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The term ‘social desirability bias’ (SD bias) is used to describe a systematic tendency to 
adapt one’s behavior or communication to conform to perceived social norms. While 
SD bias, which can affect the validity of empirical studies, has received considerable 
attention in psychological research, it has yet to be examined in the context of the fine 
and performing arts. This study is among the first to provide empirical evidence for high 
trait desirability (TD) in the cultural sector and a resultant SD bias. It shows that due 
to SD bias, audiences in the cultural sector are more likely to give misleading positive 
feedback. It is therefore incumbent on researchers in the cultural sector to integrate an 
awareness of and possibilities for mitigating SD bias at all stages of their studies. This 
paper offers several specific suggestions on how this can be done. 
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 1. Introduction

In recent decades, cultural organizations have become more market ori-
ented and increasingly focused on audience development (BAUMGARTH 
2009; CAMARERO/GARRIDO 2012; FILLIS 2011; LINDELOF 2014). 
Success in the global marketplace requires effective strategic decisions, 
and those decisions, in turn, need to be made based on reliable infor-
mation on audiences, which can be collected with the help of surveys. 
Although they are often used, audience studies have been shown to be 
ineffective in terms of strategic outcome.
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As shown in table 1, many studies conducted over the last decade 
have one aspect in common: satisfaction with visits to cultural organiza-
tions and events tends to be very high. 

Organisation Study Author Results

German Muse-
um, Munich

Climate 
Exhibition

LEWALTER/
GEYER (2003)

85 % good or excellent

20 theaters in 
Berlin

Audience Study
TAUCHNITZ 

(2004)
88 % satisfied

Natural History 
Museum, London

Antarctica 
Exhibition

JAMES (2007)
They all enjoyed it, and most of 
them gave it a score of 8 or 9 out 
of 10.

20 Theaters in 
Canada

Audience Enga-
gement 

Survey Report

CREATIVE 
TRUST FOR 

ARTS & CUL-
TURE (2010) 

96 % indicted that they enjoy 
it occasionally or regard it as a 
vital activity for them

German Muse-
um, Munich

Nanotechnology 
Exhibition

SPECHT/
LEWALTER 

(2011)
84,4 % good or excellent

12 museums in 
Cologne

Museum Night
KLIMENT 

(2011)
86 % good or excellent

Victoria and 
Albert Museum,

London

Case Study 
Evaluation 

of Future Plan
PETRIE (2011)

Beautiful (71 %), historic (60 %), 
informative (49 %), and stimu-
lating (49 %) out of a list of 20 
words.

State Theater, 
Karlsruhe

Audience Study
SIEBENHAAR 

(2012)
92,8% good or excellent

Table 1: List of museum, orchestra, theater, and library audience surveys from the United 
States, Great Britain, and Germany. Each survey asked for overall satisfaction. The selec-
tion of studies included here is not representative. 

As rewarding as these results may be, they do not motivate decision mak-
ers to develop new strategies to meet audiences’ actual needs. If all vis-
itors are content, why should anything be adjusted? Thus, these results 
may lead to inertia. They may also be problematic for another reason: 
the audiences of most cultural organizations tend to be heterogeneous 
(FÖHL/GLOGNER-PILZ 2016; FÖHL/NÜBEL 2016), but their evalu-
ations are surprisingly very similar. As audiences dwindle, particularly 
in the sector of high culture, whether the results of audience studies are 
reliable and truly meaningful can be questioned.

One explanation for the discrepancy between positive evaluations 
and the declining number of visitors observed could be that the question-
naires used for evaluations are biased. Both audience and nonaudience 
studies that rely on direct questions are subject to an array of errors. This 
paper argues that because of social desirability bias (SD bias), individu-
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als may provide feedback that is more positive than their actual opinion. 
It is assumed that the cultural sector is particularly vulnerable to SD bias 
because of an anticipated high trait desirability (TD) associated with the 
fine and performing arts, which are often associated with ‘high culture.’ 

High culture has long played an important role in marking social 
status and prestige (VEBLEN 1899; LINTON 1945; BOURDIEU 1979). 
Individuals who seek out what they regard as the ‘better circles’ within 
their class or want to enter a higher class try to impress group members 
through social prestige. Modern, fragmented society is only partially re-
flected in Veblen’s, Linton’s, and partially Bourdieu’s linearly concep-
tualized structure. Lifestyle research, which has been highly influenced 
by these theories (HAKIM 2000; PATSIAOURAS/FITCHETT 2012; 
TRIGG 2016), offers more nuanced models that may explain how people 
differ in terms of their perceived degree of TD concerning certain issues. 
Whereas Bourdieu’s model is, for example, characterized by a hierarchi-
cal structure, lifestyle research has challenged the assumption of clear 
hierarchies by introducing two new dimensions of structuring clusters: 
discontinuity and expansion. 

The term ‘discontinuity’ is used to refer to the fact that group mem-
bers can temporarily change their place in a social system by engaging in 
a particular behavior. Thus, new elites are characterized by ‘omnivorous-
ness.’ This term was introduced in the academic discourse on culture 
by PETERSON/SIMKUS (1992), who sought to explain hybrid cultur-
al consumption behavior. They argue that people can switch between 
reference systems without violating their class borders. As a result, the 
same person can appreciate high and popular culture. Similarly, Prior 
(2005) aimed to improve Bourdieu’s model of society by integrating the 
complexity that is inherent in a more nuanced understanding of culture. 
In consumer research, this behavior is discussed as “hybrid purchasing 
behavior” (LEPPÄNEN/GRÖNROOS 2009). This kind of behavior has 
made it increasingly difficult to clearly link individuals to a specific class 
based on their consumption behavior. While omnivorousness is, as in-
dicated above, regarded as a trait of new elites (ATKINSON 2011), over-
all cultural capital still plays a major role among reputational criteria 
(HOLT 1997). Although hybrid consumer behavior is increasingly com-
mon, considering distinction behavior is still possible and necessary.

The second dimension, expansion, is a result of social research in 
the 1980s. Schulze (1992) remarked that distinguishing people based 
on their demographic and social backgrounds has become increasing-
ly problematic. His research describes social classes as milieus within a 
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two-dimensional space. The construction of these milieus is still based 
on measures that are similar to those used by Bourdieu, but the former 
are not arranged in a hierarchy. The social orientation point for behavior 
that yields prestige is no longer clearly determined but associated with 
lifestyles consciously or unconsciously adopted by individuals. Thus, 
uses and especially explicit nonuses of culture may be exploited as mark-
ers of distinction at a given level.

Drawing on these theoretical insights, this empirical study aims to 
clarify the role and importance of SD bias in audience studies. It exam-
ines whether research on the cultural sector is particularly prone to SD 
bias, and if so, to what extent. This study also discusses the results and 
methodological approaches that could be used to address the problem 
of social desirability and to increase the quality of responses for future 
audience studies on cultural organizations.

