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Abstract

We assessed 2 forms of agreement between mothers’ and fathers’ socially desirable responding in 

China, Colombia, Italy, Jordan, Kenya, the Philippines, Sweden, Thailand, and the United States 

(N = 1110 families). Mothers and fathers in all nine countries reported socially desirable 

responding in the upper half of the distribution, and countries varied minimally (but China was 

higher than the cross-country grand mean and Sweden lower). Mothers and fathers did not differ 

in reported levels of socially desirable responding, and mothers’ and fathers’ socially desirable 

responding were largely uncorrelated. With one exception, mothers’ and fathers’ socially desirable 

responding were similarly correlated with self-perceptions of parenting, and correlations varied 

somewhat across countries. These findings are set in a discussion of socially desirable responding, 

cultural psychology, and family systems.
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Social desirability is the motive to behave in a way that casts a person in a positive light. 

People often portray themselves positively, but some individuals do so more than others. 

Moreover, people in some cultures may do so more than people in other cultures. In 

consequence, socially desirable responding merits attention from individual differences and 

cultural perspectives. The present study used data from mothers and fathers in within-family 

analysis of socially desirable responding in 9 countries. The study addresses four research 

questions. First, what are the similarities and differences in mean levels of mothers’ and 

fathers’ socially desirable responding? Second, are mothers’ and fathers’ socially desirable 

responding correlated? Third, are mothers’ and fathers’ socially desirable responding 

similarly correlated with their self-perceptions of parenting? Fourth, are mean levels or 

concordances of socially desirable responding moderated by culture? This study therefore 

coordinates several issues: socially desirable responding, social group moderation, gender, 

and family systems.
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Why Study Socially Desirable Responding?

Social desirability is the tendency of individuals to present themselves favorably with 

respect to prevailing social norms and standards (Zerbe & Paulhus, 1987); that is, “the 

tendency of individuals to ‘manage’ social interactions by projecting favorable images of 

themselves, thereby maximizing conformity to others and minimizing the danger of 

receiving negative evaluations from them” (Johnson & van de Vijver, 2003, p. 194). 

Socially desirable responding may reflect impression management toward conveying a 

favorable image (Paulhus, 1998; Schlenker & Britt, 1999; Schlenker, Britt, & Pennington, 

1996), or defensiveness as expressed in distortions of thoughts and feelings associated with 

social rejection, negative self-evaluation, or avoidance of threatening situations (Crowne, 

1979). Hence, social desirability may be motivated by social approval or by avoidance of 

social disapproval. In short, socially desirable responding reflects a human propensity to 

emphasize or overstate positive qualities and behaviors while deemphasizing or understating 

negative ones. On this basis, we expected to find generally high levels of socially desirable 

responding across members of different social groups.

Socially desirable responding is also a methodological concern. Socially desirable 

responding is a source of survey measurement error as it is thought to bias self-reports 

(Bardwell & Dimsdale, 2001; Johnson & van de Vijver, 2003; Tourangeau & Yan, 2007). 

Psychosocial self-report measures are widely used in health care settings (Sigmon et al., 

2005) and management, consumer, and market research (Dolnicar & Grun, 2007; Keillor, 

D’Amico, & Horton, 2001) as well as psychological and developmental science. Social 

desirability measures are therefore often used as control variables by researchers and 

practitioners to screen for self-serving bias in self-reports. As Nancarrow and Brace (2000) 

noted, social desirability bias creates two potential issues that researchers must address. The 

first is that social desirability bias relates to over- or underreporting of beliefs or behaviors 

based on whether or not they are communally approved and acceptable. Second, social 

desirability bias can lead to artificial research results: Socially desirable responding may 

mask a relation between variables, provide a false relation between them, moderate their 

relation, or influence response rate. Insofar as socially desirable responding may 

contaminate self-reports (Bernardi & LeComte, 2008), it threatens the validity of empirical 

conclusions (Baumgartner & Steenkamp, 2001; Kumar, 2006). For this reason, we explored 

relations between social desirability and another self-report instrument.

Why Study Social Group Moderation and Socially Desirable Responding?

