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Abstract
There is a wealth of evidence justifying the use of personality assessments for selection. Nonetheless, some reluctance to use 
these assessments stems from their perceived vulnerability to response distortion (i.e., faking) and the somewhat negative 
applicant reactions they elicit, when compared to other assessments. Adopting a forced-choice personality assessment format 
appears to alleviate the former problem but exacerbates the latter. In this study, we introduce basic psychological needs as a 
theoretical foundation to develop interventions to improve reactions to forced-choice personality assessments. We propose 
that the forced-choice format impedes respondents’ desire to respond to items in a preferred way, interfering with autonomy 
need satisfaction, and constrains respondents’ opportunity to show their capabilities, interfering with competence need 
satisfaction. In this pre-registered between-subjects experiment (N = 1565), we investigated two modifications to a ranked 
forced-choice personality questionnaire and compared these to traditional forced-choice and single-stimulus (Likert) format-
ted questionnaires. One modification, where participants could write a free-text response following the assessment, did not 
show significant effects on reactions. The second modification allowed participants to view all items they had ranked last 
(first) and then identify any the participant believed in fact described them well (poorly). That modification positively affected 
perceived autonomy- and competence-support, and fairness perceptions, bridging approximately half of the gap between 
reactions to forced-choice and single-stimulus assessment formats. This study suggests that a modification to forced-choice 
personality questionnaires may improve applicant reactions and that basic psychological needs theory may be a fruitful lens 
through which to further understand reactions to assessments.
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Introduction

Personality questionnaires are recommended for use in selection 
as they measure traits that (a) have known associations with 
work outcomes (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Hurtz & Donovan, 
2000; Tett et al., 1991), (b) provide unique information not pro-
vided by other assessments (Schmidt & Hunter, 1998), and (c) 
exhibit relatively small group differences, providing an avenue 
to reduce adverse impact (Sackett et al., 2021). Nonetheless, 

job candidates often regard personality questionnaires relatively 
less favorably than some other types of assessments such as 
interviews and work samples, with estimates of mean “favora-
bility” ratings falling close to or just below the mid-point of 
rating scales (Anderson et al., 2010; Hausknecht et al., 2004; 
McFarland, 2013; Nikolaou & Judge, 2007; Rynes & Conner-
ley, 1993). Applicant reactions describe the “attitudes, affect, or 
cognitions an individual might have about the hiring process” 
(Ryan & Ployhart, 2000, p. 566) and are of interest to employers 
because these reactions can influence applicants’ decisions to 
accept job offers, their decisions to recommend the organization 
to other potential applicants, and their perceptions of an employ-
er’s brand generally (Chapman et al., 2005; Hausknecht et al., 
2004; McCarthy et al., 2017a, 2017b). In the context of growing 
social media use including anonymous platforms such as Glass-
door, Seek, and Reddit, applicant reactions — whether positive 
or negative — can now be easily expressed more publicly than 
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ever before, with potentially major implications for employers’ 
reputations or brands (Nikolaou et al., 2015; Woods et al., 2019). 
Meanwhile, increasing scarcity and competition for qualified 
candidates has put pressure on employers’ ability to attract and 
select talented personnel (Michaels et al., 2001; Serrat, 2017), 
creating clear incentives to ensure a positive candidate experi-
ence during a selection process (McCarthy et al., 2018).

In addition to the relatively unfavorable applicant reactions 
to personality questionnaires, compared to alternative assess-
ment types, these assessments pose the challenge of “fakability” 
(Hough & Oswald, 2008; Morgeson et al., 2007). Specifically, 
when personality assessments are used for job applications, 
motivated candidates might provide inaccurate responses, for 
example, overplaying how friendly or hardworking they are, 
to increase the chances of securing a job offer (Donovan et al., 
2014; Ziegler et al., 2011). Though there is little doubt that 
faking can, and does, occur in high-stake settings (Birkeland 
et al., 2006; Hu & Connelly, 2021; Viswesvaran & Ones, 1999), 
there remains a lively debate as to whether it poses a threat to 
the construct and criterion validity of personality assessments 
(e.g., Hogan, 2005; Marcus, 2009, 2022; Tett & Simonet, 2021; 
Tett et al., 2022), with empirical evidence remaining some-
what equivocal (e.g., Donovan et al., 2014; Dunlop et al., 2022; 
Huber et al., 2021; Peterson et al., 2011). Nonetheless, concerns 
around faking have prompted personality questionnaire vendors 
to invest in techniques designed to minimize its presence or 
impact.