 2. Social Desirability Bias and
  High Culture as Trait Desirability

The concept of ‘social desirability’ implies that respondents adapt their 
responses to the social norm (KRUMPAL 2013; TOURANGEAU/YAN 
2007). With regard to perceived social norms, Paulhus (2002: 50) de-
fined ‘SD bias’ as “the tendency to give overly positive self-descriptions.” 
Steenkamp/Jong/Baumgartner (2010: 200) expanded this definition by 
explaining why most people tend to behave in this manner: 

Socially desirable responses are answers that make the respondent look good, 
based on cultural norms about the desirability of certain values, traits, attitudes, 
interests, opinions, and behaviors. 

Drawing on these definitions, one can define ‘SD bias’ as the tendency to 
embellish to adjust to social norms (JONG/PIETERS/FOX 2010; MICK 
1996). Individuals scan their environments for indicators of a proper, 
socially legitimized opinion that can be presented as needed. The reason 
for this is that respondents wish to either create a positive self-image or 
meet the expectations of an interviewer or a specific group. At the same 
time, they attempt to avoid social sanctions and negative consequences 
resulting from a truthful answer. Consequently, the actually held atti-
tude or the real behavior will not be revealed. The aim of the respondent 
is to adapt to a socially desirable behavior and attitude and to limit so-
cially undesirable behaviors (TOURANGEAU/RIPS/RASINSKI 2000).
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When seeking to understand the theoretical basis of social desirabil-
ity, SD bias research has frequently focused on symbolic interactionism 
(SI) and impression management theory (IM) (GOSEN 2014). Symbol-
ic interactionism, as understood by BLUMER (1969), is defined as the 
process of interaction in the formation of meanings for individuals. Ac-
cording to Blumer, interaction between individuals is based on autono-
mous action, which, in turn, is based on the subjective meaning actors 
attribute to social objects and/or symbols. Thus, individual actors reg-
ulate their behavior based on the meaning they attribute to objects and 
symbols in their interaction with others. Noteworthy in this regard is 
that Phillips (1971) defined data collection interviews as special forms of 
social action, as interactions during which respondents seek to optimize 
the impression they are giving. They aim to maximize both the approv-
al they achieve and their personal satisfaction. This is done by gauging 
the perceived social appropriateness or desirability of their viewpoint 
and adapting their responses accordingly. If, by answering candidly, 
respondents’ opinions or behaviors may be perceived by their peers as 
inappropriate, they will often adapt their response to avoid creating this 
impression.

The role of social coordination in impression theory is even more sig-
nificant than in other theories. This theory holds that individuals affect 
other individuals, society, and their wider environment. This influence is 
the result of processes of interaction. During these processes, individuals 
consciously or unconsciously manage the impression they give (MUM-
MENDEY/BOLTEN 1993). Impression management is, as Schlenker 
(1980: 6) emphasized, “the attempt to control images that are projected 
in real or imagined social interactions.”

Against this background, two common approaches concerning dif-
ferent dimensions of ‘social desirability’ provide important insights 
(DEMAIO 1984; PAULHUS 2002; TOURANGEAU/YAN 2007). One 
of these approaches regards social desirability as a ‘stable personality 
characteristic’ where the focus is on ‘need for social approval’ and ‘im-
pression management’ (CROWNE/MARLOWE 1960; KRUMPAL 2013; 
TOURANGEAU/YAN 2007; WINKLER et al. 2006). The second ap-
proach, which is also taken in this study, describes a context-dependent 
response strategy that reflects trait desirability (TD) in a particular sit-
uation. Seen in this light, the characteristic, the structure, and the com-
prehensibility of the items and especially the topic that is to be measured 
(i.e., item content) have an effect on socially desirable responses. In oth-
er words, “[this] approach to Social Desirability response bias, perceived 
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desirability of the issue, considers behaviors or traits to be more or less 
socially desirable and thus discusses Social Desirability in relation to 
particular items” (RANDALL/FERNANDES 1991: 807).

Indeed, recent studies have identified different context-dependent 
factors that intensify SD bias. Numerous studies have shown that SD bias 
plays a role in participants’ reactions to the research setting (PODSA-
KOFF et al. 2003). Other studies have identified the cultural background 
of participants as an important factor affecting SD bias (HOPWOOD et 
al. 2009; MIDDLETON/JONES 2000). In addition, TOURANGEAU/
YAN (2007) concluded that SD bias can be perceived especially in con-
troversial issues such as addiction, political radicalism, income, and 
voting behavior. This kind of desirability vis-à-vis a certain issue is of-
ten referred to as ‘trait desirability.’ BELLI/TRAUGOTT/BECKMANN 
(2001), for example, found that 20 % of nonvoters claimed to have voted. 
TOURANGEAU/YAN (2007) concluded that issues that involve social 
norms and values are particularly prone to SD bias. The trait desirability 
examined in this paper is high culture.

Veblen’s (1899), Linton’s (1945), Bourdieu’s (1979), and post-
Bourdieu’s theories of cultural behavior mentioned above have argued 
that high culture plays an important role in assigning social status and 
prestige. These approaches suggest that representations of art and, by 
extension, of cultural knowledge have been common means of achiev-
ing social recognition in Western culture. Empirical surveys have shown 
that human beings value participation in high culture events as an im-
portant aspect of socialization (GREATER PHILADELPHIA CULTUR-
AL ALLIANCE 2009). In general, high culture is commonly associated 
with exclusivity and, therefore, an opportunity to increase one’s sym-
bolic capital. The Eurobarometer of 2006, for instance, showed how 
individuals in many different countries attach high social value to the 
cultural sector (EUROPEAN COMMISSION 2006; EUROSTAT 2011). 
Regardless of their respective definitions of culture, approximately 77 % 
of the participants stated that cultural events and organizations are of 
personal importance to them (65 % in Germany) compared with only 
22 % who stated that culture is not important to them.

When analyzing SD bias in this context, the meaning of culture as an 
active instrument of distinction leads to the following two hypotheses: 
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H 1: The use of high cultural offerings is perceived to be desirable by 
society (high culture has a trait desirability). 

H 2: Trait desirability has a positive impact on social desirability bias.

As Paulhus et al. (2003) showed, SD can be assessed as a systemic in-
fluence. This insight has important implications for measures used to 
generate both evaluative and behavioral data. Transferred to the cultural 
sector, this means that SD bias could be observed in an overreporting of 
responses that cite both satisfaction and frequency of visits to cultural 
institutions. Reuband (2007) demonstrates that in population surveys 
that ask about the frequency of opera visits, respondents tend to overe-
stimate the number of visits. He suspects that this finding can be exp-
lained by social desirability effects. Writing on their project ‘eMotion—
mapping museum experience,’ Tröndle/Kirchberg/Tschacher (2014) 
noted that male and female participants tended to share their knowledge 
of art in a different manner. The authors also explained these findings in 
terms of SD bias. Based on these assumptions, the following hypotheses 
are derived:

H3: Social desirability affects reported evaluation of cultural institu-
tions. 

H4: Social desirability affects reported behavior concerning cultural 
institutions.

