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Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (M-C)

Introduction to the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (M-C)

The Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (M-C) stands as a foundational and enduring
psychological measure within the realm of social science research. Developed by John Crowne

and Donald Marlowe in 1960, this instrument was meticulously crafted to assess an individual's
propensity to present themselves in a favorable light, aligning with perceived societal norms and

expectations. This tendency, known as social desirability, can significantly influence responses in
surveys, interviews, and various forms of psychological assessment, potentially distorting the true

representation of an individual's attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors.

Understanding and accounting for social desirability is paramount in ensuring the integrity and
accuracy of research findings across diverse fields. The M-C scale provides researchers with a
critical tool to identify and, where possible, mitigate the impact of this response bias. Its
widespread adoption underscores its utility and robustness, making it an indispensable component
in studies ranging from personality psychology to health psychology and clinical psychology. The

scale's enduring relevance highlights the persistent challenge of objective self-reporting and the
need for sophisticated measures to navigate the complexities of human self-perception and
presentation.

Core Definition and Underlying Principle

At its essence, the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale is a standardized guestionnaire
designed to quantify an individual's tendency to answer self-report items in a way that makes them
appear more virtuous, competent, or socially acceptable than might be objectively true. This
behavioral pattern, termed socially desirable responding, is not necessarily indicative of deliberate

deception but rather reflects a nuanced interplay between an individual's desire for approval and
their self-perception in relation to societal standards. The scale probes for this tendency by
presenting a series of statements to which respondents indicate agreement or disagreement, with
certain responses reflecting a desire to conform to idealized social norms.

The key idea underpinning the M-C scale is the measurement of self-presentational tendencies.

These are the inherent inclinations individuals possess to manage how others perceive them, often
by selectively highlighting positive attributes and downplaying or concealing less desirable ones.
The M-C specifically targets "normative” social desirability, meaning it assesses the extent to which
an individual claims to engage in behaviors that are universally approved of but are rarely perfectly
practiced by anyone, or denies behaviors that are universally disapproved of but are commonly
experienced. By asking about such common human failings and virtues, the scale is able to subtly
detect when a respondent is overly eager to portray an image of perfect social adherence, rather
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than providing a realistic self-assessment.

This fundamental mechanism allows the M-C to differentiate between genuine traits and responses
influenced by the desire for social approval. It operates on the premise that while everyone may
occasionally act in socially desirable ways, a consistent pattern of endorsing highly virtuous, yet
uncommon, behaviors or denying minor, common transgressions indicates a strong social
desirability bias. This insight has profoundly impacted how researchers design and interpret

studies that rely on self-reported data, providing a crucial lens through which to evaluate the
authenticity of participant responses.

Historical Context and Development

The Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale emerged from a critical need in the mid-20th
century to accurately measure personality traits, free from the confounding influence of response
biases. Prior to its development, measures of social desirability were often conflated with
psychopathology, meaning that individuals who scored high on social desirability scales were

sometimes inadvertently categorized as having fewer mental health issues, simply because they
reported themselves in a highly favorable light. This created a significant methodological challenge
for researchers attempting to discern genuine psychological constructs from mere tendencies to
conform to social expectations.

It was against this backdrop that psychologists John Crowne and Donald Marlowe undertook the
ambitious task of developing a new, distinct measure. In 1960, they published their seminal work,
introducing the M-C scale with the explicit goal of creating a measure of social desirability that was
independent of psychopathology. Their innovative approach involved constructing items that were
socially desirable but statistically infrequent - meaning most people would find them appealing to
endorse, but few would actually perform them consistently. This careful item selection allowed the
M-C to tap into the "need for approval" rather than reflecting actual mental health status.

The origin of this idea was rooted in a deeper understanding of human motivation, particularly the
drive to gain acceptance and avoid disapproval. Crowne and Marlowe recognized that individuals
vary in the strength of this need for approval, and this variation could systematically affect their
responses on psychological inventories. By meticulously crafting 33 true/false items that were
largely unrelated to actual psychological maladjustment, they provided the scientific community
with a robust instrument. This scale enabled researchers to isolate the effects of social desirability
from other psychological variables, thereby enhancing the precision and validity of countless
studies that followed.

Structure and Administration of the M-C Scale

The Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale is structured as a 33-item true/false questionnaire,
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designed for straightforward administration and scoring. Each item presents a statement describing
a common behavior or belief, and respondents are simply asked to indicate whether the statement
is "true" or "false” for them. The simplicity of this format contributes to its broad applicability across
various populations and research settings, making it accessible even to individuals with limited
educational backgrounds or time constraints.