One popular approach adopted by personality questionnaire 
designers to mitigate the faking problem is the forced-choice 
questionnaire format (Gordon, 1951; Salgado et al., 2015). In 
contrast to the single-stimulus format, where personality items 
are presented and rated independently (e.g., Likert scales), the 
forced-choice format is one where respondents receive blocks 
(e.g., pairs, triads,  or tetrads) of personality items simultane-
ously. The respondent’s task is to consider the items from a block 
concurrently and either rank the items, identify the items that 
describe them the most and the least (the “MOLE” format), or in 
the case of item pairs (the “PICK” format), select the item from 
the pair that best represents their personality (Cao & Drasgow, 
2019; Seybert & Becker, 2019). In terms of reducing faking, 
the key to this format is that respondents will encounter some 
blocks of statements where a most desirable response (e.g., the 
most desirable ranking of items in a block) is unclear (Hughes 
et al., 2021). For example, if a candidate who wishes to fake is 
faced with a block of three items measuring the desirable traits 
of friendliness, diligence, and sociability, they can choose only 
one of these items to be ranked first and must choose one to rank 
last. When faced with such a dilemma, candidates are thought to 
be more likely to rank statements in a way that is representative 
of their actual trait disposition rather than respond in a positively 
biased way (Berkshire, 1958; Gordon, 1951). By contrast, with 
a single-stimulus format, a candidate can simply fully endorse 
all three items (e.g., by selecting strongly agree).

Compared to single-stimulus formats, well-designed forced-
choice formatted measures appear to exhibit lower rates and 
extents of faking (Cao & Drasgow, 2019; Wetzel et al., 2021), 
while still affording psychometric equivalence to their sin-
gle-stimulus counterparts (Zhang et al., 2020). However, as 
implied by its name, the forced-choice format also introduces 
constraints onto the respondent that may have negative side-
effects. In studies of participants completing forced-choice and 
single-stimulus formatted questionnaires for low-stake research 
purposes, Sass et al. (2018) and Zhang et al. (2020) found that 
test-taking motivation and affect were not affected by the dif-
ferent formats. Zhang et al. (2020), however, found that the 
forced-choice questionnaire was perceived as more difficult 
by respondents than the single-stimulus counterpart. Further-
more, less favorable test-taker reactions to forced-choice per-
sonality assessments, relative to single-stimulus formats, have 
been observed in at least one study where the assessments were 
completed for a hypothetical job application (Converse et al., 
2008). To the extent that Converse et al.’s results generalize to 
the assessment of real job applicants, employers may face a 
trade-off between reducing faking and providing a more posi-
tive candidate experience.

In this investigation, we adopt a basic psychological needs 
theoretical lens to identify two mechanisms by which the con-
straining format of the forced choice assessment can undermine 
the satisfaction of respondents’ psychological needs, ultimately 
resulting in relatively more negative evaluations of the assess-
ment’s fairness. Specifically, we propose that the restrictiveness 
of the format limits the satisfaction of respondents’ need for 
autonomy and that the forced-choice format will also create situ-
ations where respondents are unable to show their capabilities, 
undermining the satisfaction of the need for competence (see 
also Dalal et al., 2019). We then propose and empirically evalu-
ate two modifications to the forced-choice format that aim to 
improve the satisfaction of the needs for autonomy and compe-
tence among test-takers, without compromising the psychomet-
ric properties of the assessment. Importantly, and as we explain 
in more detail below, the interventions we examine are com-
patible with any forced-choice assessment structure (i.e., pairs, 
triads, rank, MOLE). Altogether, we contribute to the literature 
by introducing a novel perspective to study applicant reactions, 
while also adding practical insights for improving application 
reactions through the design and evaluation of the two interven-
tions (Ryan & Huth, 2008).

Improving Applicant Reactions to Forced‑Choice 
Assessments

Although there is a speculation as to why the forced-choice 
personality assessment format is less favorably regarded than 
the single-stimulus format, we are aware of only one study 
that has directly investigated the potential causes of, and 
remedies to, these negative reactions. In that paper, Dalal 
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et al. (2019) proposed that forced-choice measurement may 
trigger negative reactions because the assessment format 
threatens test-takers’ positive self-concepts (i.e., their abil-
ity to portray their positive self-concept in the assessment). 
Accordingly, these investigators hypothesized that reactions 
could be improved by reducing self-concept threat-provok-
ing stimuli or providing ways to portray a positive self-con-
cept through minor variations to the response format. The 
researchers proposed and examined four interventions and 
investigated the effects of the interventions on reactions to 
a computer-adaptive forced-choice assessment where items 
were presented in pairs (i.e., “PICK”).

