
Singapore Management University
Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management University
Research Collection Lee Kong Chian School Of
Business Lee Kong Chian School of Business

2-2005

Situational judgment tests and their predictiveness
of college students' success: The influence of faking
Helga PEETERS
Ghent University

Filip LIEVENS
Singapore Management University, filiplievens@smu.edu.sg
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1177/0013164404268672

Follow this and additional works at: https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/lkcsb_research

Part of the Higher Education Commons, Organizational Behavior and Theory Commons, and
the Student Counseling and Personnel Services Commons

This Journal Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Lee Kong Chian School of Business at Institutional Knowledge at Singapore
Management University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Research Collection Lee Kong Chian School Of Business by an authorized administrator
of Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management University. For more information, please email libIR@smu.edu.sg.

Citation
PEETERS, Helga and LIEVENS, Filip. Situational judgment tests and their predictiveness of college students' success: The influence
of faking. (2005). Educational and Psychological Measurement. 65, (1), 70-89. Research Collection Lee Kong Chian School Of Business.
Available at: https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/lkcsb_research/5570

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Institutional Knowledge at Singapore Management University

https://core.ac.uk/display/155249625?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg?utm_source=ink.library.smu.edu.sg%2Flkcsb_research%2F5570&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/lkcsb_research?utm_source=ink.library.smu.edu.sg%2Flkcsb_research%2F5570&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/lkcsb_research?utm_source=ink.library.smu.edu.sg%2Flkcsb_research%2F5570&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/lkcsb?utm_source=ink.library.smu.edu.sg%2Flkcsb_research%2F5570&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013164404268672
https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/lkcsb_research?utm_source=ink.library.smu.edu.sg%2Flkcsb_research%2F5570&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1245?utm_source=ink.library.smu.edu.sg%2Flkcsb_research%2F5570&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/639?utm_source=ink.library.smu.edu.sg%2Flkcsb_research%2F5570&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/802?utm_source=ink.library.smu.edu.sg%2Flkcsb_research%2F5570&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:libIR@smu.edu.sg
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EDUCATIONAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL MEASUREMENT

PEETERS AND LIEVENS

SITUATIONAL JUDGMENT TESTS AND THEIR
PREDICTIVENESS OF COLLEGE STUDENTS’

SUCCESS: THE INFLUENCE OF FAKING

HELGA PEETERS AND FILIP LIEVENS
Ghent University, Belgim

There is increasing interest in using situational judgment tests (SJTs) to supplement tra-
ditional student admission procedures. An important unexplored issue is whether stu-
dents can intentionally distort or fake their responses on SJTs. This study examined the
fakability of an SJT of college students’ performance. Two hundred ninety-three psy-
chology students completed a cognitive test, a personality measure, and an SJT. Only for
the SJT, the students were assigned to either an honest or a fake condition. The scores of
students in the fake condition were significantly higher than those of students in the hon-
est condition (d = .89). Furthermore, faking had a negative effect on the criterion-related
validity (there was a significant drop from r = .33 to r = .09) and the incremental validity
of the SJT over cognitive ability and personality. These results are discussed in terms of
the use of SJTs in high-stakes testing programs.

Keywords: situational judgment; faking; response distortion; academic success;
validity

In personnel selection, situational judgment tests (SJTs) have emerged as
an important and useful complement to traditional cognitively oriented tests
(McDaniel, Morgeson, Finnegan, Campion, & Braverman, 2001; Moto-
widlo, Dunnette, & Carter, 1990). SJTs present applicants with verbal
descriptions of hypothetical job-related scenarios and ask them to identify an
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appropriate response from a list of alternatives (Motowidlo et al., 1990;
Motowidlo, Hanson, & Crafts, 1997; Weekley & Jones, 1999). SJTs are be-
coming increasingly popular in personnel selection for various reasons. First,
large-scale studies have shown that SJTs have significant criterion-related
validity (McDaniel et al., 2001) and possess incremental validity over and
above cognitive ability and personality tests (Chan & Schmitt, 2002;
Clevenger, Pereira, Wiechmann, Schmitt, & Harvey, 2001). Second, people
respond enthusiastically to SJTs because they perceive SJTs to be related to
the target jobs for which they are applying (Kluger & Rothstein, 1993;
Ployhart & Ryan, 1998). A third important advantage is that SJTs show less
adverse impact on minorities than traditional cognitive ability tests
(Clevenger et al., 2001), although it has been argued that this may be the
result of the lower reliability of SJTs (Chan & Schmitt, 1997; Schmitt,
Clause, & Pulakos, 1996).

