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ABSTRACT 

Approval Motivation and Situational Judgment Tests: 

The Role of Personality and Implicit Trait Policies 

by 

Harrison J. Kell 

The effects of faking on situational judgment test (S JT) scores have only 

recently been explored. The research reported here tested a model linking an 

individual difference frequently associated with social desirability, approval 

motivation, with SJT score through its associations with agreeableness, 

conscientiousness, and implicit trait policies (ITPs) for those traits. One-hundred 

fifty-seven undergraduates completed a managerial SJT along with a measure 

assessing personality. Approval motivation was assessed using the Marlowe-Crowne 

Social Desirability Scale. Results indicated that approval motivation is correlated 

with SJT score and the ITP for conscientiousness. Path analyses revealed approval 

motivation is causally related to SJT score through its influence on the ITP for 

conscientiousness, and is also linked to conscientiousness and agreeableness. 

Findings extend ITP theory (Motowidlo, Hooper, & Jackson, 2006a) by suggesting 

that personality traits are associated with SJT scores through their causal influence on 

their ITPs. 
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Introduction 

Situational judgment tests (SJTs) present applicants with descriptions of 

challenging work scenarios and alternative behavioral responses to them. For each 

scenario, applicants indicate the actions they think would be most and least effective or 

that they would be most and least likely to carry out. Motowidlo, Hooper, and Jackson 

(2006a) contend that SJTs are predictive of performance because they measure 

procedural knowledge required to behave effectively on the job. According to their 

model, the procedural knowledge measured by SJTs is composed of both job-specific 

knowledge and general knowledge about the costs and benefits of behavioral expressions 

of personality traits, represented by implicit trait policies (ITPs; Motowidlo et al., 2006a). 

ITPs are implicit beliefs about the value of personality expressions that individuals take 

into account when judging the effectiveness of behavioral episodes like those depicted in 

the response options of an SJT (Motowidlo & Beier, 2008; Motowidlo, Hooper, & 

Jackson, 2006b). While job-specific knowledge is likely acquired through experience in 

relevant work situations, ITPs may be acquired through fundamental socialization 

processes that occur outside the workplace (Motowidlo & Beier, 2008). Daily social 

interactions may teach people to value some trait expressions over others (e.g., 

agreeableness versus neuroticism), as those personality expressions are more frequently 

associated with effective actions and successful outcomes (Motowidlo & Beier, 2008). 

People often possess ITPs favoring their own traits as they tend to think behaviors 

expressive of their personalities are most effective in difficult situations (Motowidlo, 

2005). 
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Approval motivation (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960) describes a trait that directs 

individuals to desire the approval of others. One way in which approval motivated people 

(or, approval-seekers) meet this interpersonal goal is by carrying out behaviors that others 

regard positively. Accordingly, approval motivated people are especially concerned with 

the behaviors that people view favorably and will devote cognitive resources to learning 

about them (Ackerman, 1996). In the course of this learning process, approval motivated 

individuals should also become aware of the personality traits that tend to be associated 

with behaviors that are regarded favorably. Consequently, approval-seekers' ITPs should 

stress the importance of traits that commonly lead to social approval when they are 

expressed behaviorally. Oftentimes, although not always, carrying out socially-favorable 

actions has positive results that extend beyond facilitating the approval of others. It is 

possible, in fact, that many behaviors are the subject of approval because they are 

effective and have positive consequences. For example, behaviors that are expressive of 

conscientiousness, such as working diligently to achieve goals and persisting despite 

hardships, are generally regarded positively (Digman, 1990). These behaviors also often 

have beneficial results as they can lead to tasks being completed on time and in the face 

of situational difficulties. To some extent, it seems reasonable to assume that these 

behaviors are approved of because they are associated with positive results. 

Consequently, approval-seekers' ITPs should stress the importance of traits that are the 

subject of social approval and whose expression commonly leads to favorable outcomes. 

Since part of the procedural knowledge SJTs measure is general knowledge, and ITPs 

comprise this general knowledge, when approval motivated individuals take an SJT their 

ITPs for socially favored traits are being assessed (Motowidlo & Beier, 2008). 
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Approval-seekers should judge the effectiveness of SJT response options based 

upon the extent to which the behaviors they represent express various traits. As approval 

motivated people hold ITPs heavily weighing personality traits that often truly are more 

effective when expressed (e.g., conscientiousness), they will be able to correctly 

differentiate between more or less effective response alternatives, leading to a higher 

score. Due to their concern with learning about socially desirable behaviors, highly 

approval motivated individuals may be more likely than less approval motivated 

individuals to possess ITPs heavily weighing traits that truly are effective when 

expressed. Alternatively, highly approval motivated people's ITPs may weigh effective 

traits more heavily than less approval motivated people's ITPs. Consequently, in 

situations where socially favorable actions truly are effective, approval-seekers may 

possess a competitive advantage over less approval-seeking individuals because their 

ITPs will lead them to be more accurate judges of behavioral effectiveness. When truly 

effective behaviors are less socially desirable, however, approval motivated people could 

be at a disadvantage, as they may inaccurately judge highly favorable actions to also be 

highly effective actions. Under these circumstances, approval-seekers may be less able to 

differentiate between effective and ineffective responses due to the disconnect between 

social approval and effectiveness. 

Despite its title, the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (MCSDS; Crowne 

& Marlowe, 1960) measures approval motivation. Social desirability and approval-

seeking are not synonymous, as social desirability is often equated with faking in 

evaluative contexts while approval-seeking is more trait-like and remains stable across 

situations (Crowne & Marlowe, 1964; Strickland & Crowne, 1962). Approval motivated 
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people consistently desire social favor, regardless of the situation. Accordingly, when 

presented with questionnaires, tests, or other types of evaluations, approval-seekers will 

respond in ways likely to gain them approval, whether they are being evaluated in more 

formal (e.g., a pre-employment test) or informal (e.g., a friend's psychology experiment) 

contexts. In sum, response distortion among approval-seekers is rooted less in the 

situation and more in their stable, trait-like tendency to want to present a positive image. 

In spite of this distinction, due to the widespread use of the MCSDS (Leite & Beretvas, 

2005) approval motivation has come to be identified with social desirability. 

Despite its association with deception and social desirability, the study of 

approval-seeking has not been incorporated into investigations of SJT faking (Hooper, 

Cullen, & Sackett, 2006). The research reported here examines the effects of approval 

motivation on procedural knowledge as measured by SJTs. It further proposes a theory to 

explain this association that incorporates agreeableness, conscientiousness, and their 

concurrent ITPs. 

Situational Judgment Tests 

SJTs are popular instruments used to predict performance in the selection context. 

SJTs present applicants with job-related scenarios and ask them to choose response 

options from a list of alternatives. Applicants are usually directed to select response 

options in one of two ways. The first instructional format features knowledge-based 

instructions that direct individuals to select the most (and sometimes least) effective 

response to a work-related scenario. The second features behavioral tendency instructions 

that ask individuals to choose alternatives representing the behaviors they would be most 

and least likely to carry out in response to a problematic work situation. Meta-analytic 
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results indicate scores on both types of SJT are equally associated with measures of job 

performance (p = .26; McDaniel, Hartman, Whetzel, & Grubb, 2007). 