The first intervention involved replacing the classical 
pairwise PICK format with a graded 5-point response 
scale where the items from a pair were placed at either 
pole of the scale, with the idea being that respondents 
would be able to, at least partly, endorse one of the items 
in the pair if they so wished (Dalal et al., 2019). The sec-
ond intervention involved removing a subset of the most 
socially undesirable items from the item pool, thus reduc-
ing the chances of respondents being forced to endorse 
an undesirable item if it were paired with another such 
item. The third intervention involved providing detailed 
post-assessment feedback to respondents, with the idea 
being that feedback would give participants the sense of 
having the chance to personally verify their results. The 
fourth intervention involved modifying the assessment 
instructions to adopt a softer, polite tone, as opposed to a 
more typical standard cold, directive tone. The goal here 
was to induce more positive immediate “face” reactions 
to the request to complete the assessment. Across two 
experiments, Dalal et al. (2019) compared participants’ 
reactions to an assessment with one of the four modifica-
tions to the unmodified PICK assessment format.

Altogether, Dalal et al. (2019) had some success with 
respect to improving reactions. Specifically, they found 
that the graded response scale modification was associ-
ated with significantly more favorable reactions than the 
standard PICK format. Removing the most undesirable 
items also showed a significant positive effect on two of 
the five reaction outcome variables that were studied. 
Across the two interventions, the observed effect sizes 
were small, however, with Cohen’s d among the statisti-
cally significant results ranging from 0.10 to 0.14. We 
also note, first, that the graded response scale modifica-
tion cannot be easily scaled to forced-choice assessment 
structures comprising blocks of more than two items, and 
second, that the omission of socially undesirable items 
from an item pool is likely to have implications for the 
psychometric properties of forced-choice assessments 
that do not use computer adaptive item selection meth-
ods. Thus, we applaud the study for identifying these two 
methods to improve reactions, however, there remains a 

need to identify modifications that can be applied to a 
wider range of forced-choice assessment structures.

We also suspect there may be scope to identify modi-
fications that improve reactions to a greater extent. 
Indeed, the intervention where test-takers were provided 
with detailed feedback delivered some relatively strong 
positive effects on test-taker reactions, with Cohen’s d 
ranging from 0.35 to 0.52 (Dalal et al., 2019). While 
we endorse the delivery of detailed feedback to candi-
dates who have completed a personality questionnaire, 
Dalal et al. (2019) had unfortunately not included a con-
dition with a single-stimulus version of the personality 
questionnaire. It is therefore not possible to evaluate the 
extent that the feedback provision improved reactions, 
specifically, to the forced-choice format or whether it 
would improve reactions more generally to all personal-
ity assessment formats. We note, finally, that Dalal et al. 
(2019) did not observe a significant effect of instruction 
language on their reaction outcomes.

Altogether, there appears to be a clear need to investi-
gate alternative perspectives, coupled with interventions to 
improve reactions to the forced-choice format. In this inves-
tigation, we consider an alternative theoretical lens that 
grounds applicant reactions in basic psychological needs, 
thus introducing a novel theoretical perspective from which 
to develop interventions to improve these reactions. We also 
attempt to capture the theorized processes by which appli-
cant reactions are shaped.

Basic Psychological Needs Theory 
and the Experience of Being an Applicant

An influential motivation theory incorporating psycho-
logical needs is self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 
2000). Self-determination theory provides a comprehen-
sive and well-evaluated framework for understanding 
human motivation, with its claims regarding psycho-
logical needs articulated in a central mini-theory, basic 
psychological need theory (BPNT; Ryan & Deci, 2017). 
According to BPNT, psychological needs are defined as 
“innate psychological nutriments that are essential for 
ongoing psychological growth, integrity, and well-being” 
(Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 229). The theory proposes that 
individuals have a universal set of three basic psycho-
logical needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness, 
which we define shortly.