Given these advantages, there exists growing interest in using SJTs to sup-
plement traditional admission techniques in high-stakes testing programs
(Lievens, Buyse, & Sackett, in press; Lievens & Coetsier, 2002; Oswald,
Schmitt, Kim, Ramsay, & Gillespie, 2004; Sackett, 2002). Traditionally, the
selection procedure for admission to undergraduate and graduate university
programs has been based on prior academic achievement (grade point aver-
age [GPA]) and cognitively oriented predictors. The latter is exemplified by
the use of the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), the American College Test
(ACT), and the Graduate Record Examinations (GRE) General Test as
admission instruments. Although large-scale meta-analyses (Hezlett et al.,
2001; Kuncel, Hezlett, & Ones, 2001) have provided evidence for the predic-
tive validity of these tests, over the years, concerns have been raised that aca-
demic admissions are based too much on cognitively oriented measures for
deciding which students may gain access to higher education (Atkinson,
2001; Oswald et al., 2004; Sternberg, Wagner, Williams, & Horvath, 1995).
This overuse of cognitively oriented predictor measures in high-stakes test-
ing programs might be problematic because these measures have been shown
to have an adverse impact on minorities (Hough, Oswald, & Ployhart, 2001;
Sackett, Schmitt, Ellingson, & Kabin, 2001; Schmitt, Sackett, & Ellingson,
2002). In addition, because of the heavy emphasis on cognitive ability, a
wider range of important skills and traits (e.g., interpersonal skills, leader-
ship, etc.) is ignored, calling for alternative forms of student selection and
admission.

Initial evidence for the use of SJTs in predicting student performance is
encouraging. For example, Oswald et al. (2004) constructed an SJT for pre-
dicting student performance and established its predictive validity in terms of
predicting students’ self-reports of various dimensions of student perfor-
mance. In addition, they found that nearly all SJT scales had incremental
validity over personality and cognitive measures when predicting college
students’performance. In a similar vein, Lievens et al. (in press) found that an

PEETERS AND LIEVENS 71

 © 2005 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at UNIV GENT/UZGENT OP8 on January 25, 2007 http://epm.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://epm.sagepub.com


interpersonally oriented SJT became more valid through the years and was
especially valid for students’ scores on interpersonal courses.

Although initial evidence for the use of SJTs in a student admission con-
text is encouraging, it is clear that other issues still need to be addressed
before SJTs can become a part of high-stakes testing programs. One of these
unexplored issues is whether students might improve their performance on
SJTs by faking good. If SJTs are not prone to faking effects, then an impor-
tant threat to the operational use of SJTs in high-stakes testing is removed.
This might provide decision makers with additional evidence in favor of the
adoption of SJTs in these testing programs. Conversely, if faking seriously
affects SJTs’ performance, decision makers might first turn their attention to
strategies to reduce faking on SJTs.

Therefore, this study investigated whether people are able to fake good
and raise their scores on an SJT of college students’performance (see Bess &
Mullins, 2002) if instructed to do so. In particular, the influence of faking is
investigated in three ways: by comparing (a) mean scores, (b) criterion-
related validity, and (c) incremental validity across honest and fake condi-
tions. This study also explored the relationships between faking on an SJT
and the constructs being measured.

Study Background

Faking in Personnel Selection

Research on faking, or intentional response distortion, has a long tradition
in personnel selection (Ones, Viswesvaran, & Reiss, 1996). Faking a selec-
tion measure can be defined as an individual’s conscious distortion of
responses to score favorably (e.g., Dwight, 1999; McFarland & Ryan, 2000).
Faking has especially been studied in non-cognitive-oriented measures, such
as personality tests, biodata inventories, and integrity tests (Alliger &
Dwight, 2000; Becker & Colquitt, 1992; Dalen, Stanton, & Roberts, 2001;
Graham, McDaniel, Douglas, & Snell, 2002; Kluger & Collela, 1993; Mar-
tin, Bowen, & Hunt, 2002; McFarland, Ryan, & Aleksander, 2002; Ones &
Viswesvaran, 1998).

