
 
 

What this research is about 

Many studies on problem gambling rely on people to 
report their gambling symptoms and behaviours. 
However, some people may not report their 
symptoms and behaviours accurately. For example, 
they may be biased towards responding in a way that 
they think is socially desirable. This phenomenon is 
called the socially desirable responding bias. People 
may be especially biased when surveys ask them 
about a sensitive topic like gambling. 

Two factors contribute to socially desirable 
responding bias: impression management and self-
deception. Impression management is when someone 
consciously changes their responses to appear more 
socially acceptable. For example, they may choose to 
underreport how much time or money they spend on 
gambling. Self-deception is when someone has an 
unconscious positive bias about themself. They 
believe their self-report is accurate even if it is not. 
For example, they may underreport the financial harm 
they experience because they believe it is not as 
harmful as it truly is.  

Socially desirable responding bias could affect the 
results of problem gambling studies. However, we do 
not know how strong the effect is or how it may affect 
self-reporting on gambling behaviours over time. This 
study used data from a clinical trial investigating an 
online intervention for people with problem gambling. 
The researchers explored how participants’ 
responding bias might relate to their self-reported 
gambling behaviours across time. 

What the researchers did 

The researchers recruited participants from Canada 
and the United States through Amazon’s mechanical 

Turk (mTurk). 3005 mTurk workers who were at least 
18 years old and gambled at least once per week 
volunteered to participate. These potential 
participants then completed the Problem Gambling 
Severity Index (PGSI). 321 participants with a PGSI 
score of five or more completed the full study.  

The participants completed an initial survey and then 
two follow-up surveys at six weeks and six months 
later. The initial survey asked general demographic 
questions. It also included the Balanced Inventory of 
Desirable Responding (BIDR). The BIDR has 40 items 
that measure someone’s bias towards giving socially 

What you need to know 

Socially desirable responding bias is when 
someone responds in a way they think is socially 
acceptable instead of being entirely accurate.  This 
bias can reduce the accuracy of studies that rely 
on self-report measures. Many problem gambling 
studies rely on self-report measures, so it is 
important to understand the effects of this bias. 

Participants completed surveys that measured 
their socially desirable responding bias and 
gambling behaviours. They completed an initial 
survey and two follow-ups. Participants with 
stronger bias reported fewer gambling problems 
and symptoms. However, they did not gamble less 
than less biased participants. So, they may have 
underreported their gambling problems and 
symptoms. Also, male participants had stronger 
self-deception bias than females. Males with 
stronger impression management bias reported 
fewer changes in their gambling problems and 
symptoms over time than males with lower bias.  

How socially desirable responding affects 
self-reported gambling measures over time 
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desirable responses. The BIDR measures both 
impression management (conscious bias) and self-
deception (unconscious bias). After completing the 
initial survey, some participants were directed to a 
website containing content from gambling self-help 
booklets (the online intervention). Others were 
directed to a brief survey about the design of a 
website for people with problem gambling (control). 

The initial survey and the six-week and six-month 
follow-up surveys also included gambling measures. 
At all three timepoints, participants reported the 
number of days they gambled in the past 30 days. 
They also completed the Gambling Symptom 
Assessment Scale (G-SAS). Finally, the initial and six-
month follow-up surveys also included the NORC 
DSM-IV screen for gambling problems (NODS).  

What the researchers found 

Participants with socially desirable response bias 
tended to show both conscious and unconscious 
biases. Additionally, participants with stronger bias 
reported fewer gambling problems and symptoms. 
However, they did not report spending less time on 
gambling. So, they spent similar time gambling 
compared to less biased participants but reported 
fewer problems. This could mean they underreported 
their gambling problems and symptoms. 

Male participants who had lower impression 
management scores reported greater decreases in 
gambling problems (NODS) and symptoms (G-SAS) 
over time compared to males with higher scores. 
However, impression management scores did not 
have this effect on female participants. 

How you can use this research 

This research shows that people may misreport their 
gambling problems and symptoms due to socially 
desirable response bias. It also suggests that certain 
measures, like symptoms, may be more susceptible to 
this bias than others.  Studies that rely on self-report 
measures could consider their choice of survey tools 
and design their surveys to reduce the social pressure 
on participants. For example, they could use non-
judgemental wording and assure the participants that 
their responses are confidential and anonymous. 

Additionally, they could administer the survey online 
or on paper rather than in person. 

About the researchers 

Christina Schell, Alexandra Godinho, and John A. 
Cunningham are affiliated with the Institute of Mental 
Health and Policy Research at the Centre for Addiction 
and Mental Health (CAMH) in Toronto, Ontario, 
Canada. John A. Cunningham is also affiliated with the 
Department of Psychiatry at the University of Toronto 
in Ontario, Canada; and the Australian National 
University in New South Wales, Australia. For more 
information about this study, please contact John A. 
Cunningham at john.cunningham@camh.ca. 

Citation 

Schell, C., Godinho, A., & Cunningham, J. A. (2020). 
Examining change in self-reported gambling measures 
over time as related to socially desirable responding 
bias. Journal of Gambling Studies. Advance online 
publication. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10899-020-
09970-1

Study funding 

This study received funding from the Canada Research 
Chairs program for support of Dr. Cunningham, the 
Canada Research Chair in Addictions. Support to 
CAMH for salary and infrastructure has been provided 
by the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care.

About Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) 

Gambling Research Exchange (GREO) has partnered 
with the Knowledge Mobilization Unit at York 
University to produce Research Snapshots. GREO is an 
independent knowledge translation and exchange 
organization that aims to eliminate harm from 
gambling. Our goal is to support evidence-informed 
decision making in safer gambling policies, standards, 
and practices. The work we do is intended for 
researchers, policy makers, gambling regulators and 
operators, and treatment and prevention service 
providers.  

Learn more about GREO by visiting greo.ca or emailing 
info@greo.ca. 
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