Figure 1 illustrates the model hypothesized and tested in this study. 

Trait 
Desirability

Social
Desirability

Bias

Overreported 
Cultural 

Evaluation 

Overreported 
Cultural Behavior

Topic

High Culture

H1 H2

H4

H3

Antecedence Cognitive Process Outcome

Figure 1: The proposed model of SD bias in the cultural sector.
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 3. Methods

 3.1 Design

To analyze the problem of social desirability in audience research, con-
ducting research in the context of authentic settings is important. This 
study focused on the theater sector. More specifically, it examined one 
theater that presents three different genres: opera, plays, and dance. 
The participants were asked to visit the theater to see a play. They were 
assigned to one of four plays: Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, by Tennessee Wil-
liams (n=29); Sunset Boulevard, by Billy Wilder (n=31); Lucia di Lam-
mermoor, by Gaetano Donizetti (n=72); and Murder She Wrote, by Ag-
atha Christie (n=21). The participants completed an online survey within 
four days of their visit. During the first stage of this process, two types of 
implicit measurements were used: First, an overclaiming test, namely, 
the overclaiming questionnaire (OCQ), by Paulhus et al. (2003), which 
functioned as an unobtrusive measure of self-enhancement, was used 
to gather information on social desirability bias. Then, in an association 
test (single-category implicit association test), the participants were 
asked to match evaluative attributes to the plays they had watched. In 
the second and final stage of the survey, explicit measurements followed. 
The participants were asked to answer open and closed questions used to 
measure the social desirability of specific topics, and they reported their 
evaluation of the play and cultural behavior. The proposed hypotheses 
were operationalized using an actual visit to a theater to see a play. The 
following table provides an overview of these operationalizations.

general formulation general formulation

H1 The use of high cultural offerings is 
perceived as desirable by society (high 
culture as Trait Desirability).

The use of high cultural offerings is percei-
ved as desirable by society (high culture as 
Trait Desirability).

H2 Trait Desirability has a positive im-
pact on Social Desirability bias.

The perceived desirability of visits to the 
theater has a positive impact on overre-
porting knowledge of theater.

H3 Social Desirability affects the reported 
evaluation of cultural institutions.

Overreporting limits the reported perfor-
mance satisfaction.

H4 Social Desirability affects reported 
behavior concerning cultural  
institutions.

Overreporting affects the reported behavi-
or concerning the theater.

Table 2: Theater-specified operationalizations.
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 3.2 Participants

A total of 153 students at a German university participated in this study. 
Of the participants, 70 % were female. The age of the participants ranged 
from 18 to 32 years, and the average age was 22.4 years, SD = 2.94. The 
students were enrolled in different academic programs: The majority of 
students (55 %) had a background in business administration or related 
fields (e.g., corporate and business law, business psychology). The oth-
er participants were enrolled in cultural studies (16 %), environmental 
sciences (9 %), and education (11 %). And 7 % of the participants were 
students in programs that were only mentioned once or twice (e.g., polit-
ical sciences, digital media). Only 3 % of the participants did not provide 
any information on their academic background.

The participants were recruited using snowball sampling of students 
who were enrolled in two seminars on the topic of SD bias in audience 
research that were offered at the university. Every student from these 
seminars recruited three to five participants. Participation was volun-
tary. As the theater visit was part of the study, the participants in the 
study were granted free entrance to the theater. As students have, how-
ever, free entrance to most plays of the theater anyway, because of co-
operation between the university and the theater, it can be assumed that 
this procedure did not result in self-selection processes. All the partici-
pants completed the questionnaire and were included in the analysis. 

 3.3 Trait Desirability

To evaluate the degree to which topics are ‘socially loaded,’ this study 
applied the trait desirability approach (PHILLIPS/CLANCY 1972; 
STOCKÉ/HUNKLER 2007). This approach assumed that trait desira-
bility directly assesses how the respondents perceive the trait under con-
sideration to be evaluated in society. It is based on the assumption that 
the participants perceive the desirability of certain traits2  in society dif-
ferently. For example, drinking too much alcohol is frowned upon by so-
ciety. The perceived TD offers an incentive for the participants to adjust 
their behavior to match social expectations. For example, participants 
who believe that heavy drinking represents reprehensible behavior will 
have a strong incentive to underreport the frequency and quantity of 
their alcohol consumption. The participants in this study were asked to 

2 Trait is not understood here as a constant attribute of an individual but as a certain 
issue.



SIGRID BEKMEIER-FEUERHAHN ET AL.22

rate the social desirability of four characteristics: frequency of theater 
visits, frequency of visits to cultural institutions, extent of their knowl-
edge of physics, and extent to which they use the social media website 
Facebook. For every characteristic, the participants had to rate the social 
desirability of (a) a strong occurrence3 (ST), (b) a medium occurrence4  
(ME), and (c) a weak occurrence5 (WE) on a nine-point bipolar rating 
scale with a neutral midpoint. The scale ranges from –4 (perceived neg-
atively by society) to +4 (perceived positively by society). To test hypoth-
esis 2 (correlation between trait desirability and social desirability bias), 
this study used simple difference scores (SDS) (STOCKÉ/HUNKLER 
2006, 2007) to include information on the TD of a weak and a strong oc-
currence of the characteristics.6 For SDS, the ratings of low and high in-
tensity were transformed to present a range of 0 to 8. In a next step, SDS 
was calculated as the difference between a high intensity and a low in-
tensity of characteristics: SDS = TDSTRONG – TDWEAK. The resulting 
scale ranges from –8 (strong incentive to provide a weak characteristic 
value) to +8 (strong incentive to provide a strong characteristic value).

 3.4 Social Desirability 

As discussed above, the term ‘social desirability’ can be defined as the 
tendency to give overly positive self-descriptions. To measure SD bias, 
this study applied the overclaiming questionnaire (OCQ), which has 
been described as “the tendency to claim knowledge about non-exist-
ent items” (PAULHUS et al. 2003: 891). The questionnaire contains 
both actual terms and those specifically created for the purpose of this 
study. Signal detection theory and, accordingly, signal detection analysis 
(MACMILLAN/CREELMAN 1991; PAULHUS et al. 2003) are the basis 
for the analysis of the participants’ responses to the OCQ. In our case, an 
actual term is interpreted as a signal and a fictional one as the absence of 
a signal. Participants, then, have to distinguish between the two. They do 
so by indicating their familiarity with each term. The questionnaire con-
tained 14 terms from the sector of theater; of these, seven did exist, and 

3 Cronbach’s alpha for culture and theater (two items) = .77 (threshold ≥ .4, see ZINN-
BAUER/EBERL (2004: 21)).

4 Cronbach’s alpha for culture and theater (two items) = .75 (threshold ≥ .4, see ZINN-
BAUER/EBERL (2004: 21)).

5 Cronbach’s alpha for culture and theater (two items) = .79 (threshold ≥ .4, see ZINN-
BAUER/EBERL (2004: 21)).

6 Cronbach’s alpha for culture and theater (two items) = .83 (threshold ≥ .4, see ZINN-
BAUER/EBERL (2004: 21)).
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seven were created for this study. All items are tested in a pretest. Items 
that were found to be very difficult or very easy were eliminated because 
they do not reveal any meaningful differences between individuals. The 
final items included in the questionnaire are listed in Figure 2. The seven 
terms that were invented for this study (fake terms) are given in italics.