The careful construction of the 33 items is central to the M-C's effectiveness. These statements are
deliberately chosen to represent behaviors that are almost universally considered socially desirable
but are rarely perfectly exhibited by anyone, or behaviors that are almost universally considered
undesirable but are commonly experienced. Examples of items (though the original scale is
copyrighted and specific items are not typically reproduced verbatim in general descriptions) might
include statements like "I always practice what | preach” or "I have never been annoyed by
anyone." A high score on the M-C is achieved by endorsing a large number of socially desirable,
yet statistically improbable, statements, or by denying a large number of undesirable, yet common,
statements.

Scoring the M-C scale is a simple additive process: one point is awarded for each response that
aligns with the socially desirable direction. The total score, therefore, can range from 0 to 33, with
higher scores indicating a greater tendency towards socially desirable responding. The
interpretation of these scores typically involves comparing an individual's score to normative data

or using it as a covariate in statistical analyses to control for its influence on other measures. This
straightforward methodology, combined with its robust psychometric properties, solidified the M-C's
position as a gold standard in the measurement of social desirability.

Reliability and Validity of the M-C

The enduring utility and widespread acceptance of the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale
are firmly rooted in its well-established reliability and validity, which have been consistently
demonstrated across a myriad of research settings and diverse populations. These psychometric
properties are crucial for any psychological measure, ensuring that it consistently measures what it

intends to measure and does so accurately and dependably.

In terms of reliability, the M-C scale has shown strong internal consistency, typically reported with

coefficient alpha values ranging from .76 to .93, as noted by Crowne & Marlowe (1960) and
Paulhus (1991). Internal consistency refers to the extent to which all items in a scale measure the
same underlying construct. These high alpha values indicate that the 33 items on the M-C are
highly interrelated and effectively contribute to a coherent measure of social desirability. This
consistency ensures that the scale provides stable and dependable scores, meaning that a
person's score is likely to reflect a true tendency rather than random error.

Furthermore, the M-C has demonstrated robust discriminant validity, a critical aspect of validity that
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ensures a measure is not inadvertently assessing constructs it is not intended to measure.
Research, including Crowne & Marlowe's original work, has shown that the M-C exhibits low
correlations with measures of neuroticism and is largely unrelated to measures of cognitive ability.

This finding is significant because it confirms that the M-C is indeed measuring social desirability
as a distinct construct, separate from psychological distress or intelligence. This independence
from other traits validates its specific utility in identifying response biases, rather than being a proxy
for other personality dimensions or cognitive capacities.

Practical Application: A Real-World Example

To fully grasp the practical implications of the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale, consider
a common real-world scenario: an individual applying for a highly competitive job that involves
significant customer interaction and requires strong ethical conduct, such as a financial advisor
position. During the interview process, the candidate is asked to complete a personality
assessment that includes the M-C scale, alongside measures of conscientiousness,
agreeableness, and honesty-humility. The candidate, keenly aware of the importance of making a
positive impression, may consciously or unconsciously feel pressure to present an idealized self.

In this "how-to" scenario, the psychological principle of social desirability comes into play. When

faced with M-C items, the candidate might respond in ways that portray them as impeccably
honest, always helpful, and never having had a negative thought about anyone. For instance, if an
M-C item states, "I have never felt like telling off someone," a candidate with a strong social
desirability bias might answer "True," even if, like most people, they have occasionally felt such an
impulse. Similarly, if an item asks, "l always admit my mistakes openly," they might endorse "True"
despite instances where they might have hesitated or avoided immediate accountability.

The M-C scale acts as a detection mechanism in this context. A significantly high score on the M-C
would flag the candidate's responses as potentially inflated by a desire to appear overly virtuous.
The hiring committee would then be alerted that the candidate's scores on other personality
measures (e.g., extremely high conscientiousness or honesty) might be artificially elevated due to
socially desirable responding. This does not necessarily mean the candidate is dishonest in their
daily life, but it suggests that their self-self-reports in this high-stakes situation may not fully reflect
their typical behaviors. Armed with this information, the interviewers might adjust their
interpretation of the personality assessment results, delve deeper into specific areas during
subsequent interviews, or consider additional assessment methods, thereby enhancing the overall
accuracy of their hiring decision.