In general terms, the appeal of BPNT in the context of 
applicant reactions stems from its utility in understanding 
the relationship between the social contextual environment 
(in this case, the experience of completing an assessment for 
a job application) and an individual’s well-being and ill-being 
in broader settings (Gunnell et al., 2013). Put into context, 
we propose that the format of the forced-choice assessment 
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likely undermines the satisfaction of psychological needs. 
If the format can be modified to better satisfy the psycho-
logical needs, doing so should create more positive affective 
reactions, and a more positive appraisal of the assessment 
process, and potentially, the hiring organization. Although 
BPNT has rarely been invoked in selection research (Gagné 
et al., 2022), there is some initial evidence to support the 
claims above. A recent correlational study that used BPNT 
in the context of applicant reactions demonstrated that 
gamified assessment tools’ ability to support the needs for 
competence, and autonomy was associated with a variety of 
applicant reactions including recommendation intentions, 
overall satisfaction, and organizational attractiveness (Buil 
et al., 2020). More broadly, however, evidence for interven-
tions aimed at supporting basic psychological needs have 
been systemically reviewed in other domains, such as health 
(Ntoumanis et al., 2021) and education (Su & Reeve, 2011; 
Vasconcellos et al., 2020), with promising results. Despite 
this wealth of evidence for the application of BPNT, there 
have been, to our knowledge, no prior attempts to develop 
interventions for organizational assessment procedures aimed 
at supporting or satisfying basic psychological needs. This, 
we believe, constitutes an opportunity to better understand 
the mechanism which causes negative applicant reactions.

The need for autonomy is defined as a need to feel voli-
tional, that is, the need to experience one’s actions as being 
congruent with personal values and interests, rather than 
being pressured to act by external forces (Ryan & Deci, 
2017). Satisfaction of the need for autonomy has been 
meta-analytically associated with higher positive affect, 
lower negative affect, higher engagement, higher job satis-
faction and affective commitment, and lower turnover inten-
tions (Van den Broeck et al., 2016). Thus, ensuring that an 
assessment format satisfies this need may yield more posi-
tive applicant reactions. Previous research has demonstrated 
that providing choice about aspects of task engagement tend 
to enhance feelings of autonomy (Patall et al., 2008) and, 
here, we posit that the forced-choice format restricts choice 
more so than single-stimulus measures because it is likely to 
restrict opportunities for applicants to “act”; that is, choose 
an item congruently with their values, preferences, or self-
concept. That is, forced-choice assessment formats present 
applicants with the occasional dilemmas of deciding which, 
of a set of statements that all describe the applicant well 
(or poorly), to rank first (or last). In contrast, with single-
stimulus measures, applicants can rate each item indepen-
dently and can thus choose to endorse as many or as few 
items as they wish, granting freedom to portray the self in a 
more self-congruent manner. Consequently, we propose that 
the restriction of choice will undermine the autonomy need 
and therefore produce poorer perceptions of fairness among 
test-takers, when compared to a single-stimulus personality 
measure. Furthermore, we propose that adaptations to the 

forced-choice format that allow for greater choice may be 
an effective remedy.

The need for competence is defined as a need to feel effec-
tive in one’s environment, or as having a sense of mastery 
(Ryan & Deci, 2017). Competence satisfaction has been 
meta-analytically associated with higher positive affect, 
lower negative affect, higher job satisfaction, and higher task 
performance (Van den Broeck et al., 2016). In the context 
of a personality assessment for a job application, we antici-
pate that a test-taker would feel more effective and masterful 
to the extent that the personality assessment provides them 
with the opportunity to describe their positive characteristics, 
strengths, or skills. For example, Soto et al.’s (2021) social, 
emotional, behavioral skills framework illustrates how the 
Big Five major personality dimensions correspond to the five 
skill domains, namely cooperation, resilience, self-manage-
ment, social engagement, and creativity, each of which may 
describe strengths that candidates would want the opportunity 
to highlight in an assessment. Here, we propose that certain 
forced-choice item blocks might make candidates feel they 
are prevented from reflecting their strengths through their 
answers, leaving them feeling like they could not complete the 
assessment competently to demonstrate their strengths. For 
example, a candidate that sees herself as both socially skilled 
and attentive to deadlines might be presented with a forced-
choice block which includes both the extraversion item, 
“Good at making friends quickly” and the conscientiousness 
item, “Work hard to achieve deadlines”. If she wants to pre-
sent both traits as strengths, she would be able to do so with 
a single-stimulus format but would be prevented from doing 
so in a forced-choice format, potentially resulting in lower 
satisfaction of the need for competence. We expect, therefore, 
that a modification to the format that allows respondents to 
highlight their strengths may be an effective remedy.