Social groups, like ethnicities and cultures, comprise the ways in which a collection of 

people process and make sense of their experiences and so shape a wide array of cognitions 

and practices, including socially desirable responding. On the one hand, regardless of group, 

people might share certain cognitions, which presumably serve comparable functions. On 

the other hand, community-specific cognitions can be expected to accord with each specific 

group’s setting and needs. Thus, socially desirable responding may be universal, but group 

specific in its manifestation.
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Many limitations constrain our understanding of socially desirable responding, and one is 

the samples in whom it has been studied: Most contemporary research into social 

desirability is of Western (North European or North American) origin, and so perhaps more 

than 90% of the relevant literature emanates from regions of the world that account for less 

than 10% of the world’s population (Arnett, 2008; Bornstein, 1980, 2010; Tomlinson & 

Swartz, 2003). As Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan (2010) noted, Western, educated, 

industrialized, rich, and democratic samples, in which the preponderance of psychological 

research has been conducted, are outliers on a number of characteristics when compared 

with more diverse samples throughout the world. It may be inaccurate, therefore, to draw 

conclusions about many aspects of psychological functioning on the basis of studies that use 

limited samples. Moreover, the groups typically studied in social desirability research have 

constrained many sources of variation, and this restriction of range is limiting in terms of 

understanding idiosyncrasies as well as generalities. In response to this state of affairs, more 

diverse comparative studies are requisite to a full understanding of social desirability.

This study presents data on socially desirable responding in parents from 9 countries: China, 

Colombia, Italy, Jordan, Kenya, the Philippines, Sweden, Thailand, and the United States. 

These samples have been understudied and are underrepresented in the social psychological 

and developmental literatures. This sample of countries is diverse on several 

sociodemographic dimensions, including predominant ethnicity, predominant religion, 

economic indicators, and indices of child well-being. For example, on the Human 

Development Index, a composite indicator of a country’s status with respect to health, 

education, and income, participating countries ranged from a rank of 4 to 128 out of 169 

countries with available data. The participating countries varied widely not only on 

sociodemographic indicators, but also on psychological constructs such as individualism 

versus collectivism. Using Hofstede’s (2001) rankings, the participating countries ranged 

from the United States, with the highest individualism score in the world to China, 

Colombia, and Thailand, countries that are among the least individualistic countries in the 

world. The main purpose of recruiting families from these countries was to create an 

international sample that would be diverse with respect to a number of sociodemographic 

and psychological characteristics. Ultimately, this diversity provided us with an opportunity 

to examine our four research questions in a sample that is more generalizable to a wider 

range of the world’s populations than is typical in most research. Of course, variation in 

socially desirable responding may also occur between subgroups within nations, and so here 

we also tested two or three groups in each of three of the participating countries.

Socially desirable responding is believed to reflect individuals’ desires to present themselves 

in the most favorable manner possible, based on their interpretation of local social norms 

and mores (King & Bruner, 2000; Middleton & Jones, 2000). Crowne and Marlowe 

described social desirability in a manner that explicitly conceptualized it as being socially 

conditioned, referring to socially desirable responding as “the need for social approval and 

acceptance and the belief that it can be attained by means of culturally acceptable and 

appropriate behaviors” (1964, p. 109). The norms and mores prevalent in any given society 

presumably lead people to positively or negatively value consonant attributes. In attempting 

to conform to societal norms, individuals will tend to under-report those beliefs or behaviors 
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perceived to be undesirable and over-report those deemed to be desirable (Ganster, 

Hennessey, & Luthans, 1983). Social desirability may well be a pancultural or etic concept, 

but could still reflect social conditioning in how and how much it shapes cognitions or 

practices (Johnson & van de Vijver, 2003; Smith, 2004; van Herk, Poortinga, & Verhallen, 

2004; van Hemert, van de Vijver, Poortinga, & Georgas, 2002). In general support of this 

position, extant research has pointed to ethnic, cultural, and national variation in self-serving 

bias (e.g., Bernardi & Guptill, 2008; Chandler, Shama, Wolf, & Planchard, 1981a, 1981b; 

Diamantopoulous, Reynolds, & Simintiras, 2006; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Verardi et al., 

2010; see also Bond & Smith, 1996; Hughes, 1979; Middleton & Jones, 2000; 

Mwamwenda, 1996). On this basis, we expected some cross-national variation in the 

generally high level of socially desirable responding.

Finally, differences or similarities across ethnic, cultural, or national groups in the 

substantive measures, of beliefs or behaviors, may be mistakenly interpreted as group 

differences if variance in socially desirable responding is not controlled (Diamantopoulous 

et al., 2006; Keillor, Owens, & Pettijohn, 2001; Middleton & Jones, 2000; van Herk et al., 

2004). For this reason, we collected data on social desirability as well as self-reports of 

positive and negative behaviors in the same participants, and we expected that social 

desirability would generally relate to self-reports of positive and negative behavior. 

Specifically, we assessed self-reports of parenting.

Mothers and fathers are often asked to report on their parenting beliefs and behaviors. Here, 

we included one positive and one negative aspect of parenting to determine whether socially 

desirable responding would relate differentially to self-perceptions of parenting warmth 

(PW) and parenting hostility/rejection/neglect (PHRN) across parents and countries. 