SJTs are scored by comparing test-takers' response choices with experts' 

judgments of effectiveness (Motowidlo et al., 2006a). First, experts read over each 

scenario's response options and rate how effective they believe they are. Experts' ratings 

for each option are then averaged, with the mean score approximating the "true 

effectiveness" for the response option. Test-takers earn higher scores by choosing as best 

or most likely response options that experts consider effective or by choosing as worst or 

least likely response options that experts consider ineffective. SJT scores are derived by 

summing the effectiveness scores for response options chosen as most effective or likely 

and subtracting the sum of the effectiveness scores for the response options chosen as 

least effective or likely. This difference score represents the extent to which applicants 

are capable of distinguishing between effective and ineffective work-related behaviors. 

This scoring approach assumes that, due to their knowledge and experience, experts' 

judgments of effectiveness are "correct" for a particular organization or job type. In 

assessing what applicants know about effective and ineffective work-related behaviors, 

SJTs measure procedural knowledge (Campbell, Gasser, & Oswald, 1996; McDaniel & 

Nguyen, 2001; Motowidlo et al., 2006a). 

Scores on both knowledge and behavioral tendency SJTs have consistently been 

found to be correlated with personality, specifically the Big Five traits. McDaniel et al.'s 

(2007) recent meta-analysis showed conscientiousness (p = .23) and agreeableness (p = 

.22) to be most strongly associated with SJT scores, and openness to be least strongly 

associated (p = .11). 
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Motowidlo et al. (2006a) offered a theoretical basis for correlations between SJT scores 

and personality traits. The theory specifies that the procedural knowledge measured by 

SJTs consists of two components: specialized knowledge about how to behave in 

situations specific to the job in-question and general knowledge about the costs and 

benefits of the behavioral expression of personality traits in job-like contexts. 

Specialized, job-specific knowledge is likely acquired through experiences at the target 

job or those similar to it. As individuals work at their jobs they learn the consequences, 

negative and positive, of particular behaviors in particular situations. These experiences 

shape individuals' knowledge of effective and ineffective behavior for their specific jobs, 

allowing them to identify and carry out actions that are more likely to result in positive 

outcomes. General knowledge, as noted previously, is likely acquired over the lifespan 

through everyday interactions in various social contexts (Motowidlo & Beier, 2008). 

Implicit Trait Policies 

ITPs are implicit beliefs about the value of personality expressions that 

individuals acquire over time (Motowidlo et al., 2006a). People's opinions about the 

effectiveness of different behaviors are impacted by the degree to which they value 

certain trait expressions. If a person possesses an ITP that heavily weighs 

conscientiousness that person will judge conscientious work behaviors to be much more 

effective than less conscientious work behaviors. If a person possesses an ITP that does 

not heavily weigh conscientiousness, that individual will judge more conscientious 

behaviors only slightly more effective than less conscientious behaviors. When 

conscientious behavior truly is effective in a work setting, individuals with ITPs strongly 

weighing conscientiousness will be more likely to correctly judge behaviors as more or 



7 

less effective. In jobs where this is the case, individuals who associate conscientiousness 

with effectiveness will have more knowledge of effective behavior. 

Although different jobs may have different rules dictating behavioral 

effectiveness, the workplace environment is still a part of the general social realm that 

human beings inhabit. Consequently, personality expressions that are effective during 

everyday social interactions are presumably often effective in the workplace as well. 

Individuals who possess ITPs that correctly associate various personality expressions 

with effectiveness possess more knowledge of effective behavior in-general, and this 

knowledge should be applicable to both everyday and job-specific situations. Individuals 

who possess more procedural knowledge should behave more effectively overall, 

whether that behavior occurs in day-to-day social interactions or in the workplace. The 

results of Motowidlo and Beier (2008) support this idea, along with providing evidence 

that ITPs comprise a portion of the procedural knowledge SJTs measure. 

Motowidlo and Beier utilized the materials and data reported by Motowidlo, 

Dunnette, and Carter (1990), a study that developed a managerial SJT and validated it 

using supervisory performance ratings of a sample of 164 incumbent managers. 

Criterion-related validity for the SJT ranged from .24 to .43. In order to score this SJT, 

experienced managers rated its response options for effectiveness. ITP theory suggests 

these effectiveness judgments were a product of managers'job-specific knowledge, 

acquired through first-hand work-related experiences, and general knowledge acquired 

through socialization processes and represented by ITPs. For the purposes of Motowidlo 

and Beier (2008), values for these effectiveness judgments served as the basis for the 

"expert" scoring key. 



During Motowidlo and Beier's study, undergraduates also provided effectiveness 

ratings for the response options for the same SJT. These judgments were assumed to 

solely be the product of ITPs, as students presumably have little to no experience with 

managerial jobs. While students'judgments were assumed to be somewhat correct 

because they were the product of ITPs, they were also assumed to be less correct than 

experts', whose judgments were the product of both ITPs and job-specific knowledge. 

Values for these effectiveness judgments served as the basis for the "novice" scoring key. 

Doctoral students also rated the response options for conscientiousness and agreeableness 

using a measure adapted from Gosling, Rentfrow, and Swann (2003). 

If SJTs are predictive of job performance because they measure procedural 

knowledge needed for effective work-related behaviors, the more fully they assess this 

knowledge, the more strongly their scores should be related to job performance. Thus, it 

was hypothesized that SJT scores derived from both the novice and expert keys would be 

associated with incumbents' performance ratings. Additionally, it was also predicted that 

scores derived from the expert key would be more strongly correlated with performance 

because the effectiveness ratings comprising that key were the product of both general 

and job-specific knowledge. 

It was also reasoned that partialing response options' trait scores from their 

effectiveness scores would remove variance in effectiveness ratings due to personality 

expressions. Consequently, it was hypothesized that partialing trait scores out of novices' 

effectiveness ratings would remove most or all of the accurate information about 

response options' effectiveness, because undergraduates' ratings were solely the product 

of their ITPs. Since experts possess both general and job-specific knowledge, however, it 
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was hypothesized that partialing trait scores out of managers' effectiveness ratings would 

not remove all the information about response options' effectiveness. Accordingly, it was 

hypothesized that S JT scores determined using a scoring key based on novices' 

residualized effectiveness ratings would not be associated with performance ratings but 

that scores derived using a key based on experts' residualized effectiveness ratings would 

still be related to performance. 

All predictions were supported. Scores derived using the novice key were 

associated with job performance ratings {r = .29), but not as strongly as scores derived 

using the expert key (r = .37). Scores derived from the residualized expert key were 

related to job performance (r = .25), while scores derived from the residualized novice 

key were not (r = .05, NS). Together, these results provide evidence that SJTs measure 

both job-specific and general knowledge and that general knowledge alone can be 

informative when making effectiveness judgments about work-related behaviors. 

ITPs tend to be consonant with individuals' personality traits (Motowidlo et al., 

2006a; 2006b). Motowidlo's (2005) theory of dispositional fit suggests this is because 

people believe that the best to way to handle challenging social situations is by carrying 

out behaviors consistent with their personality traits. The formation of these beliefs, and 

by extension ITPs, is influenced both directly and indirectly by those personality traits. 