Finally, the need for relatedness is defined as the need to 
feel socially connected, often described as belonging and 
feeling valued by others, and is meta-analytically associated 
with higher engagement, job satisfaction, and affective com-
mitment (Van den Broeck et al., 2016). Although we do not 
wish to discount the importance of relatedness need satisfac-
tion for improving applicant reactions to assessments and 
selection processes, we did not have any strong views about 
how the single-stimulus versus forced-choice formatting of 
a personality questionnaire could systematically affect the 
extent that this need was satisfied. Accordingly, we had no 
expectations that the satisfaction of the relatedness need 
would be associated with the format or its modifications.

Summary and Hypotheses

This study draws from BPNT as a theoretical lens through 
which to understand the negative reactions to forced-choice 
personality measures, relative to single-stimulus (e.g., Likert) 
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formatted measures. In doing so, we primarily focus on the 
basic psychological needs for autonomy and competence, 
which we then seek to improve through interventions. Accord-
ingly, we evaluate two modifications to the forced-choice 
personality assessment format that aims to better support the 
basic psychological needs of autonomy and competence. In 
addition to the theoretical mechanisms discussed above, in 
designing these modifications, we also considered two practi-
cal constraints: First, the modifications must not impact on the 
structure of, or responses to, the questionnaire, and hence its 
construct validity or its ability to prevent intentional response 
distortions; and second, the modifications must be compat-
ible with forced-choice assessments with any structure (i.e., 
PICK, MOLE, and rank; any number of items in a block). 
In so doing, we devised two modifications to the assessment 
format. Both took the form of an end-of-questionnaire “final 
say” exercise that provides respondents with the opportunity 
to identify or clarify aspects of their personality that they 
felt the preceding forced-choice questionnaire did not allow 
them to. We hypothesized that providing a “final say” would 
add an element of choice to the questionnaire — providing 
autonomy-support and a second chance for respondents to 
demonstrate missed strengths — competence-support.

To further examine the extent to which constraint influ-
ences test-taker reactions, two format variations of this “final 
say” task were developed. The first took on a mechanistic 
form. In this “fixed final say” modification, all the items that 
respondents rated as most like them are presented in a list, 
and respondents are asked to identify any items from that list 
that they feel do not describe them well. Then, the process is 
repeated with all the items that were rated as least like them, 
but with respondents being asked to identify any items that 
did describe them well. The second variation took on an open-
ended “free” format involving a text box and the opportunity 
to clarify aspects of their personality via a written response. 
To detect effects on test-takers’ perceptions of need-support, 
these two modifications are compared to a control condition 
with a forced-choice assessment without any need-supportive 
post-questionnaire exercise and a condition with a single-stim-
ulus (Likert) format personality questionnaire comprising the 
same items as the forced-choice formats.

We hypothesized that affording participants with the 
opportunity to provide a final say (in the form of the fixed 
and free intervention conditions) after completing a forced-
choice personality questionnaire will increase the extent to 
which they experience autonomy-satisfaction (H1a — fixed; 
H1b — free) and competence-satisfaction (H2a — fixed; 
H2b — free), relative to control conditions where a final 

say is not requested. These hypotheses were pre-registered.1 
We further hypothesized (not pre-registered) that autonomy 
(H3a) and competence need-support (H3b) would mediate 
the relations of the personality questionnaire format and 
overall perceptions of fairness.

Method

Collection and use of these data for research was approved 
by the Human Research Ethics Office of Curtin University 
(Curtin HREC; record number HRE2020-0236). Data were 
collected over two waves, with a pre-registration lodged 
prior to each wave. All study materials, including descrip-
tions and explanations of departures from the pre-registered 
analyses, analysis scripts, output files for factor analyses, 
additional exploratory analyses, and raw data files are pro-
vided on the project’s OSF webpage: https://​osf.​io/​j8wdy.

Design

This study employed an experimental between-groups 
design, with participants randomly assigned to one of four 
conditions as follows: (1) fixed final say; (2) free final say; 
(3) control2; and (4) Likert. Details relating to each condition 
are described in the “Procedure” section.