MacDonald (1992) argued that parental warmth is a universal, adaptive form of caregiving 

that evolved to protect and nurture offspring, and Trivers (1974) described parent-child 

conflict as an inherent and necessary part of the parent-child relationship because of the 

competing goals and demands of parents and children. Therefore, PW and PHRN are two 

common aspects of parenting, but ones that mothers and fathers may feel compelled to 

portray positively, thus leaving them susceptible to socially desirable response bias.

Why Study Mothers’ and Fathers’ Socially Desirable Responding?

If a first limitation of research on socially desirable responding is its Western focus, a 

second limitation has been its primary use of convenience samples (Henrich et al., 2010). 

Here, we studied adults of a particular practical kind. The majority of children throughout 

the world grow up in family systems with more than one significant parenting figure 

(Bornstein, 2015). Until recently, however, most empirical research in parenting did not 

fully embrace this reality. Virtually all guiding theories depict parenting and child 

development as unfolding within the context of the “dyadic” mother-child relationship. Here 

we studied mothers and fathers. Socially desirable responding may vary with whether the 

parent is the mother or father. The parenting literature tends to look at consistency as a 

within-parent variable, but from family systems and coparenting perspectives interparent 

consistency may be as or more important. Researchers need to be attuned to the family‧s 

“parenting map” when attempting to study family process (Demo & Cox, 2000). Germane to 
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the present study, socially desirable responding may shape parents’ tendency to present 

themselves, their parenting, and their children favorably.

Thus, understanding socially desirable responding of both mothers and fathers is important 

because families are social systems that transcend just mother-child or father-child dyads 

(Bornstein, 2015). Studying socially desirable responding in mothers and fathers in a within-

family design (as we do here) is also important because socially desirable responding may 

inflate correlations in couples. The "marital conventionalization" argument (Edmonds, 

Withers, & Dibatista, 1972; Fowers, Applegate, Olson, & Pomerantz, 1994) claims that 

empirical relations observed between measures of, say, marital satisfaction may be spurious 

artifacts of the common contamination of such measures by socially desirable responding. 

Following this logic, and the observation that in many places around the world women and 

men self-select into married couples, it is through assortative mating that women and men 

who are more similar are more likely to join in relationships with one another than are 

women and men with divergent characteristics (Luo & Klohnen, 2005). On this basis, we 

expected mean levels of social desirability in mothers and fathers to be similar and mothers 

and fathers within families to agree in their relative social desirability.

Addressing the question of whether mothers and fathers show similarities or differences in 

socially desirable responding will contribute to a richer understanding of the joint 

socialization influences to which children are exposed. Because strong ethnic, cultural, and 

national differences exist with respect to family roles of women and men (Best, 2010), the 

extent to which patterns of gender differences reported in one group may be found in any 

other is not clear.

Moreover, the contemporary literature in gender differences in socially desirable responding 

is not settled. Gender differences have been recorded sometimes, but not always (Andrews 

& Meyer, 2003; Barger, 2002, Study 2; Loo & Thorpe, 2000; Robinette, 1991; Xinwen, 

Feng, & Yiwen, 2004). When differences have been noted, however, females have been 

reported to score higher in socially desirable responding than males (Barger, 2002, Study 1). 

To explain the gender difference, various investigators have appealed to other known related 

gender differences. For example, Marsh, Antill, and Cunningham (1987) construed socially 

desirable responding as associated with selflessness and conformity in interpersonal 

relationships; Holden and Fekken (1989) associated socially desirable responding with 

greater interpersonal sensitivity; and Schwartz, Verkasalo, Antonovsky, and Sagiv (1997) 

suggested that high scores characterize social harmony. These traits usually are associated 

more with females than males. Notably, no reports of males scoring higher than females in 

socially desirable responding have been published to our knowledge. In consequence, we 

tested equal numbers of mothers and fathers (females and males) and expected that, if 

gender differences did arise, they would show females higher than males.

This Study

Here, we examined mean-level and rank-order agreement between mothers’ and fathers’ 

socially desirable responding in samples in 9 countries. Our analyses therefore address four 

primary research questions. First, what are the similarities and differences in mean levels of 
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mothers’ and fathers’ socially desirable responding? Second, is mothers’ socially desirable 

responding correlated with fathers’ socially desirable responding? Third, are mother and 

father socially desirable responding similarly correlated with self-reports of parenting? 

Fourth, are these associations moderated by social group membership? Expanding research 

on socially desirable responding to include within-family analyses of previously 

underrepresented groups is important to advance an understanding of the extent to which 

fundamental social cognitions are community-specific or generalizable across social groups.