Shamir (1990) argues that humans are self-expressive and tend to act in ways that 

are consistent with their traits, values, and attitudes. The expression of something as 

fundamental as an individual's personality may be satisfying or pleasurable in and of 

itself (Cote & Moskowitz, 1998; Moskowitz & Cote, 1995). People may consider the 

behavioral expressions of their personalities to be effective in a general sense as they tend 
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to lead to positive affective states. Personality may also directly facilitate ITP acquisition 

through individuals' efforts to maintain positive self-regard (Allport, 1955; James, 1890; 

Steele, 1988). People can preserve positive self-views by believing that behaviors 

expressing their basic traits are effective. For example, agreeable people will consider 

agreeable behavior to be more effective than disagreeable behavior as doing so should 

maintain or enhance their self-esteem. 

Personality also shapes ITPs indirectly as it can dictate the social environment 

people choose to inhabit (Motowidlo et al., 2006a). Similarity breeds attraction (Byrne, 

1971; Klohnen & Luo, 2003) and people with similar personality traits will tend to 

affiliate with one another as they often share interests, beliefs, and values. For example, 

agreeable people will select themselves into social situations where they will be 

surrounded by other agreeable people. In these situations, agreeable behavior will be 

considered effective because it is effective, as perceived by the majority of the 

individuals present. Agreeable people will learn to judge agreeable actions as more 

effective than disagreeable actions through the consistent reinforcement of their 

behaviors, leading them to acquire ITPs heavily weighing their own trait. 

Although personality facilitates ITP acquisition, results have shown ITPs to be 

only moderately associated with their consonant traits (Motowidlo et al., 2006a; 2006b). 

Motowidlo et al. (2006a) found correlations between self-reports of traits and ITPs to 

range from .17 (extraversion and the ITP for extraversion) to .35 (agreeableness and the 

ITP for agreeableness). These findings suggest that other factors impact individuals' 

beliefs about trait expressions and behavioral effectiveness. In addition to personality, 

ITPs may also be influenced by people's experiences and their recognition that traits they 
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themselves do not score high on may still be effective when expressed (D. J. Beal, 

personal communication, May 2, 2008). People's personalities are partially determined 

by factors beyond their control, including genetics and various environmental influences 

(Jang, Livesley, & Vernon, 1996). These determinants may proscribe individuals' 

behaviors such that people scoring low on a trait may be unable to carry out behaviors 

characteristic of people scoring high on a trait. For example, it may be nearly impossible 

for a highly introverted person to behave in an extremely extraverted way. Through 

observation and experience, however, introverted people may learn to recognize that 

highly extraverted behaviors are sometimes effective and develop ITPs that more heavily 

weigh extraversion. Consequently, the correlation between introverts' extraversion scores 

and their ITPs for extraversion will not be overly large, as their ITPs will be more a 

product of their social experiences than their traits. 

Situational influences may also impact the relationship between traits and their 

consonant ITPs. Motowidlo et al. (2006b) identifies ITPs as a type of characteristic 

adaptation (McCrae & Costa, 1996), a skill, attitude, or preference formed as individuals' 

traits interact with their environments over time. Agreeable people frequent contexts 

where agreeable behaviors are effective but will also inevitably be put in situations where 

agreeable actions are less effective or even ineffective. Through these experiences 

agreeable people will develop ITPs that weigh agreeableness less heavily in certain 

situations. For example, highly agreeable people may think that agreeableness is 

generally effective but recognize that if they were employed as a tax collector it might be 

more effective to be less agreeable or even disagreeable. Highly agreeable people might 

also recognize that it would be more effective to be very agreeable if they were employed 
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as a museum tour guide. Due to the differing natures of these jobs, the correlation 

between self-reported agreeableness and the ITP for agreeableness should be higher for 

tour guides than for tax collectors. Situational and job-related influences may thus 

moderate the association between traits and their consonant ITPs. 

ITPs manifest in SJT performance through the response options individuals 

choose as most and least likely or effective. In order to measure ITPs, an SJT's response 

options must first be rated for the extent to which they express various personality traits. 

Motowidlo et al. (2006a) introduced a method for accomplishing this by adapting a brief 

measure of the Big Five (Gosling et al., 2003) and creating a bipolar, seven-point scale 

for each trait. For example, the anchors for the agreeableness scale ranged from 1 = very 

critical and quarrelsome to 7 = very warm and sympathetic. Student judges then rated the 

agreeableness, conscientiousness and extraversion of an SJT's response options 

(Motowidlo et al., 1990) on these scales. Mean trait scores for each response option 

approximated the extent to which it expressed each personality trait. 

ITPs are calculated the same way SJT scores are calculated, but by using response 

options' trait scores instead of their effectiveness scores. For example, to calculate the 

ITP for conscientiousness, the mean conscientiousness ratings for the response options 

chosen as least effective/likely would be summed and subtracted from the sum of the 

mean conscientiousness ratings for the response options chosen as most effective/likely. 

This difference score represents individuals' ITPs for conscientiousness as it indicates the 

degree to which test-takers differentiate between effective and ineffective responses 

based upon the extent to which they are expressive of conscientiousness. If applicants 

ITPs heavily weigh conscientiousness when judging effectiveness, their difference scores 
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will be larger as they will differentiate more between very conscientious and less 

conscientious behaviors. When conscientious behaviors truly are more effective, people 

with ITPs stressing conscientiousness will be better be able to discriminate between 

effective and ineffective behaviors. In this example, by guiding applicants to better 

recognize effective and ineffective workplace actions, the ITP for conscientiousness 

constitutes procedural knowledge, specifically general procedural knowledge (Campbell 

et al., 1996; McDaniel & Nguyen, 2001; Motowidlo & Beier, 2008). As SJTs measure 

procedural knowledge composed of both general and job-specific components, greater 

general procedural knowledge contributes to a higher SJT score. Since conscientious 

people tend to possess ITPs heavily weighing their own trait, there will be a positive 

correlation between individuals' self-reported conscientiousness scores and their SJT 

scores. 

Findings support ITP theory as a plausible explanation for the association 

between SJT scores and personality traits. Although agreeableness and conscientiousness 

are positively correlated with procedural knowledge, when their respective ITPs are 

included in a regression analysis they contribute little to no incremental variance in SJT 

score (Motowidlo et al., 2006a; 2006b). These results provide evidence that ITPs fully 

mediate the association between personality and procedural knowledge. 

ITP theory also has utility beyond its capacity to explain correlations between 

personality and SJT scores. ITPs are predictive of behavioral measures of their consonant 

traits and also hold promise as implicit measures of personality (Motowidlo et al., 2006a; 

2006b). Compared to explicit measures of personality, implicit measures are less 

susceptible to faking (Bornstein, 2002; Fazio & Olson, 2003), concerns with which have 
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consistently plagued personality testing in personnel selection and other organizational 

domains (Hough, Eaton, Dunnette, Kamp, & McCloy, 1990; Ones, Reiss, & 

Viswesvaran, 1996). To assess the fakeabilty of measures of ITPs, Motowidlo et al. 

(2006a) developed an SJT to measure the ITP for agreeableness by writing response 

options specifically designed to express high or low levels of agreeableness. Students 

were asked to complete the SJT, along with a self-report measure of agreeableness, either 

honestly or as if they wanted to look their best (fake-good). The effect size between the 

honest and fake-good conditions was much smaller for the SJT measure of the ITP for 

agreeableness (d = .27) than for the self-report measure of agreeableness (d = .79). 

