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According to Peterson’s (2001) meta-analysis, a 
considerable proportion of research in the social 
sciences has been conducted using American college 
sophomores as participants, also known as the “science 
of sophomores” (Gordon et al., 1986). Although some 
researchers support the notion that undergraduate 
students can be representative populations for 
generalization to non-student populations (Highhouse 
& Gillespie, 2009), this assertion should be evaluated 
in the context of whether participants’ motivation is 
to satisfice or provide accurate responses (Krosnick, 
1999). Fan (2006) states about half of what participants 
report on self-report questionnaires is inaccurate. This 
is a troubling finding for social scientists, and should 
prompt researchers to assess the quality of their data 
before they expand upon their research conclusions. 

This research study was conducted to assess response 
validity of an undergraduate student population. 
An experimental design utilizing deception was 
used to elicit truthful responses on the effort and 
motivation of students completing a long self-
report questionnaire. The purpose was to examine 
if undergraduates’ responses in survey research are 
dishonest, if they involve little or no effort by the 
participant, and if participants intentionally provide 
inaccurate responses. After finishing a cumbersome 
300-item scale, participants completed a response 
validity scale (RVS) which indicated the level of effort 
they exerted and whether they intentionally provided 
inaccurate responses to the self-report questionnaire. 
However, while participants completed the RVS, they 
were told they were being monitored for lie detection 
(i.e., inactive eye-tracking and EEG hardware were 
used to create a ruse that untruthful responses were 
monitored). 

 The results examined the validity of using long 
psychological measures (i.e., 300 items) on college 
student populations. Also, student responses to the 
RVS are discussed, as well as the relationships between 
those students who failed the validity check and the 
students who admitted to intentionally providing 
inaccurate responses. 

 ■ Many types of error exist while sampling (Dillman, 
2007):

 ● Coverage error
 ● Sampling error
 ● Nonresponse error
 ● Measurement error

 ■ Measurement error can briefly be described as the 
error that occurs in a survey when questions are 
misunderstood or answered incorrectly

 ● Response validity states this could be due to: 
 ◆ Lack of effort
 ◆ Being untruthful 
 ◆ Intentional inaccurate responses 

However…
 ■ Some researchers believe that there are not problems 

associated with undergraduate students’ responses 
and that their responses generalize to the overall 
population (Highhouse & Gillespie, 2009)

 ■ Response validity is the assessment of the quality, 
effort, intent, and outcomes of responses provided to 
research.

 ■ Specifically, in the social sciences, the use of self-
report questionnaires has been the primary concern 
of researchers.

 ■ So... what is the response validity of college 
students when they are administered self-report 
questionnaires?

Could there be any problems associated with sampling 
only college students when conducting research?

Two phases:
 ■ In-classroom administration of long survey

 ● NEO 30 Facets IPIP (300 items)
 ■ Laboratory response validity administration

 ● Inactive EEG hardware
 ● Inactive eye tracking equipment
 ● Response validity scale (RVS)

 ■ Method
 ● 87 participants (52% female)
 ● Age: between 18 and 22

 ■ Goldberg and Kilkowski’s (1985) semantic inconsistency 
validity check was used 

 ● 45% of participants did not pass the validity check
 ■ The RVS

 ● Honesty scale (10% intentionally dishonest)
 ● Effort scale (10% little or no effort)
 ● Total (13% admitted to inaccurately responding)

 ■ Logistic regression
 ● RVS scores of inaccurate responding significantly 

predicted failed validity check
 ● RVS scores of accurate responding did not significantly 

predict passed validity check
 ◆ This finding could be due to more lying and less 

effort by participants

 ■ Almost half of undergraduate participants do not 
provide effortful and accurate responses

 ● Although around 30% of those will admit to it later 
if questioned

 ■ Social scientists should be aware of the populations 
being sampled and the measurement error 
associated with those populations

 ■ Small sample size (n = 87)
 ● Sampling over 200 participants would be ideal

 ■ Conducted in laboratory setting
 ● Lacks generalizability?

 ■ Did not actually measure lie detection
 ● Could have used actual EEG and eye-tracking 

software
 ■ Lack of statistical power for logistic regressions
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