. Other research 
using the same version of the ICAR with a large MTurk 
sample did not show a gender difference (Merz et al., 2020), 
and thus, we suspect that the relation we observed was a 
sampling fluke. The association of ability with faking also 
emerged in other research (Geiger et al., 2018; Schilling 
et al., 2021) and most notably in samples where the moti-
vation to fake is manipulated (e.g., laboratory studies with 
job application instructions) rather than free to vary organi-
cally. However, cognitive ability did not appear to moderate 
the relations of any of the motivational predictors of faking 
and faking itself, and thus, in contrast to VIE theory predic-
tions, possessing requisite ability appears from this research 
not to be a necessary condition for a motivated person to 
fake effectively (Ellingson & McFarland, 2011). Instead, it 

appears that ability acts as an independent contributor to 
effective faking.

The Impact of Faking on Criterion‑Related Validity

At the level of the whole sample, neither of the two per-
formance criteria were strongly associated with the low- or 
high-stakes personality measures that we expected would 
be activated by the task (Tett & Burnett, 2003). Indeed, the 
strongest association we observed was a modest negative 
association with high-stakes perfectionism. Thus, when 
examining the whole sample, we were unable to conclude 
whether faking detracts from or enhances validity. When 
we examined separately, however, the sub-sample of par-
ticipants who had adjusted their scores substantially in the 
high-stakes condition, relative to the low-stakes condition 
(i.e., the “fakers”), we found larger and consistently negative 
relations of high-stakes diligence and perfectionism scores 
with both criteria. By contrast, among the “non-fakers” 
both low- and high-stakes assessments appeared essentially 
unrelated to the criteria. We acknowledge that it is impos-
sible to prove that any given one of those “fakers” was truly 
attempting to produce a higher score, nor do we think it is 
likely that all the “non-fakers” were not trying to fake. We 
believe, however, that it is fair to consider the former group 
as faking suspects. Put together, the findings of this study 
suggest that those who had faked had produced more valid 
predictor scores in the high-stakes phase than those who had 
not faked (Huber et al., 2021).

The Nature of Faking

Considering the findings of this investigation in combina-
tion, we believe that a reasonable interpretation is that fak-
ing, at least in the context of a competitive opportunity to 
undertake work in a gig marketplace, represents an adaptive 
situational self-presentation strategy rather than an attempt 
at deception (Marcus, 2009; Marcus et al., 2020). First, we 
observed a positive association with faking and honesty-
humility, with the driver of that relation being the modesty 
facet (and not sincerity or fairness, which are conceptually 
linked with a proclivity for deceptive conduct). In other 
words, the people who tend to be relatively more unassum-
ing adjusted their scores on diligence and perfectionism to 
a relatively greater extent in the high-stakes condition. Per-
haps modest individuals tend to downplay their diligence 
or perfectionism in a low-stakes setting, but recognize that 
in a competitive setting, they must “let go” of their mod-
esty, put on their “worker hats,” and respond accordingly. 
Indeed, researchers of job interviewees construe this type 
of behavior as an “honest” form of impression manage-
ment (cf. Bourdage et al., 2018, 2020). Further, the absence 
of a relation of faking with self-presentation, perceived 
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faking norms, or (low) honesty-humility is very surprising 
if working from an assumption that faking is a deceptive 
act. Finally, the observation that validity was highest among 
the fakers is also difficult to reconcile with the view that 
all faking involves deception. Instead, it suggests that the 
response set being activated in the high-stakes conditions, 
among those who adopted a response set at all, was gener-
ally more diagnostic of behavior necessary to completing the 
performance task. Nonetheless, honesty-humility is typically 
theorized to be a negative determinant of faking (opposite to 
what we found with modesty) and thus we encourage future 
researchers to conduct further empirical investigations to 
ascertain its position as a determinant of faking.

Enhanced Faking Research

In reaching the conclusions above, we must recognize sev-
eral of the important differences between applying for a 
one-off task on MTurk and applying for an ongoing paid 
position that may limit their external validity. Indeed, 
the task we had described in our high-stakes assessment 
phase was relatively simple and probably familiar in form 
to many MTurk workers (Schmidt, 2015). Thus, it may 
be reasonable for the fakers in our MTurk sample, know-
ing what to expect, to wear their proverbial “worker hats” 
for a personality assessment and, once more, while com-
pleting a 20–30-min task. It raises questions, however, 
about whether these same mechanisms also be relevant 
to longer-term employment situations, or in work roles 
that are magnitudes more complex and require prolonged 
effort. We suggest that future researchers could glean 
insights by enhancing this design even further through the 
repeated measurement of performance over time (Zyphur 
et al., 2008). However, we recognize that expanding the 
paradigm to contexts involving with ongoing paid work 
will remain challenging.

Nevertheless, the prevalence of faking elicited by the 
present study seems to resemble effect sizes found in field 
studies, suggesting that this study’s design might enhance 
ecological validity of experimental faking research. Spe-
cifically, across the sample, as intended by the stimuli we 
presented in the high-stakes assessment phase, we observed 
the greatest score elevations on diligence and perfectionism, 
with respective increases from low- to high-stakes of about 
a third to half a standard deviation of the differences. Com-
pared to meta-analytically estimated effect sizes of faking, 
the effects observed here were smaller than those observed 
in classical “directed faking” lab studies (dz = 0.89 for con-
scientiousness; Viswesvaran & Ones, 1999), similar to those 
observed in applicant-non applicant comparisons (ds = 0.45 
for conscientiousness; Birkeland et al., 2006), and smaller 
than those observed in applicant within-person studies 
(corrected dz = 0.72 for conscientiousness; Hu & Connelly, 

2021), though we note that the effect sizes from the latter 
meta-analysis were highly variable.