Below you will find a number of terms from the field of theater. Please indicate how familiar 
you are with the term.

Kabale und Liebe   I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

Revue    I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

Requisite    I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

Dramaturg [dramatic adviser]  I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

Draußen vor der Tür [Outside the Door] I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

Little Shop of Horror    I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

Gewandmeister [costume designer] I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

Langer Abend [A Long Evening]   I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

Transzendentale   I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

Postkompensatorisches Drama  I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

Skriptionsregie   I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

klimaxiale Umdeutung [reinterpretation] I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

Paraphrasenregie   I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

Bühnenunterstieg   I am familiar with it  �      �  I never heard of it

Figure 2: OCQ-theater questionnaire.

The participants were asked to rate their familiarity in a bipolar response 
system by choosing one of the following responses: ‘I am familiar with it’ 
or ‘I never heard of it.’ Their responses were assigned to one of the four 
following categories: hits, misses, false alarms, and correct rejections. 
Based on these dichotomized responses, the hit rate (H) and the false 
alarm rate (FA) were calculated. H is the proportion of terms recognized 
vis-à-vis all terms that were included:

H = Hits / (Hits + Misses)
FA is the proportion of falsely recognized terms invented for this study 
vis-à-vis all fake terms:
FA = Falses / (Falses + Correct Rejections)
To measure SD bias, the response bias c was then calculated as follows:
c = (z (H) + z (FA))/2, 
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with z being the inverse of the cumulative distribution function of the 
standard normal distribution.

The higher is an individual participant’s c, the higher is his or her 
“stylistic tendency to say ‘Yes, I recognize that item’ versus ‘No, I don’t 
recognize that item’” (PAULHUS et al. 2003: 891). 

 3.5 Cultural Evaluation: 
  Measurement of Satisfaction

In line with the literature, we used the participants’ satisfaction with the 
play as measurement for cultural evaluation. Two different measure-
ment approaches were used to describe satisfaction: an explicit meas-
urement in the form of direct questions and an implicit measurement in 
the form of the SC-IAT.

Explicit measures, such as questionnaires including direct questions, 
may be affected by response bias, for example, SD bias (NEVID/MC-
CLELLAND 2010: 990). In contrast, implicit measures are less likely to 
be influenced by SD bias (KARPINSKI/STEINMAN 2006: 26) and are 
therefore more reliable in measuring attitudes, especially in the case of 
socially sensitive topics. For example, implicit measurements of racial 
attitudes have been shown to be significant predictors of race-related be-
havior (NEVID/MCCLELLAND 2010: 990). Therefore, we checked the 
overreporting bias in the culture sector by comparing implicitly meas-
ured evaluation with the corresponding explicitly measured self-report-
ed evaluation in the survey. 

The most commonly used measure of implicit social cognition is the 
implicit association test (IAT), which is defined as an “association-based 
measure of social cognition” (KARPINSKI/STEINMAN 2006: 16). The 
IAT, a response-time-based method, which attempts to bypass the cog-
nitive filters of respondents, measures the strength of associative links. 
It consists of two computer-based discrimination tasks and measures 
the strength of the association between a target concept and an attribute 
dimension (FAZIO/OLSON 2003; HAINES/SUMNER 2006). The sin-
gle-category implicit association test (SC-IAT) is a modification of the 
IAT. In contrast to the classic IAT, the SC-IAT uses only a single target 
object to measure the strength of association. The aim of this study is, 
as mentioned above, to measure the strength of association with the sin-
gle target object, that is, satisfaction with a play. Different studies have 
provided evidence for the reliability and validity of the SC-IAT (BLUE-
MKE/FRIESE 2008; FRIESE et al. 2016; KARPINSKI/STEINMAN 
2006; STEINMAN/KARPINSKI 2008). In addition, a meta-analysis by 



SOCIAL DESIRABILITY’S INFLUENCE ON AUDIENCE RESEARCH 25

GREENWALD et al. (2009) demonstrated that when examining racial 
behaviors, the IAT showed significantly higher predictive validity than 
direct self-report questions.

 3.5.1 Implicit measurement of satisfaction: SC-IAT7

The SC-IAT consists of a computer-based two-phase allocation task. 
Both phases include 24 practice trials, followed by 72 counting trials. 
Using two keys on the keyboard, the participants categorize stimuli from 
the target category (here, photograph of a scene of the play8) and stimuli 
that are concerned with two opposite characteristic labels (here, good vs. 
bad) (Figure 3). 

good
theatre

bad
Classification

Measurement of 
the reaction time

Target-category (visited 
play) or stimuli with 

two oppositve 
characteristic labels

S L

Figure 3: Operation of the SC-IAT.

In the first phase, the stimuli9 (see Footnote 8 and photographs of scenes 
of the visited play, e.g., Figure 3) are shown at the center of the screen, 
and the positive evaluation (good) is located on the left side, whereas the 
negative one (bad) is shown on the right side. The participants either 
press the S (positive) or L (negative) key. First, the participants are asked 

7 A detailed description can be found in the study by KARPINSKI/STEINMAN (2006:18).
8 NOSEK/GREENWALD/BANAJI (2007: 270) note that “stimulus items can be presen-

ted as words, pictures, sounds, or in a combination of modalities.”
9 Target words SC-IAT (good): beautiful, celebrating, cheerful, excellent, excitement, fa-

bulous, friendly, glad, glee, happy, laughing, likable, loving, marvelous, pleasure, smi-
ling, splendid, superb, paradise, triumph, and wonderful. Target words SC-IAT (bad): 
angry, brutal, destroy, dirty, disaster, disgusting, dislike, evil, gross, horrible, humi-
liate, nasty, noxious, painful, revolting, sickening, terrible, tragic, ugly, unpleasant, 
and yucky.
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to assign the stimuli to the category that is categorized as positive. Then, 
the combination is reversed: the stimuli of the target category are to be 
moved into the area that is categorized as negative, and the participants 
have to press the L key. As Nevid/McClelland (2010: 993) remarked, the 
SC-IAT is based on the assumption that categorization of target objects 
will be easier and thus faster when they are paired with an evaluative cat-
egory consistent with the participants’ underlying attitudes than when 
they are paired with an incongruent category.

The duration of execution of 144 counting trials were measured in mil-
liseconds. The procedure developed by Steinman/Karpinski (2008) was 
used to calculate the index: Responses that were faster than 350 ms were 
eliminated, and so were nonresponses. Error responses were replaced 
with the block mean, plus an error penalty of 400 ms. Additionally, the 
participants with an error rate of over 20 % were eliminated. The average 
response times during Phase 1 (play + good) were subtracted from the 
average response times of Phase 2 (play + bad). The result was divided by 
the standard deviation of all correct response times in phases 1 and 2.