Although these findings imply measures of ITPs are more resistant to faking than 

conventional measures of personality, the effects of approval motivation, frequently 

associated with social desirability, on ITPs and SJTs in-general remains unexplored 

(Hooper et al., 2006). 

Approval Motivation 

Social desirability is "the tendency on the part of individuals to present themselves in 

a favourable light, regardless of their 'true feelings' about an issue or topic" (Moorman & 

Podsakoff, 1992, p. 132). Early measures of this tendency (Edwards, 1957) used items 

drawn from clinical inventories (e.g., the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory) 

and, consequently, were confounded with psycholopathology. Individuals using these 

scales might deny having unfavorable attributes not because they were trying to present 

themselves in a favorable light, but because they legitimately do not possess features 

symptomatic of psychopathology. Crowne and Marlowe (1960) developed the MCSDS 

with the intent of creating a social desirability measure that was free of clinical overtones. 
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They assembled a list of 33 items representing behaviors and attitudes that are 

uncommon but the subject of social approval (e.g., "I never resent being asked to return a 

favor") and behaviors and attitudes that are common but the subject of social disapproval 

(e.g., "I like to gossip at times"). Higher MCSDS scores result from answering "true" to 

desirable items and "false" to undesirable items. Higher scores are interpreted as 

evidence of responding biased by social desirability, as it is assumed that no one truly 

performs so many desirable behaviors and so few undesirable behaviors. 

By aiming to assess social desirability, Crowne and Marlowe sought to measure a 

response set, a situational response bias on the part of questionnaire-takers to manage 

their impressions in order to appear in a more positive light (Edwards, 1957; Jackson & 

Messick, 1958; Paulhus, 2002). In this conception, social desirability solely equates with 

situation-specific, conscious faking (rather than cross-situational self-deception), as 

individuals purposefully answer untruthfully in order to achieve their goals. For example, 

if job applicants scoring high on social desirability are presented with a behavioral 

tendency SJT, they will likely attempt to choose response options based on how effective 

they believe they are, regardless of whether or not they would actually carry out the 

actions those items represent, as doing so should cause hiring staff to perceive them more 

favorably. Since social desirability is situation-specific, however, these same individuals 

might be less likely to respond in socially desirable ways in circumstances where the 

stakes are low and being perceived favorably does not carry important consequences 

(e.g., a friend's psychology experiment). 

Although the MCSDS was designed to measure social desirability, findings suggest 

that it actually measures a response style, a response bias that is consistent across time 
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and questionnaires and that is associated with a stable, trait-like tendency (Jackson & 

Messick, 1958). Crowne and Marlowe termed the response style the MCSDS assesses 

"need for social approval," "approval-seeking," or "approval motivation." Need for 

approval is "the extent that an individual searches for the approval of others and tries to 

avoid their disapproval" (Leite & Beretvas, 2005). Since approval-seeking is rooted in 

individual differences in the need to attain the approval of others, rather than solely 

situation-specific goals, people scoring high on the MCSDS should exhibit biased 

responding across evaluative contexts. Where socially desirable people might only distort 

their responses in high-stakes testing situations, approval-seekers likely distort their 

responses in all or most testing situations, as they generally desire others' approval, 

regardless of the situation. Where people scoring high on social desirability should distort 

their responses on a behavioral SJT but not in a friend's psychology experiment, approval 

motivated people should distort their responses on the SJT and in their friend's 

experiment. The development of the MCSDS inaugurated nearly two decades of research 

that revealed approval-seeking is associated with a number of characteristic behaviors, all 

of which are aimed at gaining the favor of the relevant audience (Millham & Jacobson, 

1978). 

Approval-seeking individuals are especially sensitive to socially desirable 

behaviors. This sensitivity extends to situations where only subtle reinforcement is 

offered for desirable actions. Crowne and Marlowe (1964) gave no direction other than 

asking individuals to say all the words they could think of for 25 minutes without using 

sentences or phrases. In the positive reinforcement condition each time a participant 

produced a plural noun the experimenter sitting in the room nodded and in the negative 
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reinforcement condition each time a plural noun was uttered the experimenter said "uh-

uh." In both conditions only individuals with high MCSDS scores consistently altered 

their production of plural nouns in response to the experimenter's feedback. Crowne and 

Marlowe (1964) also showed that when approval motivated individuals observed an 

experimenter say "good" each time a confederate used "I" and "we" they tended to use 

these pronouns more frequently when asked to generate sentences. 

Strickland and Crowne (1962) provided evidence of approval-seekers' tendency to 

conform. When presented with an Asch-like judgment paradigm, approval motivated 

individuals were more likely to be swayed by obviously incorrect confederate responses 

than those scoring lower on the MCSDS. Beyond conformity in specific experimental 

contexts, approval-seekers also root their behaviors in cultural norms. Horton, Crowne, 

and Marlowe (1963) presented college-age participants with two lists of words and asked 

them to link those words together in ways they thought most "popular" for their age 

group (the word lists had previously been normed with a large group of other college 

students). Approval motivated individuals produced word associations that strongly 

resembled those of the normative sample. 

Higher MCSDS scorers specifically seek the approval of authority figures. 

Marlowe and Crowne (1961) presented participants with the Festinger and Carlsmith 

(1959) spool-stacking task. For half an hour individuals packed and unpacked spools 

while an experimenter who had been introduced as a psychologist furiously scribbled 

notes. At the end of the experiment participants were asked to indicate how much they 

enjoyed the task, how likely they would be to participate again, and the scientific 
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importance of the results. For all questions higher MCSDS scores were associated with 

more positive answers. 

In their sensitivity to the reactions of others and concern with how others perceive 

them, approval motivated people are similar to high self-monitors, the behavior of which 

"may be highly responsive to social and interpersonal cues of situationally appropriate 

performances" (Gangestad & Snyder, 2000, p. 530). Like high self-monitors, approval-

seeking individuals seem capable of inferring what behaviors will be positively regarded 

by others and adapting their self-expressions accordingly. Where high self-monitors and 

approval-seekers differ is the motivation underlying the control of their behavioral self-

expressions. Approval-seeking people are explicitly motivated to obtain the approval of 

others. High self-monitors, on the other hand, engage in impression management in order 

to enhance their social status (Gangestad & Snyder, 2000). Whereas approval motivated 

people are merely concerned with being viewed positively, high self-monitors' behavior 

is aimed at effectively defining their status in the social worlds they inhabit (Gangestad & 

Snyder, 2000). Thus, while the behaviors of approval-seekers and high self-monitors are 

similar in that they are responsive to social norms and expectations, the reason for those 

behaviors differs. 

Although they are capable of adapting their behaviors to meet social demands, 

approval-seekers generally act in ways that, on average, are considered socially desirable 

(e.g., congenial, polite; Paulhus, 1991). Evidences suggests approval motivated people 

truly possess the traits and characteristics they endorse. MCSDS scores positively 

correlate with self-ratings of desirable traits such as agreeableness and conscientiousness 

and negatively with the undesirable neuroticism (Mascaro & Rosen, 2005; Peterson, 
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Casillas, & Robins, 2006). McCrae and Costa (1983) demonstrated that MCSDS scores 

also correlate with knowledgeable peer ratings of personality traits, including 

extraversion and neuroticism. They also found that correcting for MCSDS score did little 

to increase correlations between self- and other ratings of personality. Thus, a person 

scoring high on the MCSDS and on agreeableness will actually tend to be agreeable, just 

as a person scoring high on the MCSDS and low on neuroticism will actually tend to be 

well-adjusted. 