In the faking literature, several research streams can be distinguished
(Viswesvaran & Ones, 1999). One stream of faking research (e.g., Cowles,
Darling, & Skanes, 1992; Martin et al., 2002; Zickar & Robie, 1999) involves
experimental studies comparing responses obtained under different instruc-
tion sets (instructions to be honest or to fake good). Generally, this body of
research is conducted in laboratory settings and aims to determine the maxi-
mal limits of faking capability. Comparing responses obtained under instruc-
tions to be honest and instructions to fake good provides the maximum limits
of the extent to which test scores can be changed by faking to make a positive
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impression (Viswesvaran & Ones, 1999). These experimental studies use
either a within-subjects or a between-subjects design (Furnham, 1986), with
both having their merits and limitations (Cook & Campbell, 1979; Edens &
Arthur, 2000). There is relative consensus in the literature that applicants can
distort their answers on noncognitive measures and improve their scores
through faking if instructed to do so. In fact, Ones, Viswesvaran, and
Korbin’s (1995) meta-analysis reported that faking can increase scores by
nearly one half standard deviation. However, this does not demonstrate that
applicants actually fake in organizational settings or on real-life applications
(e.g., Hough & Schneider, 1996; Rosse, Stechner, Levin, & Miller, 1998).

A second stream of research (e.g., Smith & Ellingson, 2002) involves field
studies, comparing responses from various groups (e.g., students, applicants,
incumbents). These studies aim to determine the typical and operational lev-
els of faking in real-world settings. The meta-analysis of Edens and Arthur
(2000) confirmed that real-life motivational distortion resulted in smaller
effect sizes (d = .30) than instructionally induced faking in laboratory studies
(d = .73), suggesting that laboratory findings may be a worst-case scenario in
comparison with faking in actual selection situations (e.g., Griffith, Frei,
Snell, Hamill, & Wheeler, 1997; Rosse et al., 1998; Weiner & Gibson, 2000).
Moreover, Edens and Arthur analyzed a subset of real-life motivational dis-
tortion (viz., job applicants compared with incumbents), providing an esti-
mate of the magnitude of distortion that occurs in a typical personnel selec-
tion setting, and found a quite small effect size (d = .17).

The debate over the extent to which applicants actually engage in faking in
employment settings has yet to be resolved. Some studies have reported that
applicants do not fake personality tests, and even if they do, it does not nega-
tively affect their validity (Abrahams, Neumann, & Githens, 1971;
Cunningham, Wong, & Barbee, 1994; Ellingson, Smith, & Sackett, 2001;
Hough, 1998; Hough, Eaton, Dunnette, Kamp, & McCloy, 1990; McCrae &
Costa, 1983; Ones & Viswesvaran, 1998; Ones et al., 1996). Conversely,
other studies have found that faking occurs in selection settings and attenu-
ates the criterion-related validity of personality tests (Anderson, Warner, &
Spencer, 1984; Douglas, McDaniel, & Snell, 1996; Dunnette, McCartney,
Carlson, & Kirchner, 1962; Kluger, Reilly, & Russell, 1991; Rosse et al.,
1998; Schmit & Ryan, 1992; Worthington & Schlottmann, 1986; Zickar,
1997). For example, Schmit and Ryan (1992) found that the validity of a test
for predicting GPA was lower for students who received an incentive to mis-
represent themselves. Furthermore, researchers have recently turned their
attention to practical outcomes associated with faking and discovered that
faking can have a significant effect on who is hired (Rosse et al., 1998;
Weiner & Gibson, 2000).

Instead of comparing the responses of various groups, the operational
level of faking in applicant settings is often defined by scores on social desir-
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ability measures, assuming that those with high social desirability scores
have faked, whereas low scorers are assumed to have responded honestly
(Paulhus, 1986, 1991). However, the most important criticism is that social
desirability is not, as commonly assumed, synonymous with faking. Accord-
ing to several researchers (e.g., McCrae & Costa, 1983; Nicholson & Hogan,
1990), social desirability scales measure important individual differences
in personality constructs, and controlling for social desirability actually
reduces validity. Additionally, when using such scales, caution must be taken
to avoid unduly penalizing honest respondents because these scales treat
extreme respondents with high scores as if they were faking.

A third stream of faking research focuses on better understanding the
essence of applicants’ faking behavior (McFarland & Ryan, 2000; Snell,
Sydell, & Lueke, 1999). Therefore, models of faking behavior are developed
that specify the antecedents and moderators (e.g., situational characteristics,
personality characteristics) of faking behavior. In a similar vein, other
researchers (Zickar & Robie, 1999) use item response theory to model the
processes underlying faking.