Method

Participants

Mothers and fathers of 8-year-old children from 1110 families in 9 countries provided data. 

Participants were drawn from Shanghai (n = 119) and Jinan (n = 120), China, Medellín, 

Colombia (n = 107), Naples (n = 84) and Rome (n = 88), Italy, Zarqa, Jordan (n = 110), 

Kisumu, Kenya (n = 97), Manila, Philippines (n = 94), Trollhättan/Vänersborg, Sweden (n = 

76), Chiang Mai, Thailand (n = 82), and European American (n = 62), African American (n 

= 29), and Latin American (n = 42) families in Durham, North Carolina, United States. 

Participants were females and males in mother and father social roles who were married 

(90.14%), unmarried and cohabiting (7.60%), or coparenting (2.26%). We excluded from 

the analyses reported here families with only one participating parent. Parents were recruited 

from schools that served socioeconomically diverse populations in each country. Mothers 

averaged 36.64 (SD = 5.83) years, and fathers averaged 39.98 (SD = 6.28) years. Mothers 

had completed 12.63 (SD = 4.10) and fathers 12.88 (SD = 3.99) years of education on 

average. Parents of girls and boys were represented approximately equally overall (52% 

girls) and in each country subsample, χ2(8, N = 1110) = 9.59, p = .30. Children averaged 

8.25 (SD = .62) years.

Instruments

To assess socially desirable responding, we used the 13-item Social Desirability Scale (SDS-

SF Form C; Reynolds, 1982). The SDS-SF is modified from the Marlowe-Crowne Social 

Desirability Scale (SDS; Crowne & Marlowe, 1960). The SDS has been used extensively in 

research for the past 50 years, and a meta-analysis reported that over 90% of the available 

research literature that has employed a social desirability measure has used the SDS 

(Moorman & Podaskoff, 1992); it has been used previously with Canadian, Chinese, Italian, 

Norwegian, Mexican, Mexican American, Spanish, Chilean, German, and U.S. populations 

to name a few (e.g., Lai, 2012; Lara-Cantu & Suzan-Reed, 1988; Mladinic, Saiz, Diaz, 

Ortega, & Oyarce, 1998; Rudmin, 1999). Statements like, “I’m always willing to admit 

when I make a mistake” and “I am sometimes irritated by people who ask favors of me” 

(reversed) are rated as True or False. Six items were reverse scored, and a scale score was 

created by summing the number of items reported to be true. Thus, higher scores reflect 

higher levels of socially desirable responding. The SDS-SF has demonstrated strong 

psychometric properties (Loo & Thorpe, 2000): Internal reliability ranges from .86 to .94 

(Fischer & Fick, 1993), and correlations with the full SDS range from .91 to .97 (Andrews 

& Meyer, 2003; Fischer & Fick, 1993; Loo & Thorpe, 2000). The SDS-SF also correlates 
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with other social desirability scales, including the Edwards Social Desirability Scale (Kozma 

& Stones, 1987) and the Eysenck Lie Scale (Khavari & Mabry, 1985).

The Parental Acceptance-Rejection/Control Questionnaire-Short Form (PARQ/Control-SF; 

Rohner, 2005) was used to measure the frequency of self-reported mother and father 

parenting behaviors. Mothers and fathers each rated 29 items on an adapted response scale 

as 1, never or almost never, 2, once a month, 3, once a week, or 4, every day. (In this study, 

we did not use 5 items about behavioral control.) Based on Rohner and Cournoyer’s (1994) 

analysis of the factor structure of the PARQ scale in 8 cultural groups, 2 subscales were 

derived, measuring parental warmth (PW) and hostility/rejection/neglect (PHRN). PW was 

computed as the average of 8 items from the warmth-affection subscale, such as “I make my 

child feel wanted and needed.” PHRN was computed as the average of 16 items from the 

hostility-aggression, rejection, and neglect-indifference subscales such as “I punish my child 

severely when I am angry.” and “I pay no attention to my child when (s)he asks for help.” In 

the present study, correlations between the PW and PHRN subscales were r(1092) = −.42, p 

< .001, for mothers (82% of their variance unshared), and r(1092) = −.34, p < .001, for 

fathers (88% of their variance unshared), supporting the bidimensionality of PW and PHRN. 

Internal consistency (α) reliabilities across all countries were .78 for mother PW and 

PHRN, .81 for father PW, and .77 for father PHRN.