Participants

Data were collected over two waves. The first round of data 
collection involved 902 participants and was undertaken in 
August 2020 as part of the first author’s Honors dissertation 
project. An additional round of data collection was under-
taken in November 2020 and involved another 899 par-
ticipants. All participants were recruited from Mechanical 
Turk (MTurk) using the CloudResearch service (previously 
TurkPrime; Litman et al., 2016), which provides features 
that prevent problematic MTurk accounts from accessing 
the survey. Residents of the USA aged 18 or older, who had 
completed at least 500 tasks on MTurk, with an approval 
rate of at least 97% were eligible to participate in the study 
(Peer et al., 2014). Participants who completed the survey 

1  Original pre-registration for data collection 1 are found via the fol-
lowing URL: https://​osf.​io/​z3y6m.
  Pre-registration for data collection 2: https://​osf.​io/​tr7b6.

2  There were in fact two control conditions, with one including an 
additional self-reported knowledge questionnaire that was completed 
after the forced-choice personality questionnaire. This additional task 
was added to one control condition to assess the effect of total assess-
ment time (Ackerman & Kanfer, 2009; Ryan & Ployhart, 2000), 
which is confounded with both final say conditions. We found no evi-
dence of differences between these two control conditions on any var-
iable, and so, as per the pre-registration, the conditions were assumed 
to be equivalent and were combined. The data file in the OSF pro-
vides information on the control conditions separately.

https://osf.io/j8wdy
https://osf.io/z3y6m
https://osf.io/tr7b6
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were paid US$2.50. An analysis of demographic variables 
showed no statistically significant differences between these 
two participant groups.

In line with our pre-registration, participants’ responses 
were excluded from analysis if that participant (1) 
Responded incorrectly to a directed-response item (n = 219); 
(2) indicated explicitly that we should not include their 
responses (n = 6); or (3) gave a string of identical responses 
in the questionnaire (n = 11). These exclusions were not 
mutually exclusive and were applied in the above sequence. 
The final sample was 1565 (792 from the first collection 
and 773 from the second). Approximately half identified 
as female (50.6%), 49.2% as male, two participants as non-
binary and one did not disclose. Participants’ mean age was 
41.0 years (SD = 12.2 years), 74% held an Associate degree 
or higher tertiary qualification, and had worked in full-time 
employment for an average of 17.2 years (SD = 11.9).3

Procedure

The study was hosted on the university’s Qualtrics platform. 
After providing consent, participants completed a short 
demographic survey. They were then instructed to imagine 
themselves applying for a job that they believe they would 
be a good fit for and to specify the name of that job in a 
textbox. Participants were then randomly assigned into one 
of the four conditions.

In all conditions, participants were informed that as 
part of their (hypothetical) job application, the employer 
has invited them to complete some assessments, and that 
the responses to the assessments would inform the hiring 
decision. Participants in all conditions were first invited to 
complete a personality questionnaire (entitled the “Corpo-
rate Personality Questionnaire (CPQ)”), but the format of 
the questionnaire varied by condition. In the fixed final say, 
free final say, and control conditions, the personality ques-
tionnaire was in a forced-choice format (see “Measures” for 
details). In the Likert condition, participants completed a 
Likert-format questionnaire comprising the same items.

After completing the personality questionnaire, partici-
pants in the fixed final say condition were provided with a 
list of the 40 personality items that they had ranked most 
like me. Above the list was a message explaining that the 
employer understood that there may have been occasions 
that the participant had ranked a statement first, even though 
the statement did not describe them well. Participants were 
asked to identify any statements from the set of 40 that they 
felt did not describe them well. Following that participants 

were provided with a list of the 40 items that they had rated 
“least like me” and were asked to identify any that did 
describe them well. See Fig. 1 for the instructions provided 
to participants on this task along with two sample items.

After completing the personality questionnaire, partici-
pants in the free final say condition were provided with the 
following instruction:

Before you finish the CPQ, we would like to know 
whether you felt there are any aspects of your per-
sonality that you feel were either overlooked or likely 
to be misrepresented in the previous part of the CPQ 
(e.g., because you had to rank some statements higher 
or lower than you would have liked to)?

If so, please use the text box below to explain what 
you felt was overlooked. While we encourage you to 
respond, we would ask that you keep your response 
relatively brief and not to spend too long on this. As a 
guide, 2–6 sentences or up to three points is sufficient.

Underneath the instruction was with an open-ended text 
box where participants could type their responses.

After completing any relevant condition-specific tasks, 
all participants completed an evaluation survey, containing 
the basic psychological needs measure, an overall fairness 
perception measure, and an attention-check item.

