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Introduction 

The varied papers in this volume are testament to the breadth of application of the two 

meta-dimensions, agency and communion. I will use the term desirability as synonymous with 

positive evaluation and argue that the broad influence of the agencycommunion distinction can be 

traced to two distinct ways in which people evaluate themselves, other people, and questionnaire 

items. Whereas it has long been assumed that evaluation is unidimensional - that is, every stimulus 

can be rated on one dimension from bad to good - I will argue that evaluation is bidimensional. 

This dual evaluation emanates from the fact that both agency and communion are desirable 

qualities. 

The multidimensionality of desirability 

A problem overlooked throughout the long history of social desirability research is the bias 

created by attaching the word social: That qualifier biases judgments toward communally positive 

criteria (nice, cooperative, honest) to the detriment of agentically positive aspects (productive, 

creative, intelligent). Thus it is no surprise that comprehensive trait ratings place likable, 

helpful, and honest at the top of desirability ratings (Alicke, 1985; Bochner & Van Zyl, 1985) .1

When the adjective social is removed, then traits such as intelligent and conscientious become 

just as highly rated (Hampson, Goldberg, & John, 1987; John & Robins, 1993). One goal of this 

chapter is to persuade readers that research on desirability should not be restricted to its 

communal aspects. 

In principle, the dimensionality of desirability is infinite; that is, there are endless ways 

that a person or trait can be seen as desirable, depending on the rating context and the 

perceiver. Desirability in friends, workers, and romantic partners all have different 

connotations. And perceptions of the same individual 
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Yet everyday observers, as well as most psycho logists, persist in viewing des irabil 

ity as unidimensional. That traditional view, clearly articulated by Edwards (1957), a 

well as Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum (1957) , is that there exists an absolu te dimen

sion of evaluation (goodness, desirability) upon which we can map all personality 

traits. Based on this assumption, we often ask our subjects to rate trai ts according 

to their desirability scale values (DSVs). These values have been compiled in tables 

to be used for various purposes (e.g., Alicke, 1985; Edwards, 1957; Bochner & Van 

Zyl, 1985; Schonbach, 1972), including the equating of desirability in forced choice 
methods. 

A number of personality researchers have claimed to extract a pure evaluative 

factor that is independent of content (Peabody & Goldberg, 1989; Leising et al. , 

2013). But the claim for unidimensionality loses credibility when confronted with 

the fact that the putative evaluation factor is inconsistent across domains. In the 

Big Five domain, it runs through Agreeableness (Peabody & Goldberg, 1989) . In 

MMPI research, it runs through Neuroticism (Edwards, 1957). In multidimensional 

scaling work by Rosenberg and Sedlak (1972), the evaluative factor is Intellectual 

Posi tivity. Although one can run an evaluative factor through any dataset, there is 

no guarantee that it will generalize to other datasets (e.g., Irwing, Booth, Nyborg, & 

Rushton, 2012). 

Apples and oranges 

To illustrate the weakness in the unidimensionality assumption, I ask readers to 

consider the following exercise. Examine these four items (panda, university, rose, 

cypress tree) and order them (from low to high) with respect to desirability. Read

ers may find this difficult. Try the same exercise with these three groups of people 
(saints, supermen, and children). 2 Surely it makes little sense to evaluate incom

mensurate, qualitatively different obj ects (i.e., apples and oranges). Nonetheless, 

research psychologists have no qualms about asking subjects to rate such discrep

ant traits as honest, wise, and friendly on the same continuum. It seems that we're 

asking our subjects to do the impossible. As noted below, however, they seldom 
complain! 

So far, my approach has been to ask readers to experience the difficulty of com

paring apples and oranges. But there are more empirical and objective sources of 

evidence. Together they build a strong case for the multidimensional nature of 
evaluation. 

Factoring item desirabilities 

One direct approach is to examine the struc ture of desirability ratings- as opposed 

to the structure of self-ratings, the standard approach to factoring personality. The 

two most prominent factor analyses of desirability ratings are those conducted 
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When limited to two factors, factor analyses of desirability ratin gs yield a ·I ·. tr 

result: agentic and communal evaluation- with comparable sizes (Carey & Pau lhus, 

2008). That result supports the claim that agency and communion predominate in 

evaluations as well as in self- ratings (Caruana, Lefeuvre, & Mollaret, 2014; Bruc(; ' 

Paulhus, 1990). 

Rater differences 

Many traits are judged positively by some people and negatively by other people. 

If so, desirability scale values may show moderate means but bimodal distributi ons 

(Abbott, 1975). For example, the trait "conservative" is evaluated positively by half 

the people and negatively by the other half. Also, psychopaths often show evalu 

ations that are the reverse of most raters. For example, psychopaths view "nasty" 

and "aggressive" as highly desirable (Buckels & Paulhus, 2017). Finally, there arc 

individual differences in people's motivation to evaluate at all Qarvis & Petty, 1996) . 
Such rater differences add further evidence against the notion that desirability is 

unidimensional. 

Context differences 

Other research has established that evaluation of the same behavior can differ dra

matically dep ending on the context in which it is rated (Ferris et a!. , 2010). One 

paradigm that illustrates this inconsistency is the simulation of job applications. 

Subjects are asked how they would promote themselves if applying for diverse jobs 

(Holden eta!., 2003; Bruce & Paulhus, 1990). Traits that were rated as desirable for 
the social worker position (e.g., empathy, nurturance) were not rated as desirable 

for a position as a military drill instructor. 

Note that all subjects in this research were asked to answer as if they were "fak

ing good." So apparently the word "good" changes meaning quite fluidly across 

contexts. By limiting the context to job applications, this paradigm permits con

trol over extraneous factors that would apply when desirability is compared across 

work vs. home or relationship contexts (e.g., Block, 1961). 
Another classic example is the way in which desirability changes meaning with 

the gender of the target being rated. Sandra Bern (1974) collected desirability rat

ings of traits (a) when applied to men and (b) when applied to women. The differ

ences in these desirability ratings - sometimes drastic - were used to develop Bem's 

theory of psychological androgyny. Individuals who rated both kinds of traits as 

desirable were gifted with the label androgynous. Interestingly, these two clusters 

of traits were later demonstrated to tap agency and communion (Wiggins & Hol

zmuller, 1981) . 
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