Faking SJTs

As opposed to the extensive research on the fakability of personality,
biodata, and integrity tests, no published studies have examined whether peo-
ple can intentionally distort their responses on SJTs. Granted, a limited
number of conference presentations (Haas & McDaniel, 1999; Juraska &
Drasgow, 2001; Nguyen, McDaniel, & Biderman, 2002) have investigated
whether individuals are able to fake SJTs when instructed to do so. To date,
these studies’ results have been mixed, with some showing that SJTs can be
faked (Haas & McDaniel, 1999; Nguyen et al., 2002) and others (Juraska &
Drasgow, 2001) drawing the opposite conclusion.

In Haas and McDaniel’s (1999) study, participants completed the Work
Problem Survey under both honest and fake instructions. The results revealed
that fakers improved their scores by one half standard deviation. Conversely,
Juraska and Drasgow (2001) concluded that SJTs were not fakable. In this
study, participants were randomly assigned to an honest or fake condition
and they completed either a multimedia SJT (the Conflict Resolution Skills
Assessment) or a paper-and-pencil personality measure (the Assessment of
Background and Life Experiences). Contrary to the mean personality scores,
the mean SJT scores did not differ significantly between the honest and fake
conditions, suggesting that the SJT was resistant to faking. Nguyen et al.
(2002) posited that these mixed results regarding the fakability of SJTs might
result from the types of response instructions given (see also Ployhart &
Ehrhart, 2001). Nguyen et al. found that SJTs were more resistant to faking
when respondents were asked to indicate the best and the worst responses
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(i.e., the knowledge condition) than when they were asked to indicate the
most and the least likely responses (i.e., the behavioral tendency condition).
They also found that SJTs were more cognitively saturated in the knowledge
condition.

Although the results of these prior studies are interesting, they share three
important limitations. First, these studies did not examine whether faking
affects the validity of SJTs. They examined only whether faking affects SJT
performance. Clearly, a more important research question is whether faking
affects the criterion-related validity of SJTs. Therefore, our study extended
prior studies by examining the influence of faking in a more comprehensive
way. We compared the mean scores on an SJT across two groups (honest and
fake). Additionally, we investigated to what extent faking on the SJT affected
its criterion-related validity.

Second, prior studies have not examined whether faking affects the incre-
mental validity of SJTs. As already noted, recent research has demonstrated
that SJTs have incremental validity over and above cognitive ability and per-
sonality tests (Chan & Schmitt, 2002; Clevenger et al., 2001; Oswald et al.,
2004). However, it might be that when people are instructed to fake an SJT,
the SJT no longer explains additional variance over and above more com-
monly used predictors, such as personality and cognitive ability. Even in the
broader faking literature, we are not aware of any studies that have used
incremental validity as a dependent variable. This lack of research is surpris-
ing considering that the incremental validity of a selection procedure is of
paramount practical and theoretical importance (Schmidt & Hunter, 1998).
Therefore, our study investigated whether faking on an SJT affects its
incremental validity.

A third shortcoming of prior research is that the fakability of SJTs has
been examined without inspecting the correlations of SJTs with other con-
structs. Because an SJT is best viewed as a measurement method designed to
assess a variety of constructs (Chan & Schmitt, 1997; McDaniel et al., 2001;
Weekley & Jones, 1999), the constructs measured by one particular SJT
might not be the same constructs measured by another SJT, or at least the
magnitude of the correlation with the constructs might be variable across
SJTs. Therefore, an alternative explanation for the aforementioned mixed
results might stem from differences in the constructs being captured by the
various SJTs. Specifically, the fakability of SJTs might depend on their cor-
relation with one particular construct, namely, cognitive ability (see Nguyen
& McDaniel, 2001). In their meta-analysis, McDaniel et al. (2001) estimated
the average correlation between SJTs and cognitively oriented constructs to
be .46. The 10% to 90% confidence interval ranged from .17 to .75, indicat-
ing that there was substantial variability around the mean correlation and that
some SJTs might be more g-loaded than others. Because faking on cogni-
tively oriented measures is difficult (one either knows the correct answer or
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does not), g-loaded SJTs might be more resistant to faking. Conversely, peo-
ple might be better able to fake good and improve their performance on SJTs
when the SJTs do not show substantive correlations with cognitive ability.
Therefore, an exploratory part of this study was to examine the relationships
between faking and the constructs measured by SJTs at the overall score level
as well as at the individual item level.

Method

Sample and Procedure

A total of 293 second-year psychology students from a large Belgian uni-
versity participated in the study as part of introductory courses about psycho-
logical testing and assessment. The sample was predominantly female
(81%). Participants were between 19 and 23 years old (M = 20.6 years, SD =
2.32 years).