The Current Study 

The current study proposes a theory explaining how approval-seeking may be 

related to the procedural knowledge measured by SJTs. Recall that individuals wanting to 

appear in a favorable light will likely respond to an S JT with behavioral tendency 

instructions according to the effectiveness of the response alternatives rather than the 

likelihood they would carry out the behaviors they represent. While this reasoning offers 

a superficial explanation for the possibility of an association between MCSDS and SJT 

scores, it does not address how approval-seeking individuals are able to identify response 

alternatives according to their effectiveness. If approval-seeking individuals are able to 

select response options based on their effectiveness this implies the trait is somehow 

related to procedural knowledge. The association between approval motivation and 

procedural knowledge can be explained by ITP theory. 

Approval motivated people are especially concerned with performing behaviors 

that others will view favorably. Personality can influence knowledge acquisition 

(Ackerman, 1996) by directing individuals to devote cognitive resources to learning 

about trait-relevant areas of knowledge. For example, individuals scoring high on 
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openness to experience may devote cognitive resources to learning about art while 

individuals scoring high on neuroticism may focus on learning emotional regulation 

strategies. As approval motivation is frequently described as a trait-like individual 

difference (Crowne & Marlowe, 1964; Paulhus, 2002), approval-seekers might devote 

cognitive resources to acquiring knowledge about the types of behaviors that are likely to 

win them favor. This preoccupation with the interpersonal consequences of behaviors 

may lead these individuals to become exceptional social learners. Evidence supports this 

claim, indicating that approval motivated people are sensitive to even subtle differences 

in behaviors that are more or less likely to receive positive reinforcement (Crowne & 

Marlowe, 1964; Marlowe & Crowne, 1961). As "experts" in the domain of general social 

knowledge, approval-seekers should be aware of characteristics differentiating effective, 

appropriate, and socially desirable behaviors from ineffective, inappropriate, and socially 

undesirable behaviors. ITP theory states that one of the major characteristics separating 

effective and ineffective behaviors is their personality expressions. Approval-seekers 

should possess a thorough knowledge of the costs and benefits of personality expressions 

that underlie behaviors likely to gain them favor. Accordingly, approval motivated 

individuals should hold ITPs heavily weighing traits that are commonly considered to be 

effective when expressed (Motowidlo & Beier, 2008; Motowidlo et al., 2006a). As ITPs 

constitute the general component of the procedural knowledge measured by SJTs, 

approval motivated people should be able to identify effective and ineffective response 

options based upon their personality expressions. That approval-seekers hold ITPs 

emphasizing traits that often truly are effective when expressed should explain the 

association between MCSDS and SJT scores. 
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Approval motivation may also provide an avenue for individuals to acquire trait-

consistent ITPs in addition to dispositional fit. McCrae and Costa (1983) found that 

controlling for scores on the MCSDS did little to reduce agreement between self and 

others' ratings of socially desirable traits. This implies that approval-seeking individuals 

truly do possess the traits they endorse. Among the Big Five traits, agreeableness and 

conscientiousness have consistently shown be the most strongly associated with approval 

motivation, Mascaro and Rosen (2005) recently finding correlations with approval 

motivation to be .23 for conscientiousness and .53 for agreeableness. This suggests that 

approval-seeking people truly are conscientious and agreeable. By extension, these 

correlations also imply conscientious and agreeable people have approval-seeking 

tendencies. These tendencies may manifest through characteristics associated with both 

traits. 

In addition to being sympathetic and trusting, agreeable people also desire to form 

and maintain interpersonal bonds (Jensen-Campbell & Graziano, 2001). In order to 

become close to others, individuals must carry out behaviors that others approve of. 

Agreeable people will be concerned with learning about and carrying out these socially 

desirable behaviors in order to meet their interpersonal goals. Thus, agreeable people's 

approval-seeking tendencies may manifest in their desire to interpersonally bond with 

others. Conscientious people are disciplined and hard-working but are also dutiful and 

strive to be high-achievers (Digman, 1990). Conscientious people may desire the 

approval of others as a means of validating that they have successfully reached their 

goals. Social approval may also be a signal to conscientious people that they have 

fulfilled whatever obligations they feel they must fulfill. Thus, conscientious people's 
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approval-seeking tendencies may manifest through their striving for excellence and 

dutifulness. 

This conceptualization suggests that the extent to which people are approval-

seeking is partially determined by their agreeableness and conscientiousness; agreeable 

people seek approval through their desire to form interpersonal bonds with others and 

conscientious people through their sense of obligation. Consequently, agreeableness and 

conscientiousness should exert causal influence on approval motivation and be a more 

distal predictor of outcomes than approval motivation. Further, the approval-seeking 

tendencies of agreeable and conscientious people may facilitate acquisition of their 

consonant ITPs. Agreeable and conscientious actions are generally regarded positively 

and ITPs stressing them have been linked to SJT scores (Digman, 1990; Motowidlo et al., 

2006a). Agreeable and conscientious people, through their approval-seeking tendencies, 

should be aware that actions expressing their traits tend to be effective and are the subject 

of social approval. Consequently, approval motivation should provide an additional 

means for agreeable and conscientious people to acquire their consonant ITPs. Agreeable 

and conscientious people will value behavioral expressions of their traits not only 

because they inherently believe they are effective due to dispositional fit (Motowidlo, 

2005), but also because their approval seeking tendencies attune them to the fact that 

behavioral expressions of their traits tend to be regarded favorably. 

Research Purpose 

The research reported here examined the associations among personality traits 

(agreeableness and conscientiousness), approval motivation, ITPs (for agreeableness and 
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conscientiousness), and procedural knowledge as measured by a behavioral tendency 

SJT. These associations are represented by the model presented in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Proposed model linking personality traits, approval motivation, ITPs, and procedural knowledge. 

This model has the following features: 

1. Agreeableness and conscientiousness exert causal influence on their respective 

ITPs. 

2. Agreeableness and conscientiousness exert causal influence on approval 

motivation. 

3. Approval motivation exerts causal influence on the ITPs for agreeableness and 

conscientiousness. 

4. Approval motivation partially mediates the influence of agreeableness and 

conscientiousness on their respective ITPs. 
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5. The ITPs for agreeableness and conscientiousness are causally associated with 

procedural knowledge as measured by a behavioral tendency SJT. 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

One-hundred and fifty-seven undergraduates at a small, private, southwestern 

university completed the following measures for experimental course credit. 

Measures 

1. Big-Five 5 Broad Domains (Goldberg, 1999) 

Participants' Big Five personality traits were assessed using the 50-item Big-Five 

5 Broad Domains questionnaire derived from the International Personality Item Pool 

(EPIP). This questionnaire is a broad-bandwidth, public domain measure available on the 

Internet. This measure consists of a number of brief statements, with "I" added prior to 

each to aid ease of responding. Subjects were asked to rate how well each statement 

describes themselves using a five-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (very 

inaccurate) to 5 (very accurate). When corrected for attenuation due to unreliability of 

both scales the correlation between the IP IP and Goldberg's (1992) 100 Big Five factor 

markers is .81 (Goldberg, 1999). Reliabilities were as follows: agreeableness (.76), 

conscientiousness (.78), extraversion (.90), adjustment (.86), and openness (.77). 

2. Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (MCSDS; Crowne & Marlowe, 1960, 

1964) 

The degree to which individuals exhibit need for approval was assessed using the 

MCSDS. The measure consists of 33 items, 18 of which are keyed true and 15 of which 

are keyed false. Items are either socially desirable but not true of most individuals (e.g., 
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"Before voting I thoroughly investigate the qualifications of all the candidates") or 

socially undesirable but true of most individuals (e.g., "I like to gossip at times"). Items 

are dichotomously scored and the number of true responses is calculated after reverse-

scoring the negatively keyed items. A recent validity generalization study of the MCSDS 

indicates it has an overall reliability of .73 (Beretvas, Meyers, & Leite, 2002). The scale's 

authors report a test-retest reliability of .89. 

3. Managerial Situational Judgment Test (Motowidlo et al., 1990) 

Participants completed a criterion-validated SJT designed to predict performance 

for entry-level management and administrative positions in the telecommunications 

industry. The SJT predicts interpersonal (leadership, sensitivity) and problem-solving 

(organization, resourcefulness) performance along with overall effectiveness. Validity for 

the test ranges from .24 to .43. The SJT contains 30 situational scenarios, each with five 

response options. A sample item is below: 

You are meeting with someone at your manager's level in another department. 

You are meeting in his office. The telephone interrupts several times, and each time he 

takes the call instead of asking his secretary to hold it. You would... 

a) Wait patiently for him to finish with his telephone calls and do nothing about 

this. 

b) Tell him you are on a tight schedule and you will not be able to meet with him 
for very much longer. 

c) Ask him to have his secretary hold his calls until you finish your meeting. 

d) Glance at your watch and fidget impatiently to let him know the telephone calls 
are disruptive. 

e) Ask him if it would be better to meet another time when he is not so busy. 
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From the five response options for each scenario participants were asked to 

choose the behavior they would be most likely to carry out and the behavior they would 

be least likely to carry out. 

Thirty-four managers previously served as subject matter experts and rated each 

response option for effectiveness. These managers were drawn from the companies that 

participated in the development and validation of the SJT. Each response alternative was 

assigned a behavioral effectiveness score that is the average of the effectiveness ratings 

given by these managers. 

Response alternatives had also previously been rated (Motowidlo et al., 2006a) 

for agreeableness, conscientiousness, and extraversion by three doctoral students using 

scales adapted from Gosling et al. (2003). The results of Motowidlo and Beier (2008) 

support the convergent and discriminant validity of the agreeableness and 

conscientiousness, but not extraversion, ratings. 

A sample of undergraduates rated the SJT's response options for effectiveness, 

along with completing self-report measures of agreeableness, conscientiousness, and 

extraversion. Undergraduates' self-reported scores for the three traits were correlated 

with their effectiveness ratings for each response option. If the personality scores for the 

response options were valid, the trait-effectiveness correlations should have increased as 

the response options' personality scores for the three traits increased. This approach 

assumed that students possessing the relevant trait would rate response options 

expressing that trait as more effective. For example, highly agreeable people presumably 

find agreeable behaviors more effective than do less agreeable people. Highly agreeable 

students' effectiveness ratings for response options expressive of agreeableness should 
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have been higher than less agreeable students' effectiveness ratings of those response 

options. In turn, this should have led to an increase in the agreeableness-effectiveness 

correlation as response options' expressions of agreeableness increased. This relationship 

would have been represented by a positive correlation between the agreeableness-

effectiveness correlation and personality expression scores for agreeableness. 

The correlations between trait-effectiveness correlations and response options' 

personality scores were .43 for agreeableness, .42 for conscientiousness, but only .12 for 

extraversion. Discriminant correlations for agreeableness and conscientiousness were 

also higher than their convergent correlations. For example, the correlation between 

agreeableness-effectiveness and personality expression scores was higher when items 

were scored for agreeableness than conscientiousness or extraversion. Extraversion did 

not demonstrate discriminant validity, however, as the extraversion-effectiveness 

correlation with personality ratings was higher when items were scored for agreeableness 

(r = .16) and conscientiousness (r = .21) than extraversion itself (r = .12). Due to this, 

only personality expression ratings for agreeableness and conscientiousness were used in 

this study. 

Results 

Mean completion time for the battery of measures was 31.28 minutes. Fifty-

four students finished the assessment in less than 30 minutes. Previous administrations 

indicate it takes job incumbents 45 minutes to properly complete the SJT used in this 

study. Undergraduates at this institution have high mean SAT scores, suggesting they 

may be able to read more quickly than many job incumbents. As this SJT solely measures 

undergraduates' general procedural knowledge they may also have completed it faster 
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because they could not retrieve instances of previous job situations similar to those in the 

SJT. Instead, undergraduates could only respond according to the personality expressions 

of the response options, which may have taken less time and cognitive effort than the 

recall of prior job experiences. 

Although these are compelling reasons for why some participants finished the 

questionnaires so quickly, the suspicion that some participants may have responded 

carelessly or randomly remains. This concern is lent some weight by the results. Time 

spent completing the SJT was correlated with knowledge score (r = .27, p < .01), and 

mean SJT scores were significantly lower (7(150) = 2.1 \,p < .05) for students who 

finished in under 30 minutes (M= .89, SD = .40) than those who did not (M= 1.03, SD = 

.40). Accordingly, two separate sets of analyses were performed. Analyses were first 

performed using the total sample (n = 157). These analyses were then repeated with a 

reduced sample, where all participants who finished the measures in less than 30 minutes 

were excluded (n = 103). Results for the full sample are reported first, followed by those 

for the reduced sample. This conservative approach likely excluded individuals who were 

not careless but simply finished the battery of measures quickly. Finding significant 

results using the reduced sample would provide strong evidence for meaningful effects, 

however, as this sample may have excluded some data points that supported the proposed 

model. 

Reliability Calculation 

In order to calculate the reliability of the SJT and ITP scores (see Tables 1 and 3), 

separate scores were first calculated for the odd and even items. For example, to calculate 

the reliability of the SJT score, the effectiveness ratings for the response options chosen 



29 

as least likely for the odd-numbered scenarios were summed and subtracted from the sum 

of the effectiveness ratings for the response options chosen as most likely for the odd-

numbered items. The same approach was taken with the even-numbered items. Scores for 

both halves were then correlated to estimate the split-half reliability of the SJT score. 

This correlation was adjusted using the Spearman-Brown Formula to account for 

shortening the test by dividing it in two. The same approach was taken to calculate the 

reliabilities of the ITP for agreeableness and ITP for conscientiousness scores. 

Full Sample 

Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations among the variables for the full 

sample are reported in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Correlations Among Variables for Full Sample (n = 149- 157) 

~M SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Agreeableness 55.79 7.97 

2. Conscientiousness 48.43 10.13 

3. Approval Motivation 14.62 5.55 

4. Agreeableness ITP .80 .44 

5. Conscientiousness ITP .68 .34 .26** .30** .26** .59** (.59) 

6. Procedural Knowledge .98 .41 .26** .22** .20* .63** .84** (.66) 

Note: Reliabilities presented in parentheses. 