Negative SC-IAT values indicate that the play is evaluated as bad, 
whereas positive ones suggest that the play is regarded as good. This 
implicit measurement method gives an indication of the true evaluation 
of the play without the cognitive filter of social desirability.

 3.5.2 Explicit measurement of satisfaction
The explicit measures of satisfaction were presented after the implicit 
ones so that the former did not influence the latter (KARPINSKI/STEIN-
MAN 2006:18). An inverse direction of this relationship could not, at the 
time, be observed. Three different explicit measurements in the form of 
a questionnaire were used:

1. Satisfaction via semantic differential: three emotional term couples 
from the SC-IAT (excellent (= 1) vs. horrible (= 7), marvelous (= 1) 
vs. revolting (= 7), likeable (= 1) vs. unpleasant (= 7), and stimulating 
(= 1) vs. boring (=7). These four items were recoded, and their val-
ues were added and divided by four. This process resulted in a scale 
called semantic differential satisfaction.10

2. Satisfaction with the quality of performance, atmosphere, and artis-
tic performance (ranging from 1= very dissatisfied to 7 = very sat-

10 Cronbach’s alpha (four items) = .91 (threshold ≥ .7, see ZINNBAUER/EBERL  
(2004: 21)).
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isfied). The values for these three items were added and divided by 
three to obtain one item called performance satisfaction.11

3. The overall satisfaction was measured via one item (How satisfied are 
you with the visit?) with a scale ranging from 1= very dissatisfied to 
7 = very satisfied).

 3.5.3 Cultural behavior
The influence of SD bias on reported cultural behavior was assessed by 
asking the participants how often they had visited a theater in the pre-
vious 12 months. Both an open question and a seven-point Likert scale 
were used for this purpose.

 4.  Major Results

To test Hypothesis 1 (general formulation see [Table 2]), the use of high 
cultural offerings is perceived to be desirable by society (high culture 
has a trait desirability), the TDs of the four surveyed characteristics (fre-
quency of theater visits, frequency of visits to cultural institutions, extent 
of their knowledge of physics, and extent to which they use the social me-
dia website Facebook) were compared. The social desirability of a strong 
(ST), medium (ME), and weak (WE) occurrence of the four characteris-
tics is shown in Figure 4.
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(SC-IAT)

explicit measure
(overall satisfaction)

explicit measure
(playnear

satisfaction)

explicit measure
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satisfaction)

Figure 4: Perceived TD of the analyzed characteristics at the aggregate level (n=153).

11 Cronbach’s alpha (three items) = .81 (threshold ≥ .7, see ZINNBAUER/EBERL  
(2004: 21)).
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Frequent visits to cultural institutions were regarded as socially desira-
ble by the participants, M ST = 2.83, standard deviation = 1.1. An occa-
sional visit was also perceived as positive, M ME = 1.9, SD = 1.12. In con-
trast, the participants believed that not using cultural offerings would be 
unfavorably perceived by society, M WE = –1.90, SD = 1.26. A similar 
pattern was observed concerning the knowledge of physics. However, 
these results indicate that the participants regarded the item ‘cultural 
visits’ to be much more socially desirable than the item ‘knowledge of 
physics.’ The high values of the items ‘culture strong’ (M = 2.83) and 
‘theater strong’ (M = 2.409) point to trait desirability. Conversely, the 
excessive use of Facebook is considered not desirable.

To determine the statistical significance of trait desirability, a sin-
gle-sample t-test was conducted to check whether the mean values of 
culture (Figure 1) among the participants were different from zero. If 
trait desirability was not given, the characteristics examined here, es-
pecially culture, would have a value of zero. The analysis revealed a sta-
tistically significant difference between all means12 (p < .05), supporting 
Hypothesis 1; that is, the use of high cultural offerings is perceived to be 
desirable by society (high culture has trait desirability). Hypothesis 1, 
visits to the theater are perceived to be desirable by society (theater visits 
as trait desirability), was also supported by the results.13

As stated in Hypothesis 2, high TD in the context of high culture, in 
this case theater, should result in a tendency to answer related ques-
tions in a socially desirable manner. To test this assumption, TD, using 
the SDS Scale introduced by STOCKÉ/HUNKLER (2006, 2007) was 
computed, and correlation with the response bias c_theater (individu-
al tendency to overclaim knowledge of theater) was calculated. The re-
sults showed that the participants who had high positive SDS scores in 

12 Mean “culture never” (M = –1.902, SD = 1.41) was lower than the score of zero, a sta-
tistically significant difference of –1.9 (95% CI, –2.13 to –1.68), t(152) = –16.648, p = 
.000. Mean “culture sometimes” (M = 1.882, SD = 1.68) was higher than the score of 
zero, a statistically significant difference of 1.88 (95% CI, 1.68 to 2.09), t(152) = 18.306, 
p = .000. Mean “culture often” (M = 2.830, SD = 1.05) was higher than the score of 
zero, a statistically significant difference of 2.83 (95% CI, 2.66 to 2.99), t(152) = 33.339,  
p = .000.

13 Mean “theater never” (M = –1.295, SD = 1.26) was lower than the score of zero, a sta-
tistically significant difference of –1.295 (95% CI, –1.50 to –1.09), t(148) = –12.547, 
p = .000. Mean “theater sometimes” (M = 1.737, SD = 1.12) was higher than the score 
of zero, a statistically significant difference of 1.737 (95% CI, 1.56 to 1.92), t(151) = 
19.116, p = .000. Mean “theater often” (M = 2.409, SD = 1.10) was higher than the score 
of zero, a statistically significant difference of 2.409 (95% CI, 2.23 to 2.59), t(148) =  
26.816, p = .000.
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the sector of theater also showed a tendency to overclaim in this sector, 
r (146) = .139, p = .093. In this psychological context, a p-value < 0.1 is 
often treated as ‘marginally significant.’ Different factors could explain 
this weak correlation. First, the two measurement approaches used in 
this study focused on different components of social desirable respond-
ing. The TD approach examines only how socially desirable a specific 
trait (e.g., visits to the theater) is perceived. It does not take into account 
that besides the specific trait desirability, social desirable responding is 
also a personality characteristic (PAULHUS 2003). Because of the com-
plexity of the construct, comparable studies show similar levels of cor-
relations. For example, similarly low values were also found by Paulhus 
(2003: 894), who used a regression equation to determine the influence 
of constructs on the OCQ bias.14 Secondly, methodological limitations 
have to be taken into account. The approach used in this study to meas-
ure TD was a single-item measurement, which is often viewed critically 
in comparison with multi-item measurements. Against this backdrop, 
the empirical results of this study still appear to lend support to Hypoth-
esis 2: the perceived desirability of visits to the theater has a positive 
impact on overreporting knowledge of theater. This high TD seemed to 
be a motivation for the participants to overreport to avoid presenting 
themselves in an unfavorable light.