Research assistants administered a series of psychological tests in the fol-
lowing order: a cognitive ability test, a personality measure, and an SJT. For
the SJT only, the participants were randomly assigned to an honest (n = 138)
or a fake (n = 153) condition. The specific instructions in both conditions
were adapted from previous studies (e.g., McFarland & Ryan, 2000; Nguyen
et al., 2002). In the honest condition, participants were asked to

decide which response is the answer choice that best describes what you would
do in that situation. Please answer the questions as honestly as possible. We are
not asking to put yourself in a favorable manner, but rather how you would re-
ally handle the situation.

In the fake condition, they were instructed to

decide which response is the answer choice that you think would make the best
impression. Please answer the questions as if you were taking part in a college
admission exam. We are not asking how you would really handle the situation,
but rather how you could get the highest scores.

The total testing time was approximately 2 hours. A couple of weeks later,
the participants were debriefed and received feedback about their results.

Predictor Measures

Cognitive ability test. To assess cognitive ability, the Advanced Progres-
sive Matrices (APM; Set II; Raven, Raven, & Court, 1998), a widely used
measure of higher order general mental ability in both research and applied
settings, was administered. The APM consists of 36 items, with a time limit
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of 40 minutes. The test booklet indicated that all test-retest reliabilities were
above .90. The construct validity of the APM has been supported by its high
correlation (.74) with the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale.

Personality measure. The Big Five personality dimensions (neuroticism,
extroversion, openness to experience, agreeableness, and conscientiousness)
were measured using the authorized Flemish translation (Hoekstra, Ormel, &
De Fruyt, 1996) of the NEO Five-Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI; Costa &
McCrae, 1992). The NEO-FFI consists of 60 items, and each personality
dimension is measured by 12 Likert-type items on a 5-point scale (1 =
strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). A factor analysis (with principal axis
extraction and varimax rotation) performed on our data resulted in five fac-
tors (with eigenvalues ranging from 5.1 to 2.3) that explained 32% of the
variance. Fifty-two of the 60 items had their highest loading on the factors
they purported to measure. In addition, the internal consistencies of the
personality scores ranged from .67 (agreeableness) to .86 (neuroticism;
Table 1). These values are generally in line with those reported elsewhere
(Costa & McCrae, 1992). This enabled us to compute a score per subject on
each of the five factors. This score was the mean self-rating on the scales,
which belonged to a factor.

SJT. We used an SJT consisting of 23 items that presented situations about
various student-related issues (teamwork, studying for exams, organizing,
accomplishing assignments, interpersonal skills, social responsibility, perse-
verance, integrity) and asked students how they would respond. The scenar-
ios were each followed by four alternative response behaviors. This SJT
was the same as the SJT developed by Bess and Mullins (2002). First, we
translated the 24 items of Bess and Mullins (2002) into Dutch, with a back-
translation to English. One item had to be eliminated, and some items were
slightly adjusted. An example item is presented in the Appendix.

Next, a scoring key was developed using subject matter experts (SMEs).
Ten 1st-year graduate students, with a mean age of 23 years who were con-
sidered experts because they successfully completed their undergraduate
studies, independently completed the SJT and indicated what they thought
the most and least effective options were for each item. To ensure that the
items were clearly understandable, the SMEs also made editorial comments
and conservative changes to the content. Afterward, they gathered to com-
pare their most and least effective options. The consensus had to be 80%
or higher. If this was not the case, discrepancies were resolved through
discussion.

The scoring method was similar to that of Motowidlo et al. (1990). If the
participants chose the responses identified by the SMEs as best or worst, they
received a score of +1 or –1 for each item, respectively, and they received a
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score of 0 if their responses were one of the other two options. The total test
score was created by summing item scores across the 23 items. This method
resulted in a final score ranging from –23 to +23.

The internal consistency reliabilities of the SJT scores (.62 in the honest
condition and .48 in the fake condition) were rather low. However, internal
consistency is not an appropriate reliability coefficient (as opposed to test-
retest reliability) because SJTs typically measure heterogeneous content
(Chan & Schmitt, 1997; Clause, Mullins, Nee, Pulakos, & Schmitt, 1998;
Motowidlo & Tippins, 1993).

Criterion Measure

Given that an SJT of college students’success was used, the criterion mea-
sure of college students’ success was operationalized as a student’s GPA
(Roth & Bobko, 2000). In our study, GPA was the average of students’ 1st-
and 2nd-year GPAs. We gathered these data with university authorization.
The GPAs of 290 participants (99%) were available. GPA was measured on a
scale ranging from 0 to 1,000, with higher scores indicating better grades.
The correlation between participants’ 1st- and 2nd-year GPAs was .68. This
value is similar to the values found in a meta-analysis on the temporal
stability of GPA (Vey et al., 2003).