Limitations and Suggested Future Directions

In addition to the differences noted above with respect to 
the complexity and permanency of the selection situation 
we simulated, we also note several other threats to external 
validity of this study. Although participants reported that 
earning money is a very strong reason why they complete 
work on MTurk and that they valued this particular oppor-
tunity very highly, knowing that the work opportunity was 
one-off may have reduced some of the perceived costs of 
faking (König et al., 2012), potentially inflating the sizes 
of the faking effects. Nonetheless, we note that reputation 
for completing good work is vital for online workers who 
use the MTurk platform to earn an income, as it affects 
their approval rates and potentially their access to lucra-
tive tasks (Peer et al., 2014). We also contend that with 
the prevalence of gig work increasing, it would be useful 
to identify potential predictors of performance in it (Kan 
& Drummey, 2018; Peer et al., 2014), and mechanisms 
that may disrupt these predictors’ utilities. Overall, we 
encourage future researchers to consider adapting our 
paradigm with alternative performance tasks and/or tasks 
that are completed multiple times over an extended period 
to promote consistent and regular activation of the relevant 
personality traits.

We also must note that our measures of the VIE factors 
were brief, coming at a cost to reliability, especially with 
respect to the instrumentality scale. Longer measures of 
these factors would have provided a more liberal test of their 
roles as causal determinants of faking, and their interactions 
with cognitive ability. While we had adapted a well-used 
measure of VIE in selection contexts (Sanchez et al., 2000), 
the original measure was developed for police recruits to 
assess their motivation in relation to a performance test and, 
thus, several items could not be easily adapted to this con-
text. We therefore encourage researchers to consider devel-
oping revised measures of the VIE factors that would apply 
to a wider range of assessment contexts.

Finally, we also wish to point out that while recruiting 
from a diverse population of MTurk workers served to 
improve the representativeness of our study’s sample, in 
practice, job applicants tend to self-select, and their appli-
cation decisions are known to be associated with various 
individual differences including interests, personality, 
values, education, experience, and many others. Our sam-
ple included people who, at a minimum, had used MTurk 
for three months, and thus may be representative of peo-
ple who tend to enjoy, or be competent at, checking tasks. 
Thus, it remains an open question as to whether the sizes of 
the effects observed here will generalize to other settings. 
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Nonetheless, we are reassured by the fact that our observed 
faking effect sizes were similar to those observed in the Bir-
keland et al. (2006) meta-analysis.

Although our design included a lengthy gap between the 
low- and high-stakes assessment that was intended to ensure 
that participants’ memory of completing the original assess-
ment would be weak (Burns & Christiansen, 2006), some 
participants may nevertheless have recalled their responses 
to their initial assessment and sought to maintain consist-
ency. The absence of a low-stakes–low-stakes control group 
also prevents us from ruling out other mechanisms such as 
maturation, though we note that true personality changes 
tend to be modest during age range studied here (Bleidorn 
et al., 2013).

Practical Implications

The prevalence of faking seemed to be fairly low in our 
study, but there were substantial individual differences in 
faking, meaning that it will affect candidate ranking substan-
tially. Nonetheless, its effect on validity remains uncertain. 
Our findings lean towards the view that faking often takes 
the form of authentic contextualized self-presentation, how-
ever, they come with the caveat that the study context does 
not resemble selection for ongoing employment. Thus, we 
recommend that detecting faking is a useful step towards 
trying to manage it. Nonetheless, to our knowledge, many 
methods that have been developed to detect faking are not 
effective (e.g., Impression Management scales; Tett & Chris-
tiansen, 2007), or are not sensitive enough to confidently 
identify an applicant as a faker (Dunlop et al., 2020). There-
fore, as an alternative, practitioners can focus on reducing 
faking through faker detection warnings (Fan et al., 2012; Li 
et al., 2021) or designing harder-to-fake assessment formats 
(Cao & Drasgow, 2019; Roulin & Krings, 2016).

Second, the results of this study suggest that, of the set we 
examined, motivation was the strongest predictor of faking 
behavior, and especially the perceived desirability of the job 
(valence). This result might suggest that highly attractive, 
persuasive, or desirable job advertisements may serve as a 
prompt for more faking during a selection process. Simi-
larly, as applicants move through a process and become more 
invested in a positive outcome, they may be more prone to 
faking. Accordingly, we suggest to recruiters that fakeable 
assessments may be best administered at an earlier stage of 
a selection process.

Conclusion

Overall, we found that faking was most strongly driven 
by the perceived desirability of the work opportunity 
and cognitive ability. We found no evidence, however, of 

additive VIE effects nor interactive effects of ability on 
faking. Our study also appeared to lend some support to 
the hypothesis that faking can be a situationally adaptive 
behavior, leading to improvements in validity, at least in 
the prediction of performance in the short term. Meth-
odologically, we believe this study’s design represents 
an advance in the investigation of faking behavior and 
encourage future researchers to consider using this design 
for other assessments that also rely on self-reporting, such 
as situational judgement tests, video interviews, biodata 
questionnaires, interest inventories, and values assess-
ments. Moreover, this design allows the systematic study 
of faking-reducing interventions, or faking inducing or 
faking suppressing contextual factors, in a naturalistic, 
but still experimental setting.
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