Before Hypothesis 3 was checked, the different satisfaction measure-
ments were compared. This was done, as shown in Figure 5, with the 
help of box plots. The top of the rectangle shows the upper quartile, the 
bottom the lower quartile of the distribution. The horizontal line in the 
rectangle represents the median. The lower box plot whisker extends to 
the lowest data value that is still within a 1.5 interquartile range of the 
lower quartile, and the upper one to the highest data value within a 1.5 
interquartile range of the upper quartile.

14 Beta coefficients between OCQ bias and self-deceptive enhancement = .30 (p< .01), 
OCQ bias and self-deceptive denial = –14 (no significance is given), and OCQ bias and 
self-monitoring scale = .11 (no significance is given).
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weak medium strong
Culture -1,902 1,882 2,83
Theater -1,295 1,737 2,409
Physics -1,111 1 1,711
Facebook -0,425 0,967 -0,329
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Figure 5: Box plots of the different measurements of satisfaction (n=153).

Figure 5 shows the different results as part of the different satisfaction 
measurements. The values of the SC-IAT were transformed to a seven-
point scale to allow for a comparison with the other scales. The medi-
an of the implicit measurement through the SC-IAT (4.05, mean: 4.06)
is lower than those of the other three explicit measurements (semantic 
differential satisfaction [median = 4.6; mean = 4.50], performance sat-
isfaction [median = 5.67; mean = 5.22], and overall satisfaction [me-
dian = 5.0; mean = 4.89]. Also the mean differences15 suggest that the 
participants tended to offer positive evaluations in response to explicit 
measurements and thus gave socially desirable responses.

To explore the SD bias concerning reported cultural evaluation (Hy-
pothesis 3) and cultural behavior (Hypothesis 4), the study tested the 
influence of the independent variables SD bias (response bias c_theater) 
and SDS Score on the dependent variables cultural evaluation (overall 
satisfaction, performance satisfaction, semantic differentiation satisfac-

15 Mean “semantic differential satisfaction” (M = 4.50, SD = 1.21) was higher than the 
score of 4.06 (mean of the implicit measurement through the SC-IAT), a statistically 
significant difference of .44 (95 % CI, .24 to .63), t(152) = 4.455, p = .000. Mean “per-
formance satisfaction” (M = 5.22, SD = 1.22) was higher than the score of 4.06 (mean 
of the implicit measurement through the SC-IAT), a statistically significant difference 
of 1.16 (95 % CI, .96 to 1.35), t(152) = 11.698, p = .000. Mean “overall satisfaction” (M = 
4.89, SD = 1.40) was higher than the score of 4.06 (mean of the implicit measurement 
through the SC-IAT), a statistically significant difference of .83 (95 % CI, .61 to 1.05), 
t(152) = 7.309, p = .000.
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tion, implicit measure of satisfaction) and cultural behavior (number of 
theater visits [open question and seven-point Likert scale]). The varia-
bles age and sex16 were used as control variables. Six multiple regression 
analyses were used.17 The beta coefficients and the significances are given 
in Table 3. The detailed results are included in the appendix.

Independent variables, Beta coefficients and 
significance

Dependent variables Response Bias
c theater

SDS age sex

Overall satisfaction .176* -.035 -.146 -.064
Performance satisfaction .190* -.012 -.080 -.109
Semantic differentiation satisfaction .181* -.010 -.122 .023
Implicit measure of satisfaction -.035 -.080 -.064 -.008
Number of theater visits 
(7-point-likert-scale)

.278*** .067 -.086 .236*

Number of theater visits 
(open question)

.200* .031 -.036 .060

Table 3: Beta coefficients of six multiple regression analyses (more details in the appendix), 
*= p <= .05; **= p <= .01; ***= p <= .001, n= 147.

As shown in Table 3, the response bias c_theater had a significant influ-
ence (at least p <= .05) on all reported variables. Conversely, there was 
no significant influence on the variable implicit measure of satisfaction, 
a nonreported variable.18

16 The variable is interpreted as a dummy variable. The control variables show little influ-
ence over the entire analysis.

17 Gauss-Markov assumptions were used as the prerequisites for the multiple regression 
analysis; the tests in this respect were mostly positive-graphical verification of the line-
arity of the relationships (scatter plot with the dependent variable and the studentized 
excluded residuals), random sample, verification of autocorrelation by Durbin-Watson 
statistics (values are all close to two, after which there is no autocorrelation in the resi-
duals),  the assumption of homoscedasticity was tested according to GLEJSER (1969), 
and multicollinearity using the collinearity statistics (tolerance and VIF (variance in-
flation factor) are consistently close to 1). A normal distribution of the residuals by the 
Shapiro-Wilk test is to be rejected, which could be altered by the inclusion of further 
explanatory variables so that the overall low explanatory power of the models could be 
improved. Therefore, the results should be interpreted with care. LUMLEY et al. (2002) 
assessed this problem of nonnormal distribution of the residuals as not serious and the 
use of the methodology as acceptable.

18 The remaining independent variables had no significant influence, except for the one 
for sex on cultural behavior (seven-point Likert scale). TRÖNDLE/KIRCHBERG/
TSCHACHER (2014) already indicated the tendency toward a socially desirable res-
ponse by women in the cultural field. That a closed question favors this response is to 
be assumed. The handling of this phenomenon is discussed in more detail in Chapter 6.
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Therefore, the results confirmed Hypothesis 3: overreporting limits 
the reported performance satisfaction. Hypothesis 4 was also confirmed: 
overreporting affects the reported behavior concerning the theater. 
These results show that SD can explain positive evaluations in response 
to, for example, cultural events such as a theatrical performance.

 5. Discussion and Limitations 

Questions concerning SD bias in surveys have received considerable 
attention in recent years (GOSEN 2014; KRUMPAL 2013; LEE 1993; 
PAULHUS 2002; PHILLIPS/CLANCY 1972; STOCKÉ/HUNKLER 2007; 
TOURANGEAU/YAN 2007). When this concept was first introduced, 
the problem of sensitive topics such as racism, voting behavior, or sexu-
al and religious practices (DICKSON-SWIFT/JAMES/LIAMPUTTONG 
2008; LEE 1993; LEE/LEE 2012) was often taken into account. Dimen-
sions such as cultural attitude and behavior were, however, largely ig-
nored. To address this significant gap in the literature, we used the trait 
desirability approach to measure the ‘socially loaded’ content of cultural 
behavior. We also applied the overclaiming questionnaire (OCQ) by ex-
amining respondents’ tendency to overreport. Finally, we tested the im-
pact of respondents’ tendency to overreport in a cultural context on their 
reported satisfaction and behavior. To measure satisfaction, we used the 
single-category implicit association test (SC-IAT), an association-based 
measure of social cognition, as an indirect measurement.