Procedures

Measures were administered in Mandarin Chinese (China), Spanish (Colombia and the 

United States), Italian (Italy), Arabic (Jordan), Dholuo (Kenya), Filipino (the Philippines), 

Swedish (Sweden), Thai (Thailand), and English (the United States and the Philippines). A 

procedure of forward- and back-translation was used to ensure linguistic and conceptual 

equivalence across languages (Peña, 2007). Translators were fluent in English and the target 

language. Mothers and fathers completed the questionnaires independently of one another 

and were given modest financial compensation for their overall participation.

Analytic Plan

First, generalized least squares models with gender of parent and the interaction between 

parent gender and country as within-subjects fixed effects and country as a between-subjects 

fixed effect tested for differences between mothers’ and fathers’ socially desirable 

responding across countries. The covariance structure was modeled as heterogeneous 

compound symmetry, accounting for the likelihood that mothers’ and fathers’ socially 

desirable responding would be correlated, but allowing mothers’ and fathers’ variances to 

differ. When a significant effect of country was found, we used a deviation contrast to assess 

country effects. We did not have a single comparison country and were more interested in 

the general ordering of countries on a continuum. The deviation contrast assesses each 

country’s departure from the grand mean of all countries. Results are presented with controls 

for mothers’ and fathers’ ages and educations and child age because parents who are older 

and those with lower levels of education or socioeconomic status have been found to exhibit 

greater socially desirable responding bias (Heerwig & McCabe, 2009; Ross & Mirowsky, 

1984).
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Because the distribution of ethnic groups in the U.S. sample did not match the population, 

and we found ethnic group differences in socially desirable responding (see below), we used 

the boot package (version 1.3–7; Canty & Ripley, 2013) in R 2.15.3 (R Development Core 

Team, 2013) to obtain average estimates of all model parameters from 2000 random 

resamples with replacement based on sampling weights that approximated the population 

ethnic distribution. For example, Latin Americans were oversampled in our dataset, but in 

the bootstrap resamples, Latin Americans were assigned a much smaller probability of being 

sampled ((1/133) * .21). Therefore, in each of the 2000 samples, Latin Americans were 

represented in accordance with the population of the United States. Participants in all 

countries except the United States were given equal chance (within country) of being 

selected into each random resample. Statistics presented in the text and tables were averaged 

over the model statistics for the 2000 weighted resamples.

Second, for each country, partial correlations were computed between parents in the same 

family to assess similarity between mothers’ and fathers’ socially desirable responding, 

controlling for parents’ ages and levels of education and child age.

Finally, partial correlations were computed between maternal and paternal socially desirable 

responding and self-reports of PW and PHRN controlling for parents’ ages and levels of 

education and child age. The same bootstrapping procedure described above was used to 

estimate all partial correlations. Correlations are interpreted following Cohen (1988) where r 

= .10 is a small effect, r = .30 is a medium effect, and r = .50 is a large effect.

Results

Descriptive Statistics of Mother and Father Socially Desirable Responding

Descriptive statistics of mother and father socially desirable responding are presented in 

Table 1. Although individual scores spanned the full range (0–13), average scores for each 

country were in the upper half of the range. No differences were found in mean levels of 

socially desirable responding between the two cities in China and in Italy. Therefore, we 

combined the subgroups in these two countries. In the United States, European American 

parents reported lower socially desirable responding than Latin American and African 

American parents, F(2, 130) = 5.73, p < .001, η2
p = .08, for mothers and F(2, 130) = 10.88, 

p < .001, η2
p = .14, for fathers. To make the U.S. sample comparable to the other countries, 

we weighted the ethnic groups according to the overall distribution in the entire population 

of the United States at the time of the study (79.28% European American, 13.83% African 

American, and 6.89% Latin American/white; Grieco & Cassidy, 2001). European 

Americans were given a weight of 1.70, African Americans a weight of .66, and Latin 

Americans a weight of .21, and all analyses took into account these weighted distributions.

Agreement between mothers and fathers and mean differences in PW and PHRN are 

reported in Authors (blind). Across countries, PW was self-reported to be high (means 

between 3, once a week, and 4, every day) and PHRN was self-reported to be low (means 

between 1, never or almost never, and 2, once a month). Mothers’ and fathers’ PW and 

PHRN exhibited small to medium correlations within families, and countries varied with 

respect to mean levels on both constructs.
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Parent Gender and Country Similarities and Differences in Socially Desirable Responding

The Parent gender by Country interaction, F(8, 2177) = 1.01, p = .426, and the main effect 

of parent gender, F(1, 2177) = 1.04, p = .495, were nonsignificant. Mothers and fathers 

reported similar socially desirable responding overall, and the pattern was similar across 

countries. The main effect of country was significant, F(8, 2177) = 3.60, p = .004. Table 2 

displays country deviations from the grand mean. Chinese parents reported higher socially 

desirable responding than the grand mean (average of all countries), and Swedish parents 

reported lower socially desirable responding than the grand mean. Parents in all other 

countries were similar to the grand mean.