Results

Effect on Mean Scores

Descriptive statistics and correlations of all study variables are presented
in Table 1. Alpha values are shown on the diagonal in parentheses. An inde-
pendent-samples t test revealed that students in the fake condition had signifi-
cantly higher SJT scores (M = 15.05, SD = 3.37) than students in the honest
condition (M = 11.30, SD = 4.27), t(289) = –8.36, p < .001.

To assess whether the faking effect was practically significant, we com-
puted the effect size, which was about one standard deviation (d = .89), with
women (d = .94) being better able to fake on the SJT than men (d = .76). In
addition, we examined the percentage of fakers who were in the highest
quartile. This parallels the assumption that the selection ratio of students who
could gain access to higher education was 0.25. In this quartile (an SJT score
of 16 or higher), 76% were fakers and 24% were honest respondents. In the
lowest quartile (an SJT score of 11 or lower), 69% were honest respondents
and 31% were fakers. This shows that faking on an SJT might exert substan-
tial practical effects on who is selected.
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Effect on Criterion-Related Validity

The last row of Table 1 presents the criterion-related validity coefficients.
Cognitive ability (r = .26, p < .01) and conscientiousness (r = .28, p < .01) had
significant correlations with the GPA criterion. Inspection of the relationship
between the different SJT conditions and our criterion shows that the correla-
tion between the SJT and GPA was significantly larger in the honest group
(r = .33, p < .001) than in the fake group (r = .09, ns), z = 2.15, p < .05. These
results indicate that faking had a negative impact on the criterion-related
validity of the SJT.

We also used Thorndike’s direct range restriction formula to correct the
correlation of .09 in the fake condition because this lower correlation could
have been due to the restriction of scores (see Table 1). This formula (with u =
1.27) gave a corrected correlation of .11 in the fake condition, which was
lower than .33 in the honest condition. Thus, the lower validity in the fake
condition was not due to range restriction.

Effect on Incremental Validity

We also examined whether faking affected the incremental validity of the
SJT over and above cognitive ability and personality (see Clevenger et al.,
2001). To this end, two hierarchical regression analyses (for the honest and
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Table 2
Hierarchical Regression Analysis of Grade Point Average on Cognitive Ability, the Big Five
Personality Dimensions, and Situational Judgment

Condition

Honest (n = 138) Fake (n = 153)

β t p R2 Increment β t p R2 Increment

Step 1

Cognitive ability .13 1.54 .125 .024* .31 3.97 .000 .091***

Step 2

Neuroticism .14 1.68 .095 –.08 –.98 .331
Extroversion .11 1.23 .221 –.20 –2.40 .018
Openness –.01 –.07 .941 .02 .20 .842
Agreeableness –.06 –.63 .533 .07 .78 .439
Conscientiousness .14 1.40 .164 .087** .22 2.63 .009 .089**

Step 3

SJT .27 2.81 .006 .051*** .05 .70 .483 .003

Note. Parameter estimates are for final step, not entry. SJT = situational judgment test. R2 = .162 and adjusted
R2 = .116 in honest condition. R2 = .183 and adjusted R2 = .143 in fake condition.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01.

 © 2005 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at UNIV GENT/UZGENT OP8 on January 25, 2007 http://epm.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://epm.sagepub.com


fake conditions) were conducted in which GPA was regressed on cognitive
ability, the Big Five personality dimensions, and the SJT. The results are pre-
sented in Table 2. In the honest condition, cognitive ability and personality
explained 2.4% and 8.7%, respectively, of the criterion variance, F(1, 135) =
3.30, p < .10, and F(5, 130) = 2.54, p < .05. The SJT explained an additional
significant portion of the variance, namely, 5.1%, F(1, 129) = 7.89, p < .01. In
the fake condition, the SJT did not add incrementally to the prediction of
GPA over cognitive ability and personality, which explained 9.1% and 8.9%,
respectively, of the criterion variance (∆R2 = .003, ns). These results indicate
that faking had a negative impact on the incremental validity of the SJT over
cognitive ability and personality.