The results of this study show that in the cultural sector, in particular 
theater, SD bias may play an important role. A substantial body of schol-
arship supports the assumption that cultural behavior is closely linked 
to desire for social status and prestige (VEBLEN 1899; LINTON 1945; 
BOURDIEU 1979; SCHULZE 1992; SHOLT 1997). The findings pre-
sented here indicate that the social desirability of culture is significantly 
related to the tendency to overreport in this context, which triggers pos-
itive responses. Of course, paying lip service in evaluations of cultural 
institutions or cultural behavior during a survey does not require much 
effort at all. People can easily present themselves as members of a group 
by adapting their responses to the perceived social norms of such group, 
for example, in the context of audience research by overreporting the 
number of theater visits or by giving overly positive evaluations of cul-
tural institutions.
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Thus, the extremely positive results of audience surveys in the past 
need to be questioned because of the inherent SD bias, especially be-
cause these kinds of results may lead to wrong conclusions. Since neg-
ative opinions, as our research suggests, could be obscured, at least to 
some extent, because of SD bias, the results of previous studies may 
not be well suited as a starting point for a critical analysis of the status 
quo. Instead, the results may be biased and hence not reliable enough to 
function as a proper basis for strategic development focused on audience 
development and audience loyalty. Therefore, avoiding, or at least con-
trolling for, SD bias is crucial in future audience research.

Like many other studies, this one also has limitations. Some of these 
need to be addressed here. The first one concerns the sample; as indicat-
ed above, we only included students. Findings of previous studies sug-
gest, however, that attitudes toward theater visits, and thus probably SD 
bias also, may differ considerably in terms of age, gender, or educational 
background (cf. FÖHL/LUTZ 2011). A survey of studies on theater au-
diences by Föhl/Lutz (2011) shows that theater visitors are, on average, 
approximately 50 years old and, compared with the general public, char-
acterized by higher levels of education. Whereas our sample seems to 
be at least somewhat representative of theater visitors in general, future 
studies will need to include participants with different educational back-
grounds to test the assumption of Reuband (2007) concerning the influ-
ence of education on SD bias, namely, that participants with low levels 
of education tend to show a stronger SD bias than those with high ones. 
As recent studies have observed differences in SD bias across cultures, 
a replication of this study in other countries would also be desirable. 
Moreover, additional studies that focus on related or different contexts 
are recommended. This study focused on ‘high culture,’ and the findings 
presented here need to be compared with those of studies on other di-
mensions of culture, such as popular culture.

Another limitation may be the use of an implicit measurement. Limi-
tations apply to the measuring instrument itself and the comparison be-
tween implicit and explicit measurement. The SC-IAT is an extension of 
an IAT, and hence, reservations about the IAT also apply to the SC-IAT. 
The reliability and reproducibility of results, the inconsistent correlation 
between implicit und explicit measurements, and the lack of accuracy 
when predicting behavior are very much subject to debate (EGLOFF/
SCHMUKLE 2002; GREGG/KLYMOWSKY 2013; HOFMANN et al. 
2005).
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Despite these reservations, according to Gregg/Klymowsky(2013), 
using an implicit measurement is possible. A study by Steinman/
Karpinski (2008), which examined attitudes toward the clothing brand 
Gap and sought to predict future visits to retail stores, concluded that a 
SC-IAT could be used to predict behavior. Faking answers is possible in 
the IAT and thus presumably also in the SC-IAT (KIM 2003). Accord-
ing to Karpinski/Steinman (2006: 29), attempts to fake in the SC-IAT 
result in a high error rate. Therefore, participants with a high error rate 
(more than 20 %) need to be omitted from the sample. In our study, we 
applied this principle. However, whether this approach is sufficient to 
rule out faking participants has not been adequately studied yet. Nevid/
McClelland (2010: 991) observed that the difference between implicit 
and explicit measurement cannot be assigned to a single factor, such as 
SD bias. For a meta-analysis of the correlation between the implicit as-
sociation test and explicit self-reporting, measures of significant moder-
ator variables (e. g., topic, order of explicit and implicit measurement, 
characteristics of self-report measures) see the study by Hofmann et al. 
(2005). Despite the limitations that restrict the use of the SC-IAT, use 
of the SC-IAT was emphasized to clarify the difference between implicit 
and explicit evaluation. The results of this study suggest that this differ-
ence can be explained by social desirability.

 6. Implications

Although researchers and social science research textbooks do not ig-
nore the problem of the social desirability response set, the efficacy of 
solutions for overcoming it, and the related empirical evidence, are still 
unsatisfactory. Also in further research, SD bias is unlikely to be fully 
eliminated, even if specific methods were used. However, to at least part-
ly address the problem of social desirability and to increase the quality of 
responses, or rather to obtain more truthful answers from the respond-
ents, employing methods to increase the validity of self-reports and re-
duce social desirability bias is essential. Herefore most SD bias literature 
has explored conventional (direct) techniques, such as private setting 
(interviewer and bystander effect) (AQUILINO 1994; SCHUMAN/CON-
VERSE 1971); data collection, such as paper-and-pencil or computer-as-
sisted interviews (HOLBROOK/GREEN/KROSNICK 2003; LEEUW 
2001; TOURANGEAU/YAN 2007); question wording, such as neu-
tral, belittling, or defusing formulations (FOWLER JR. 1995; NÄHER/
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KRUMPAL 2012; SUDMAN/BRADBURN 1982). SD bias, though, can 
also be reduced through the use of indirect survey techniques. 

More specifically, some recent studies have provided evidence that 
indirect techniques can be used to collect precise and ‘truthful’ infor-
mation from respondents concerning complex socially loaded top-
ics (CHAUDHURI/CHRISTOFIDES 2007; KARLAN/ZINMAN 2012; 
KRUMPAL 2013; TSUCHIYA/HIRAI/ONO 2007). At the time of writ-
ing, two different streams of indirect measurements could be identified: 
on the one hand, there are individual-oriented surveys, which can be 
differentiated into verbal and nonverbal indirect measurement. Tech-
niques of indirect verbal questioning seek to capture target information 
through distracting questions. Some noteworthy strategies include, 
among others, the following practices:

• Peer-interpretation technique: This technique is based on the as-
sumption that people often project unpleasant or contradictory opin-
ions and behaviors onto others. When discussing difficult issues, 
people find it easier to attribute socially inappropriate answers to 
others, society, young people, and so on, rather than admitting they 
are theirs. Fisher (1993) found that asking individuals to respond to 
questions indirectly from a peer perspective reduces social desira-
bility bias. Louie/Obermiller (2000) demonstrated this technique in 
their study on charity donation. The trait desirability scale, as used in 
this study, adapted from Stocké and Hunkler’s original, is also based 
on this assumption.

• Counterbiasing statements: Questions are prefaced with statements 
that attempt to justify an answer that may go against social group 
norms. Raghubir/Menon (1996) used this procedure to request the 
use of condoms; that is, “recent surveys have indicated that the ma-
jority of people struggle to use condoms.”