Significance, Impact, and Contemporary Relevance

The Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale holds immense significance for the field of
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psychology, primarily by highlighting and quantifying a pervasive source of bias in self-report data.
Before the M-C, researchers often struggled to distinguish between genuine individual differences
in personality or attitudes and the influence of respondents’ desires to present themselves
favorably. The scale's introduction provided a robust method to empirically assess this response
bias, profoundly impacting research methodology and the interpretation of findings across a vast
array of psychological domains. It underscored the critical need for researchers to consider the
social context of data collection and its potential effects on participant responses.

Its impact is far-reaching, fundamentally shaping how research methodology is designed and

executed. By allowing researchers to identify individuals with high social desirability scores, the M-
C facilitates several important applications. In academic research, it is routinely included in survey
research and experimental psychology studies to either statistically control for social desirability

bias or to identify participants whose data might be particularly susceptible to distortion. This helps
to purify the measurement of target constructs, leading to more accurate and trustworthy
conclusions. For instance, when studying sensitive topics like prejudice or unethical behavior, a
high M-C score might indicate that a respondent is underreporting socially undesirable attitudes.

Beyond academic research, the M-C's applications extend into various practical spheres. In clinical
psychology and counseling, understanding a client's tendency towards social desirability can be
crucial when interpreting self-reported symptoms or progress. A client who consistently presents

an overly positive picture might be minimizing their struggles, requiring a more nuanced
therapeutic approach. In organizational psychology, particularly in personnel selection and
performance appraisals, the M-C can help evaluate the authenticity of applicant responses on
personality tests. While not a definitive disqualifier, a high score signals a need for caution and
potentially the use of supplementary assessment methods. Moreover, in areas like marketing and
public opinion research, recognizing social desirability helps in understanding why consumers
might overreport socially approved behaviors (e.g., recycling) or underreport less approved ones
(e.g., unhealthy habits), thus informing more accurate market segmentation and communication
strategies.

Connections to Related Concepts and Broader Fields

The Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale is intricately linked to several other key
psychological concepts and theories, residing at the intersection of personality psychology, social

psychology, and psychometrics. Its core function, the measurement of social desirability bias,
connects it directly to the broader phenomenon of impression management. Impression

management refers to the conscious or unconscious efforts people make to control how others
perceive them. Socially desirable responding, as measured by the M-C, is a specific form of
impression management where the goal is to present oneself in a manner that aligns with societal
norms and expectations.
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Related concepts further illuminate the M-C's theoretical landscape. One such concept is "faking
good," which describes a deliberate attempt by an individual to exaggerate positive qualities or
minimize negative ones, particularly in high-stakes situations like job interviews or forensic
evaluations. While social desirability can occur unconsciously, faking good implies a more
intentional distortion. Another related idea is self-enhancement, which is the tendency to hold

overly positive views of oneself, often involving a comparison to others. This differs from social
desirability in that self-enhancement focuses on internal self-perception, while social desirability is
about external presentation and adherence to social norms. Conversely, self-verification, the drive

to maintain existing self-conceptions, even if negative, presents a contrast to both social
desirability and self-enhancement.

The M-C also interacts with other response biases, such as acquiescence bias (the tendency to

agree with statements regardless of content) and extreme responding. While distinct, these biases
can sometimes co-occur or influence how social desirability manifests. Methodologically, the M-C
falls squarely within the domain of psychometrics, the scientific field concerned with the theory and

technique of psychological measurement. Its development and validation are prime examples of
psychometric principles in action. More broadly, it is a crucial tool in research methodology across

the behavioral sciences, helping to ensure the validity of data collected through self-report
instruments. The scale's enduring legacy underscores its fundamental contribution to a deeper
understanding of human self-presentation and the complexities of psychological assessment.

Conclusion

The Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (M-C) stands as a testament to the rigorous pursuit
of accurate measurement in psychology. From its inception by John Crowne and Donald Marlowe
in 1960, it has served as a vital tool for understanding and mitigating the impact of social
desirability in self-report data. Its robust reliability and validity, demonstrated through extensive

research, have cemented its place as a cornerstone in psychometrics.

The scale's utility extends across numerous subfields, including personality psychology, social

psychology, and clinical psychology, providing critical insights into how individuals present

themselves in various contexts. By measuring the tendency for socially desirable responding, the

M-C enables researchers and practitioners to interpret self-reported information with greater
nuance and accuracy, thereby strengthening the foundation of psychological science and its
practical applications. Its continued relevance underscores the ongoing challenge of obtaining
objective self-reports and the enduring importance of sophisticated measurement tools in
navigating the complexities of human behavior and self-perception.
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