Additional Analyses

As noted above, one of the possible explanations as to why SJTs might be
fakable is related to the constructs underlying SJTs. Therefore, an explor-
atory part of our study consisted of assessing the constructs related to the SJT
of college students’ success. To this end, we inspected the correlations
between SJT overall scores and scores on the measures of cognitive ability
and personality only in the honest condition (n = 138). The seventh row of
Table 1 shows that the SJT had a nonsignificant correlation with cognitive
ability (r = .06, ns) but had significant correlations with four of the Big Five
personality dimensions: conscientiousness (r = .48, p < .01), openness (r =
.28, p < .01), agreeableness (r = .26, p < .01), and extroversion (r = .20, p <
.05). So, these results indicate that our SJT of college students’ success was
not heavily g-loaded. Conversely, the SJT was mainly related to the Big Five
personality constructs. As already mentioned, these correlational patterns
might serve as a possible explanation of why our SJT was fakable.

To examine even further whether the fakability of the SJT could be moder-
ated by its g-loadedness, we examined this at the individual SJT item level.
To this end, we correlated the 23 items of the SJT with cognitive ability. We
also computed each item’s fakability (i.e., effect sizes per item). Next, we
correlated the fakability of each item with that item’s correlation with cogni-
tive ability. This final correlation was not significant (r = .26, ns, n = 23).
However, it should be noted that there was little variation among the individ-
ual SJT items in terms of their g loading. In fact, none of the SJT items was
correlated significantly with cognitive ability.

Discussion

Recently, there has been increasing interest in supplementing traditional
student admission procedures with SJTs. Our study examined an important
outstanding issue, namely, whether students can intentionally distort or fake
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their responses on SJTs. This issue needs to be examined before SJTs can be
widely adopted in undergraduate and graduate testing.

The first interesting finding of our study was that faking had a significant
effect on SJT performance. This result indicates that if instructed to do so,
students can fake an SJT of college students’ success to make a favorable
impression and to get higher test scores. Hence, fakers would be more able
to gain access to higher education opportunities than honest respondents
because we noticed that fakers rose to the top of the score distribution. The
fact that our result is practically significant is also marked by the consider-
ably large effect size (d = .89), comparable with the fakability of personality
measures (see Viswesvaran & Ones, 1999).

A second contribution of this study is that the criterion-related validity of
our SJT was .33 (in the honest condition). This value is comparable with
the estimated population validity of .34 reported in the meta-analysis of
McDaniel et al. (2001). The criterion-related validity of our SJT was also
higher than the validity of general mental ability and conscientiousness,
which are both well-established factors of academic achievement (Anderson
& Keith, 1997; Boekaerts, 1996; Busato, Prins, Elshout, & Hamaker, 2000;
De Raad & Schouwenburg, 1996; Wolfe & Johnson, 1995). Additionally, the
student SJT explained 5.1% incremental variance over and above cognitive
ability and personality (in the honest condition). All of this provides evidence
for the generalizability of the validity of SJTs to student selection, and it indi-
cates that SJTs can serve as a useful supplement to traditional student selec-
tion procedures (Lievens & Coetsier, 2001; Oswald et al., 2004). This is
likely because the item content of SJTs can be tailored to mimic real-life
situations related to college success.

The third and probably most important finding of our study is that when
students fake, and they probably do this in a selection context, our SJT is no
longer a valid predictor because the correlation coefficient dropped signifi-
cantly to .09, which was not due to range restriction. Thus, on the basis of our
study, faking negatively affected the criterion-related validity of the SJT. Fur-
thermore, faking had a negative impact on the incremental validity of the SJT
over and above cognitive ability and personality because the SJT no longer
explained incremental variance. These disappointing results suggest that fak-
ing might be a possible threat to the use of SJTs in high-stakes testing pro-
grams. Clearly, future research is needed to confirm this result for other SJTs
and in other populations. In a similar vein, future studies should examine
whether SJTs are susceptible to coaching effects (Clause, Delbridge,
Schmitt, Chan, & Jennings, 2001; Ryan, Ployhart, Greguras, & Schmit,
1998). As SJTs become more popular, test preparation firms will teach peo-
ple how to respond to them most effectively. We still do not know whether
coaching is a possible threat to the use of SJTs in a student admission context
(Sackett, 2002).
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In terms of future faking (and coaching) research related to SJTs, it is of
key importance that we know why and under which conditions SJTs are
fakable. This is because answers to this question might provide general
guidelines to make SJTs more resistant to faking. According to the first possi-
ble explanation, SJTs are fakable depending on the instructions used. Specif-
ically, Nguyen et al. (2002) found that knowledge-related instructions
(“What should you do?”) were more resistant to faking than behavioral ten-
dency instructions (“What would you do?”). The second related explanation
might be that faking depends on the constructs measured by the SJT. For
example, Juraska and Drasgow (2001) suggested that the constructs assessed
in an SJT could influence the level of fakability because some constructs are
more fakable than others. The general idea is that an SJT is less fakable when
it is g-loaded (Nguyen et al., 2002). Conversely, it is more fakable when it
correlates more strongly with personality traits. The results of our study point
in that direction. In fact, our SJT was fakable, and it had significant correla-
tions with four of the Big Five personality dimensions. Moreover, our SJT
correlated with cognitive ability at neither the overall score level nor the indi-
vidual item level. Yet another explanation is related to the fact that SJTs are
so-called low-fidelity simulations (Motowidlo et al., 1990). It is to be
expected that these low-fidelity simulations might be more prone to faking
than high-fidelity simulations, such as assessment centers, because the low-
fidelity format of an SJT requires people only to choose one of the listed
alternatives instead of acting out the response.