*p < .05, two-tailed. **_p < .01, two-tailed. 

Agreeableness and conscientiousness are positively related to both approval-

seeking and their respective ITPs, along with procedural knowledge. Unexpectedly, 

agreeableness is correlated .26 (p < .01) with the ITP for conscientiousness and 

conscientiousness is correlated .17 (p < .05) with the ITP for agreeableness. Approval-

seeking is positively related to the ITP for conscientiousness (r = .26, p < .01) and 

procedural knowledge (r = .20, p < .05). The ITPs for agreeableness and 

(.81) 

.16* 

31 * * 

35** 

.26** 

.26** 

(.85) 

.29** 

.17* 

.30** 

.22** 

(.79) 

.15 

.26** 

.20* 

(.70) 

.59* 

.63* 



30 

conscientiousness are substantially associated with procedural knowledge (r's .63 and 

.84). 

Path analysis was conducted to test the model presented in Figure 1 (Mplus 

version 5; Muthen & Muthen, 1998-2007). The comparative fit index (CFI) and root-

mean-square error of approximation (RJVISEA) were used to assess model fit. Models 

resulting in a CFI of .90 or greater are considered acceptable (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988), as 

are models resulting in an RJVISEA less than .05 (Brown & Cudeck, 1993). 

Standardized beta weights estimating path coefficients are presented in Table 2 

and Figure 2. 

Table 2 

Regression Analyses/or Full Sample (n = 149 - 154) 

Variable and Statistic rrp A rrpc 

Standardized Betas 

AM Agreeableness Conscientiousness R3 

Procedural Knowledge 

Agreeableness 1TP 

Conscientiousness ITP 

Approval Motivation 

.23(20)* .78(72)* 

.05(08) 

.19(22)'* 

.33(23)* 

.27(27)* 

--

--

24(.18)** 

25(25)** 

.68(72)** 

.12(07)** 

.12(10)** 

.15(15)** 

Note: Values in parentheses are derived from the revised model. 

ITP A = Agreeableness ITP. 
ITP C = Conscientiousness ITP. 
AM = Approval Motivation. 

*p < .05, two-tailed. **p < .01, two-tailed. 

As predicted, both agreeableness and conscientiousness account for variance in their 

respective ITPs. Agreeableness and conscientiousness also explain significant variance in 

approval-seeking (R2 = .15, p < .01). The two ITPs account for a large part of the 

variance in procedural knowledge (R2 = .68, p < .01). The path leading from approval-

seeking to the ITP for conscientiousness is significant (/3 = .19, p < .05), but the path to 
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the ITP for agreeableness is not (/3 = .05, NS). The path leading from conscientiousness to 

the ITP for conscientiousness is .30 when approval motivation is not included in the 

model but drops to .24 when approval motivation is accounted for, indicating partial 

mediation. 

Figure 2. Standardized path coefficients for full sample. 

The test of the model resulted in a chi-square of ^(6, N= 149) = 59.58,;? < .01, 

indicating that the null hypothesis that the model fits the data must be rejected. 

Accordingly, both the CFI (.82) and RMSEA (.25) values suggest poor model fit. In an 

attempt to obtain a better-fitting model, the covariances of agreeableness and 

conscientiousness (r = .16) and the ITPs for these two traits (r - .59) were added. Path 

coefficients for this revised model are presented in Table 2 and Figure 3. 

The test of this revised model resulted in a chi-square oftf(5,N = 149) = 8.01, p 

> .05. CFI (.99) and RMSEA (.06) values suggest the revised model better fits the data 

than the original model, although the RMSEA value still does not reach conventional 



32 

levels of acceptability. 

Figure 3. Revised model for full sample. 

Reduced Sample 

Zero-order correlations and descriptive statistics for the reduced sample are 

reported in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Correlations Among Variables for Reduced Sample (n = 96 - 103) 

1. Agreeableness 

2. Conscientiousness 

3. Approval Motivation 

4. Agreeableness TTP 

5. Conscientiousness ITP 

6. Procedural Knowledge 

M 

56.13 

49.16 

14.82 

.81 

.72 

1.03 

SD 

7.70 

10.13 

5.56 

.45 

.32 

.40 

1 

(.81) 

.19* 

.26** 

.26* 

.19 

.23* 

2 

(.85) 

34** 

.15 

3<** 

.25** 

3 

(.79) 

.11 

.21* 

.18 

4 

(.73) 

57** 

.61** 

5 

(.58) 

.84** 

6 

(.71) 

Note: Reliabilities presented in parentheses. 

*p < .05, two-tailed **p < .01, two-tailed. 
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Correlations among the variables in the reduced sample are similar to those in the full 

sample, except the association between approval-seeking and procedural knowledge does 

not reach conventional levels of statistical significance (r = AS, p = .07). Agreeableness 

is also not associated with the ITP for conscientiousness nor is conscientiousness 

associated with the ITP for agreeableness. 

Path coefficients are presented in Table 4 and Figure 4. 

Table 4 

Regression Analyses/or Reduced Sample (n = 96 - 99) 

Standardized Betas 

Variable and Statistic ITP A ITP C AM Agreeableness Conscientiousness R? 

Procedural Knowledge .21(19)** .80(73)** - - - .69(73)** 

Agreeableness ITP - - .04(06) .25(.18)** - .07(04)** 

Conscientiousness ITP - -- .10(.12) - .31(26)** .13(10)** 

Approval Motivation -- -- -- .21(.21)* .30(30)** .16(16)** 

Note: Values in parentheses are derived from the revised model. 

ITP A = Agreeableness ITP. 
ITP C = Conscientiousness ITP. 
AM = Approval Motivation. 

*p < .05, two-tailed. **p < .01, two-tailed. 

The test of the model resulted in a chi-square of x2 (6,N= 96) = 37.47,p < .01, indicating 

that the null hypothesis that the model fits the data must be rejected. Accordingly, both 

the CFI (.83) and RMSEA (.23) values suggest poor model fit. As before, covariances 

between agreeableness and conscientiousness {r = .19) and the ITPs for the two traits (r = 

.57) were added. Path coefficients for this revised model are presented in Table 4 and 

Figure 5. The test of this revised model resulted in a chi-square of *£(5, N= 96) = 3.47, p 

> .05. CFI (1.00) and RMSEA (.00) values suggest it is a good fit for the data. 
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Figure 4. Standardized path coefficients for reduced sample. 

Discussion 

This investigation's results were ambivalent as to the relationship between 

approval motivation and procedural knowledge as measured by a behavioral tendency 

SJT. Approval-seeking was related to procedural knowledge at the zero-order level in the 

full sample but not significantly correlated with procedural knowledge in the reduced 

sample. Path analyses indicated that approval-seeking was causally related to procedural 

knowledge in the full sample through its influence on the ITP for conscientiousness, but 

was not causally related to procedural knowledge in the reduced sample. Approval 

motivation's zero-order association with knowledge in the full sample may have been a 

reflection of its link with conscientiousness and agreeableness, in addition to its influence 

on the ITP for conscientiousness. 