Within-Family Correlations between Parents’ Socially Desirable Responding across 
Country

Overall, mothers and fathers in the same families reported a very small degree of 

concordance in their socially desirable responding (Table 1). However, the mother-father 

association was stronger in Jordan than in the other countries, as computed using Fisher r-to-

z transformations, zs = 2.18 – 4.53, ps < .05.

Correlations between Parents’ Socially Desirable Responding and Self-Reports of 
Parenting

Bootstrapped estimates of partial correlations are presented in Table 3. For both mothers and 

fathers, there were stronger absolute relations between socially desirable responding and 

self-reports of PHRN than PW across all countries combined as well as in the United States 

and in Jordan (fathers only). Mother and father relations were similar with the exception of a 

stronger relation between socially desirable responding and PW in Swedish mothers than 

Swedish fathers. Finally, there were a few differences in relations across countries. There 

were stronger relations between socially desirable responding and PHRN in Jordanian and 

Swedish mothers than in Chinese and Italian mothers. There was also a stronger relation 

between socially desirable responding and PHRN in Jordanian fathers than in Chinese and 

Colombian fathers.

Discussion

Socially desirable responding comprises the tendency for people to represent themselves in a 

favorable way or in self-deceptive enhancement, where people possess inflated views of 

themselves (Paulhus, 1998). It is a multipurpose concept relevant to contemporary 

developmental, cultural, social, organizational, and clinical psychology. The present study 

examined socially desirable responding among more than 1000 mothers and fathers in 9 

countries. We found (1) socially desirable responding averaged in the upper half of the 

possible range; (2) mothers and fathers did not differ in their mean levels of socially 

desirable responding; (3) mothers’ and fathers’ socially desirable responses were largely 

unrelated; (4) few country differences emerged in socially desirable responding, except that 

Chinese were high and Swedes were low relative to the grand mean of countries studied; (5) 

socially desirable responding was more strongly related to self-reports of negative parenting 

than positive parenting in both parents across countries; (6) mothers and fathers had largely 

similar relations between socially desirable responding and parenting; and (7) correlations 
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between socially desirable responding and self-reports of parenting were similar across 

countries for positive and largely similar for negative parenting (with only 4 of 36 

significant differences for mother and 2 of 36 significant differences for father PHRN). We 

discuss each of these main findings and their implications.

Socially Desirable Responding across Countries

Country means of socially desirable responding were mostly similar after controlling for 

parents’ age and education and child age. Other investigators have reported that group 

similarities in judgments of social desirability outweigh differences, as in Williams, 

Satterwhite, and Saiz’s (1998) 10-country comparison (Chile, China, Korea, Nigeria, 

Norway, Pakistan, Portugal, Singapore, Turkey, and the United States). Social desirability is 

likely a universal concept, given its relatively high mean level and strong group similarities.

That said, some residual differences in patterning across countries also emerged, suggesting 

possible cultural-specific factors that merit mention. Relative to the grand mean of countries 

we examined, China was high and Sweden low. Of course, many factors could account for 

these disparities. One which we examine here briefly is collectivism-individualism, which 

focuses on the individual’s relationships with other individuals. The participating countries 

varied widely in terms of their collectivist-individualist bent. Using Hofstede’s (2001) 

rankings, participating countries ranged from the United States and Sweden, with the highest 

individualism scores, to China, Colombia, and Thailand, countries that are among the most 

collectivist. Individuals in collectivist cultures are expected to express greater group loyalty 

and are thus more likely to respond in a socially desirable manner, whereas individuals in 

individualistic cultures are believed to experience less social pressure and thus to respond in 

less socially desirable ways (Johnson & van de Vijver, 2003). According to Triandis (1995), 

openness in interactions with strangers is a characteristic that is more highly valued in 

individualist societies, whereas concerns about maintaining good relationships and face-

saving are more salient (and hence, socially desirable) in collectivist countries. Eastern 

societies are thought to be more collectivist, where individuals are presumed to look after 

the interests of their group before their own. By contrast, Western societies characteristically 

exhibit stronger propensities toward individualism, which implies a more loosely knit social 

fabric in which people are expected to care primarily for themselves and their immediate 

family. A socially desirable responding bias may encourage individuals in collectivist 

societies to select options that place in-group welfare above out-group welfare. The same 

tendency occurs among social groups that stress the importance of keeping up a proper 

image, because socially desirable responses may be seen as strategies for presenting a good 

face (Ross & Mirowsky, 1984). Among collectivists, propensities to conformity (Bond & 

Smith, 1996) and reticence to self-disclose (Smith & Bond, 1998) are characteristics likely 

to be associated with socially desirable reporting (Johnson & van de Vijver, 2003). 