Future research is needed to test these alternative explanations. For exam-
ple, one could compare an SJT that is significantly g-loaded with one that is
not g-loaded, or one that measures mainly cognitive ability with one that
measures mainly personality. Another possibility is to scrutinize the cogni-
tive loading of SJT items. Next, the items can be grouped on the basis of their
cognitive loading and then be compared on their fakability. Finally, it should
be noted that a verbal protocol analysis of respondents’ answering strategies
and thought processes might shed an interesting light on why and when
people fake.

Our study is not without limitations. First, our study adhered to the experi-
mental faking research and therefore was a worst-case scenario, compared
with an actual selection situation. This also means that our study examined
the questions “Can students fake an SJT?” and “Can faking adversely influ-
ence the validity of an SJT?” These are different questions than “Do students
in fact engage in faking SJTs” and “Does faking negatively affect the validity
of an SJT?” Hence, future studies are needed to confirm our findings in a field
setting in which students complete an SJT in an actual admission context. In
addition, our findings are based on a sample of psychology students and
therefore probably suffer from range restriction.

The second limitation is related to the criterion measure used. The crite-
rion in the present study was GPA because past studies have shown that GPA
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is a valid measure of academic success (Feldhusen & Jarwan, 1995). Further-
more, our results were in line with the GPA literature because GPA was corre-
lated with two well-established factors of academic achievement, namely,
general mental ability and conscientiousness (Anderson & Keith, 1997;
Boekaerts, 1996; De Raad & Schouwenburg, 1996). Yet, it is clear that stu-
dents’ performance also encompasses aspects other than GPA (e.g., inter-
personal skills, leadership, perseverance; Oswald et al., 2004). Therefore,
future research is needed to use other outcome measures or performance
dimensions besides GPA.

Third, it is important to note that SJTs are externally constructed mea-
sures. SJTs are developed for a specific criterion because their items are
directly developed or sampled from the criterion behaviors that the SJTs are
designed to predict (Chan & Schmitt, 2002). In a similar vein, the SJT scor-
ing key is based on a specific criterion. Although this increases the contextu-
alized nature and the realism of the SJT, it also leads to a drawback. Probably,
the validity of our specific SJT of college students’ success and its expert
scoring key will not generalize across a wide variety of situations (e.g., dif-
ferent universities, different subject matter fields, universities in different
countries, different types of curricula). This contrasts with internally con-
structed measures, such as cognitive ability measures, whose validity has
been found to generalize across a wide variety of jobs and occupations
(Schmidt, 2002).

Taken together, our study shows that students can fake an SJT of college
students’ success if instructed to do so. Faking had a negative impact on both
the criterion-related validity and the incremental validity of the SJT over and
above cognitive ability and personality. Additionally, we have outlined possi-
ble future research avenues that must be considered before SJTs can become
a useful supplement to traditional student selection procedures.

Appendix
Example Item of a Situational Judgment Test

of College Students’ Success

You have so many assignments to complete and so much studying to accomplish, you
feel you will never get caught up or accomplish anything. You are truly overwhelmed.
What would you do?

a. Prioritize your activities, enumerate the steps to be accomplished for each ac-
tivity, and systematically go through your work.a

b. Decide what you can accomplish reasonably and focus on getting that work
done, and let the rest of the work unfinished.

c. Talk to your professors, explaining your situation, and ask for extensions on
the due dates.

d. Take a break for a day and go out with your friends, then go back to working
hard again.

a. Correct or best answer.
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