The argument that the approval-seeking tendencies of agreeable and conscientious 

people are related to their ITP acquisition was partially supported in the full sample but 
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not in the reduced sample. Approval-seeking was not causally related to the ITP for 

agreeableness in either sample but was causally associated with the ITP for 

conscientiousness in the full sample. Approval motivation also partially mediated the 

relationship between conscientiousness and the ITP for conscientiousness in the full 

sample, the association between the two being reduced when approval motivation was 

accounted for. 

Figure 5. Revised model for reduced sample. 

Results further validate ITP theory, in addition to addressing the effects of 

approval motivation on SJT score. Consistent with past findings (Motowidlo et al., 

2006a; 2006b), agreeableness and conscientiousness were correlated with their respective 

ITPs. In both samples the effects of conscientiousness and agreeableness on procedural 

knowledge were also fully mediated by their ITPs, replicating Motowidlo et al. (2006a). 

In the full sample agreeableness was correlated with the ITP for conscientiousness and 

conscientiousness was correlated with the ITP for agreeableness. These relationships 



36 

have not been found in previous UP studies (Motowidlo et al., 2006a; 2006b). These 

associations could reflect the possibility that people are capable of recognizing the 

effectiveness of various trait expressions, even if they themselves do not score high on 

those traits (D. J. Beal, personal communication, May 2, 2008). This especially might be 

the case when individuals possessing one positively-regarded trait (e.g., agreeableness) 

are evaluating the effectiveness of another positively-regarded trait (e.g., 

conscientiousness). Conversely, these findings could also be artifacts unique to the full 

sample. The full sample was assumed to have contained a number of careless responses, 

due to the speed with which some students completed the questionnaires, the positive 

association between SJT score and time spent finishing the questionnaires, and lower 

mean SJT scores for students who finished the questionnaires in less than a half hour 

compared to students who finished the questionnaires in more than a half hour. These 

results could be a product of these potentially inaccurate responses and constitute a 

fallacious depiction of the associations between traits and ITPs. 

The model proposed in Figure 1 did not fit the data in the full or reduced samples 

well. Improved model fit was only obtained when the covariances between agreeableness 

and conscientiousness and the ITPs for these two traits were added. Even with the 

addition of these covariances, the RMSEA value for the full sample model did not meet 

the criterion for adequate fit (.05; Brown & Cudeck, 1993). Nonetheless, the RMSEA 

value (.06) was not far from reaching this standard. This, combined with a high CFI value 

(.99) indicating good model fit, suggests that the revised model for the full sample may 

have adequately fit the data. 

Both models indicated that conscientiousness and agreeableness exert a causal 
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influence on their concurrent ITPs. These results not only indicate that dispositional fit is 

important for ITP acquisition but also that factors other than traits are involved in 

learning about the costs and benefits of personality expressions. Traits accounted for less 

than 20% of the variance in their respective ITPs in both samples, suggesting that 

additional influences guide ITP acquisition in addition to personality. If, as Motowidlo 

and colleagues (Motowidlo et al. 2006a; 2006b; Motowidlo & Beier, 2008) suggest, ITPs 

are characteristic adaptations they should be affected by experience. Even though 

individuals are predisposed to consider the expression of their own traits as effective, 

over time, individuals should learn the expression of their traits is more effective in some 

situations but less effective in others. For example, conscientious people tend to judge 

behavioral expressions of their trait to be effective. Through experience, however, 

conscientious people should also learn that conscientious behavior is less effective in 

some situations (e.g., brainstorming new ideas) than others (e.g., finishing a report on 

time). Despite the influence of dispositional fit, experiences in situations where the 

expression of their trait is less effective should lead conscientious individuals to develop 

ITPs that weigh their trait less heavily when similar situations arise. Experience and 

environmental variables should thus account for variance in ITPs beyond personality 

traits. 

Consistent with the literature (e.g., Mascaro & Rosen, 2005; Peterson et al., 

2006), agreeableness and conscientiousness were also causally related to approval-

seeking. This implies that individuals' approval-seeking tendencies may, to some degree, 

be accounted for by the extent to which they are agreeable and conscientious. Agreeable 

people's desire to form interpersonal bonds may cause them to seek the approval of 
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others, just as conscientious people's achievement-striving and need to fulfill obligations 

may also motivate them to seek the approval of others. 

Both ITPs were causally associated with procedural knowledge. This provides 

additional support for the theory that a portion of the procedural knowledge measured by 

SJTs is shaped by knowledge about the costs and benefits of personality expressions 

(Motowidlo & Beier, 2008; Motowidlo et al., 2006a). That the study sample was 

composed of undergraduates explains the strong causal path leading from ITPs to 

procedural knowledge: the procedural knowledge assessed was largely comprised by 

ITPs as students completing the SJT had little to no experience with the managerial 

workplace situations described. 

Approval-seeking was associated with the ITP for conscientiousness only in the 

full sample, partially mediating the relationship between the trait and its ITP. This 

relationship suggests that the approval-seeking tendencies of conscientious people 

facilitate the acquisition of their consonant ITP, in addition to dispositional fit. 

Conversely, this association could be the product of the potentially careless responding 

that may have occurred in the full sample, as discussed above. That the best-fitting model 

was obtained for the reduced sample, which presumably contained fewer inaccurate 

responses, and did not include a causal path leading from approval-seeking to the ITP for 

conscientiousness supports the possibility that approval motivation is not truly causally 

related to ITP acquisition. 

In sum, both models indicate that the causal arrow leads from personality traits to 

ITPs to procedural knowledge. This indicates that personality is associated with SJT 

score through dispositional fit, which is partially responsible for ITP acquisition. 
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Approval-seeking may also facilitate acquisition of the ITP for conscientiousness, as 

suggested by the full sample model. Approval motivation's influence on the ITP for 

conscientiousness also linked it to procedural knowledge in the full sample. The zero-

order correlation between knowledge and approval-seeking found in the full sample 

appears to reflect the association of approval-seeking with agreeableness and 

conscientiousness, in addition to its influence on the ITP for conscientiousness. 

Future investigations should attempt to clarify the associations among approval-

seeking, ITPs, and procedural knowledge. Although the best-fitting model produced by 

this study suggests approval motivation is causally unrelated to ITPs or SJT score, further 

study should confirm this. Future research should also take account of the significant 

covariance between the ITPs for agreeableness and conscientiousness, which could be a 

product of the two ITPs having been calculated using personality scores derived from the 

same response options. A future study could use different samples of an SJT's response 

alternatives to calculate these ITPs, lessening or eliminating this covariance. For 

example, agreeableness scores for an SJT's odd-numbered items could be used to 

calculate the ITP for agreeableness, while the conscientiousness scores for an SJT's even-

numbered items could be used to calculate the ITP for conscientiousness. 

Overall, these results suggest that approval motivation may not be problematic for 

SJT administration, mirroring prior conclusions about the effects of social desirability on 

the validity of personality tests (Hough et al., 1990; Ones et al., 1996). Any association 

between approval motivation and SJT score appears to reflect approval motivation's links 

with agreeableness, conscientiousness, and the ITP for conscientiousness, all of which 

have been shown to be meaningfully related to procedural knowledge (Motowidlo et al., 
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2006a). 
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