Collectivist values have been linked with a tendency to present oneself in normatively 

appropriate ways, whereas people in individualist societies are expected to feel weaker 

social pressures to conform and hence be less prone to profess socially desirable answers.

In support of this interpretation, Johnson (in Johnson & van de Vijver, 2003) reported 

findings from a study in the United States that documented a positive correlation between 
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the Marlowe-Crowne SDS and a collectivist orientation scale and a negative correlation with 

a measure of individualism. Van Hemert et al. (2002) also reported significant negative 

correlations across 23 nations between national individualism scores and mean scores on the 

Lie scale of the Eysenck Personality Inventory (Eysenck & Eysenck, 1964; see also 

Lalwani, Shavitt, & Johnson, 2006). Thus, the two country extremes in socially desirable 

responding that emerged in our study might reflect national differences in individualism-

collectivism.

China—Chinese parents rated socially desirable responding relatively high. These findings 

are consistent with previous research showing higher SDS scores among East Asians 

compared to U.S. Americans (Keillor et al., 2001; Middleton & Jones, 2000). A "courtesy 

bias" is thought to prevail in traditional Asian cultures (Jones, 1983) that may encourage 

social desirability as a byproduct of respondents’ need to maintain positive and harmonious 

social relationships. Ross and Mirowsky (1984) suggested that high scores on impression 

management characterize individuals who, like Chinese, valorize social harmony. In the 

same vein, Tangney, Baumeister, and Boone (2004) described impression management as an 

ability to override selfish interests in the service of what may be best for the entire 

community, and such impression management is associated with prioritizing communal 

values and social harmony (e.g., benevolence, tradition, and conformity), as is thought to be 

true in China, over agentic values, as are more common in Western countries (Lönnqvist, 

Paunonen, Tuulio-Henriksson, Lönnqvist, & Verkasalo, 2007). Moreover, “saving face” 

may be a pertinent concept in China; that is, to present oneself more positively is to avoid 

shaming self or family.

Sweden—By contrast, Swedish parents rated socially desirable responding relatively low. 

The Swedish cultural context emphasizes personal agency (Carlson & Earls, 2001), and 

Swedish parents rate modern and individualist attitudes relatively highly (Sorbring & 

Gurdal, 2011). Sweden is an international leader in progressive social policies. Moreover, 

Swedes are not reticent about sharing information about themselves. For example, Swedes 

have a “personal identity number” (personnummer), use it extensively, and are asked about 

it frequently. Swedes regularly share personal information.

These interpretations are post-hoc, and do not explain why other Asian groups (the 

Philippines and Thailand) did not score equally high to China and other Western ones (the 

United States) did not score equally low to Sweden. Moreover, these mean-level cultural 

differences did not translate into relations with self-reports. For example, Chinese mothers, 

who had the highest mean on socially desirable responding, had significantly lower relations 

between socially desirable responding and self-report of PHRN than Swedish mothers, who 

had the lowest mean on socially desirable responding. The “courtesy bias” in China may 

inflate responses to questions on the SDS-SF because some items tap social norms, but the 

courtesy bias might have little effect on reports of other self-perceptions.

Socially Desirable Responding in Mothers and Fathers

Mothers and fathers did not differ in mean levels of socially desirable responding or 

relations between socially desirable responding and self-perceptions of parenting (with one 
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exception for PW in Sweden). Past research has found little evidence of systematic gender 

differences in socially desirable responding (Watkins & Cheung, 1995). Cultural factors or 

mutual socialization might help to explain why parents independently report similar levels 

of socially desirable responding. Perhaps these forces implicitly or explicitly shape mothers 

and fathers to adopt uniform stances (Durrant & Olsen, 1997).

However, within families, mothers and fathers differed in their relative levels of social 

desirability. Pooling across countries, mothers’ and fathers’ socially desirable responding 

shared only 2% of their common variance. Through assortative mating, romantic partners 

who are more similar are presumed more likely to select into relationships (Luo & Klohnen, 

2005). Moreover, once they are in a relationship, men and women may also influence one 

another’s cognitions (and practices) toward greater consonance. It is surprising, therefore, 

that mothers’ and fathers’ social desirability were unrelated. Perhaps social desirability is a 

personality trait that is not easily moderated. This wife-husband discordance and its possible 

implications for childrearing call for additional investigation.