• Bogus pipeline technique (JONES/SIGALL 1971): This technique 
tries to reduce the number of socially desirable biased responses by 
having respondents believe that they are connected to an objective 
procedure (e. g., lie detector) that would show the interviewer the 
true score of their answer, regardless of whether respondents speak 
the truth (JONES/SIGALL 1971; TOURANGEAU/YAN 2007). Here, 
the respondents were consciously deceived into thinking that the 
researcher had an insight into their inner processes because of fake 
electrodes, which are often associated with a scientific procedure. 
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Indirect nonverbal measurement approaches use psychologically ori-
ented survey procedures. These methods measure spontaneous physical 
reactions (response times, physiological features) and regard them as in-
dicators of effect. A well-known technique in this sector is IAT (GREEN-
WALD/MCGHEE/SCHWARTZ 1998). As already mentioned, the test 
measures the speed of responses when respondents classify stimuli from 
the target category into positive and negative evaluation categories. In 
this situation, conscious control of the response process is reduced, thus 
decreasing cognitive control of the subject in terms of social desirabili-
ty. A specific version, namely, the SC-IAT, was described above and ap-
plied in this empirical study. Overall, indirect nonverbal measurement 
seems to be a promising method for reducing socially desirable respons-
es (HOUWER 2006). However, using this method in practice-oriented 
audience research is difficult because it is expensive, takes time, and is 
rather complex.

That said, group-oriented methods have been shown to be fruitful 
approaches. Focus group techniques as an interactive, interpretive ap-
proach offer particular advantages, as depth detection is one of the pri-
mary purposes of this method. Classic examples are the Pollock stud-
ies from the 1950s. During the occupation of West Germany after the 
Second World War, American authorities conducted polls to examine 
the values and (political) opinions of ordinary Germans. This survey was 
highly prone to trigger SD bias as few of the participants wished to admit 
that they had believed or even still believed in the political ideology of 
the Nazis. They found that the fascist attitudes of the Nazi era had weak-
ened to a large degree. However, researchers from the Frankfurt School 
criticized the results because they assumed that polls would not be an 
adequate measurement approach for getting a true and detailed picture 
of values and attitudes in contemporary Germany. Pollock’s later quali-
tative studies were therefore based on the assumption that group discus-
sion can improve individual communicability. Interaction with others 
also helps individuals become aware of their latent opinions and articu-
late their latent and maybe also inconsistent attitudes and opinions to-
ward an issue (LAMNEK 2005, 2008; POLLOCK 1955). If one connects 
the focus group interview with the concept of symbolic interaction, the 
underlying principle of these techniques is to increase the diversity of 
opinions expressed and offer different reference points, which help re-
spondents reduce bias and describe their attitudes, ideas, and behaviors 
more penetratingly, more vividly, and more truthfully. 
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In the area of SD bias research, as well as in audience development 
research, this approach has thus far attracted little attention. STEW-
ART/SHAMDASANI (2014) cited pragmatic reasons that limit the use of 
focus discussions and their reflections in real-world practice. It is worth 
bearing in mind, however, that in commercial market research, this fo-
cus group discussion approach is becoming increasingly important since 
it provides relatively reliable access to important decision-making infor-
mation.

This study has provided a critical overview of the theoretical ap-
proaches describing social desirability’s impact on audience research. 
Though valuable, theoretical insights have not led to a satisfactory set 
of real-world practices. To mitigate social desirability’s impact on the 
analysis of the audience, museums, galleries, and other cultural muse-
ums should, at the very least, consider implementing the strategies and 
techniques outlined in the latter pages of this paper.
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Appendix (multiple regression analysis with control variables  

sex and age)

Dependent variables

Indepen-
dent va-
riables

Overall 
satisfaction

Performance 
satisfaction

Semantic differentiation 
satisfaction

Step 1 B/
Beta

t p B/
Beta

t P B/
Beta

t p

constant 6.237 6.161 .000 5.614 6.500 .000 5.622 6.440 .000

age -.073/ 
-.166

-1.981 .049 -.038/ 
-.102

-1.213 .227 -.054/-.143 -1.695 .092

sex .206/.068 .815 .417 .300/.117 1.391 .166 .079/.030 .361 .718

R² = .037
F(2, 144)=2.748
p=.067

R² = .029
F(2, 144)=2.146
p=.121

R² = .023
F(2, 144)=1.703
p=.186

Step 2 B/
Beta

t p B/
Beta

t p B/
Beta

t p

constant 6.143 6.028 .000 5.428 6.322 .000 5.494 6.256 .000

age -.064/ 
-.146

-1.747 .083 -.030/ 
-.080

-.958 .340 -.046/-.122 -1.453 .149

sex .195/.064 .769 .443 .279/.109 1.294 .198 .058/.023 .268 .789

Respon-
se bias c

.561/.176 2.130 .035 .514/.190 2.295 .023 .495/.181 2.183 .031

SDS -.026/ 
-.035

-.424 .672 -.007/ 
-.012

-.139 .890 -.006/-.010 -.122 .903

R² = .067
F(4, 142)=2.539

p<.05
Durbin-Watson= 2.23

R² = .064
F(4, 142)=2.420

p=.051
Durbin-Watson= 

2.186

R² = .055
F(4, 142)=2.066

p=.088
Durbin-Watson= 2.003

Table 4: Multiple regression analysis for the dependent variables related to cultural  
eva luation.
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Dependent variables

Indepen-
dent va-
riables

Implicit measure of 
satisfaction

Number of theater 
visits, 7 point-likert-

scale

Number of theater visits, 
open question

Step 1 B/
Beta

t p B/
Beta

t P B/
Beta

t p

constant 4.644 5.284 .000 3.695 3.968 .000 2.162 3.037 .003

age -.022/
-.059

-.690 .491 -.049/
-.119

-1.463 .146 -.018/-.060 -.711 .478

sex -.059/
-.023

-.268 .789 .749/.261 3.222 .002 .168/.080 .947 .345

R² = .003
F(2, 144)=.246

p=.782

R² = .095
F(2, 144)=7.565

p<.01

R² = .012
F(2, 144)=.878

p=.418

Step 2 B/
Beta

t p B/
Beta

t p B/
Beta

t p

constant 4.812 5.376 .000 3.317 3.659 .000 1.946 2.737 .007

age -.024/
-.064

-.742 .460 -.036/
-.086

-1.096 .275 -.011/-.036 -.434 .665

sex -.022/
-.008

-.097 .922 .677/.236 3.004 .003 .127/.060 .716 .475

Respon-
se bias c

-.096/
-.035

-.416 .678 .842/.278 3.697 .000 .443/.200 2.412 .017

SDS -.051/
-.080

-.939 .349 .047/.067 .858 .392 .031 .719 .473

R² = .012
F(4, 142)=.416

p=.797
Durbin-Wat-

son=1.869

R² = .180
F(4, 142)=7.794

p<.01
Durbin-Watson= 

2.030

R² = .058
F(4, 142)=2.177

p=.075
Durbin-Watson= 1.759

Table 5: Multiple regression analysis for the dependent variables related to cultural eval-
uation and cultural behavior.