Relations with Parenting

As expected, socially desirable responding was related to parenting self-reports across 

countries. However, socially desirable responding was more strongly related to negative 

than positive parenting. Researchers should be aware that self-reports of negative behaviors, 

such as physical punishment, harsh parenting, and criticism may engage parents’ social 

desirability bias more than reports of positive behaviors, such as warmth, support, and 

sensitivity. Hence, statistical controls for socially desirable responding may be more 

important when accessing negative parenting. Furthermore, researchers should consider 

different means of data collection for sensitive information. For example, Richman, Kiesler, 

Weisband, and Drasgow (1999) compared modes of administration in a meta-analysis of 

social desirability distortion. Completing questionnaires while alone and allowing 

participants the ability to revise their responses led to lower socially desirable responding.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Certain characteristics of our samples limit generalizability of the findings. We studied 

mothers and fathers with children of specific age (M ≈ 8 years). So, interparental agreement 

in terms of mean and relative levels could vary in parents of younger or older children as it 

might in parents married for different lengths of time. There may also be within-country 

regional differences in socially desirable responding, with couples in urban areas holding 

different attitudes from those in rural areas, for example. We discussed our results in terms 

of nations, but modern nations are complex and heterogeneous (especially with respect to 

ethnic and cultural groups). We examined mothers and fathers from 9 countries, but because 

of our focus on mothers’ and fathers’ socially desirable responding our analyses were 

limited to families in which both a mother and father were available to participate. Finally, 

we took great care in translating and back translating the questionnaires, but we cannot be 

certain that mothers and fathers in all countries interpreted all questions in the same way 

(i.e., there was measurement invariance of the scales). All these limitations prompt future 

research directions.
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Conclusions

Psychological, cultural, clinical, and developmental science are concerned with 

understanding what cognitions people hold, why they hold specific cognitions, what 

functions cognitions serve, how cognitions are shared, when and how cognitions develop, 

and the effects of cognitions. Across 9 countries, we found country, gender, and parental 

similarities and differences in socially desirable responding. The overall means revealed 

that, on average, mothers and fathers from a wide variety of countries expressed similarly 

high levels of social desirability. However, two country differences suggested that cultural 

processes may shape socially desirable responding to some extent. Mothers and fathers were 

also discordant from one another. The results further suggest that social desirability might 

play a role in how parents respond to caregiving measures typically used in the literature and 

that social desirability might operate in different ways for different constructs, for example 

exerting an influence on whether and how parents respond about harsh parenting but having 

less influence in whether and how parents respond about positive parenting. Investigations 

of one or the other would be affected differently. These kinds of comparative evidence are 

key to understanding the generalizability as well as the specificity of basic psychological 

processes.
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Table 2

Descriptive statistics of parents’ socially desirable responding by country, and bootstrapped estimates of 

country deviations from the grand mean

M SD t p

China 9.01 2.20 3.44 .004

Colombia 8.67 2.25 .52 .547

Italy 8.59 2.40 .26 .614

Jordan 8.80 2.23 1.35 .236

Kenya 8.35 2.36 −.77 .462

Philippines 8.90 2.32 1.80 .130

Sweden 7.76 2.51 −3.04 .012

Thailand 8.27 2.68 −1.00 .381

United States 8.06 2.64 −.98 .381

Grand mean 8.49 .41 -- --

Note. All statistics for the United States are weighted to match the population distributions of ethnicity. Unweighted descriptives for the United 
States are M = 8.60, SD = 2.63. T-tests and p-values are bootstrapped estimates.
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Table 3

Bootstrapped estimates of partial correlations of socially desirable responding with self-perceptions of 

parenting warmth and hostility/rejection/neglect of children.

Mother Father

PW PHRN PW PHRN

China .14* −.18**ab .15* −.19**e

Colombia .27** −.40*** .04 −.19f

Italy .17* −.23**cd .14 −.36***

Jordan .25** −.49***ac .06h −.45*** efh

Kenya .12 −.30** .06 −.38***

Philippines .09 −.30** .07 −.20

Sweden .34**g −.48***bd −.02g −.22

Thailand .16 −.41*** .03 −.22

United States .16i −.37***i .12j −.33***j

Grand mean .10***k −.24***k .03l −.25***l

Note. Correlations with the same superscripts significantly differ.

a
z = 2.97, p = .003.

b
z = 2.50, p = .012.

c
z = 2.39, p = .02.

d
z = 2.03, p = .042.

e
z = 2.49, p = .014.

f
z = 2.08, p = .037.

g
z = 2.21, p = .026.

h
z = −3.65, p < .001.

i
z = −2.17, p = .030.

j
z = −2.25, p = .024.

k
z = −3.78, p < .001.

l
z = −6.48, p < .001.

*
p < .05.

**
p < .01.

***
p < .001.
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