Measures

Personality Questionnaire

Per their condition, participants completed one of two differ-
ent formats of the personality questionnaire: forced-choice 
or single-stimulus (Likert). Full details about this instrument 
including the items and basic psychometric properties are 
provided in the online supplement. Briefly, both question-
naires used the same set of 120 items, which were sourced 
from the International Personality Item Pool (IPIP; Goldberg 
et al., 2006) and were known indicators of the Big Five per-
sonality dimensions. The forced-choice format was derived 
from the work of Hughes et al. (2021) and comprised 40 
three-item blocks asking participants to rank statements in 
order of most to least like them, via “drag-and-drop.” The 
item blocks were selected to represent a spectrum of social 
desirability matching, with one-quarter of the blocks con-
taining triplets that were very closely matched on desirabil-
ity, one-quarter with items that were very poorly matched 
on desirability (see Hughes et al., 2021), and the match-
ing for the remaining item blocks falling in between. In the 
Likert condition, participants responded to each item on a 
5-point strongly disagree to strongly agree response scale. 
The personality questionnaire was intended only to resem-
ble a realistic personality assessment that might be used in 

3  We also re-ran all analyses including all participants’ data and 
found practically identical results. Full data are provided in the 
paper’s OSF page.
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job selection, and although the online supplement provides 
information about its construction and scoring, we did not 
use the scored responses in this study.

Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction

We are unaware of other research using BPNT in the con-
text of measuring applicant reactions to assessments, and 
we also note that need satisfaction measures typically must 
be tailored to the context (e.g., work, sport, education; Bar-
tholomew et al., 2011; Longo et al., 2016; Van den Broeck 
et al., 2010). Thus, for this study, we constructed a set of 16 
items that drew from a combination of existing applicant 
reactions measures (Bauer et al., 2001) and from measures 
of need satisfaction and frustration in other contexts (Chen 
et al., 2015; Longo et al., 2016; Ryan, 1982; Van den Broeck 
et al., 2010). These items, shown in Table 1, are designed 
to measure the degree to which participants felt the per-
sonality inventory satisfied the three psychological needs 
of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. We conducted a 
psychometric analysis of the scale properties (see “Results”).

The need for competence items focused on assessing the 
extent to which participants felt that the CPQ enabled them 
to demonstrate their competence or capability. The approach 
of asking about conveying competence is slightly different 
from typical measures of need satisfaction, which would ask 
about how competent a person felt while performing a task 
or a set of activities. We felt, however, that the traditional 
approach was inappropriate here because personality assess-
ments are not performance-based tests (i.e., one cannot be 

“good” or “poor” at completing a personality questionnaire). 
Thus, we drew extensively from the selection procedural 
justice scale’s chance to perform sub-scale (Bauer et al., 
2001) in designing these items (i.e., the chance to convey 
competence). The need for relatedness items focused on the 
extent to which using the CPQ was interpreted as a sign 
that the employer was interested in learning more about the 
candidate at a deep level. As noted above, we did not expect 
relatedness to be affected by the format of the personality 
questionnaire but included it in our analyses to provide an 
initial test of the discriminant validity of the measure of 
the three needs and of the interventions. Finally, autonomy 
satisfaction items focused on the extent to which participants 
experienced choice or freedom while completing the CPQ. 
Accordingly, we drew extensively from the other contextual-
ized measures of need satisfaction (Chen et al., 2015; Van 
den Broeck et al., 2010). The first two authors constructed 
the items and the third author, an expert in self-determi-
nation theory, reviewed them and recommended revisions, 
with the process being repeated until all the authors were 
satisfied. Responses to all items were collected using a five-
point strongly disagree to strongly agree scale.

Fairness

Finally, we included a three-item measure of partici-
pants’ perceptions of how fair the CPQ was as a selection 
tool (Bauer et al., 2001), which used a five-point strongly 
disagree to strongly agree scale. Cronbach’s alpha was 
(α = 0.95).

Fig. 1   Instructions in the fixed 
final say condition. “CPQ” is 
the name we assigned to the 
personality questionnaire in the 
study, and for brevity, only two 
of the 40 items are shown
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Results

Needs‑Supportive Feature Use

Prior to undertaking substantive analyses, we first exam-
ined the extent to which the need-supportive features 
were used. In the fixed final say condition, a participant 
had the opportunity to mark up to 80 personality state-
ments whose rankings had mischaracterized the partici-
pant’s personality. On average, participants marked 12 
such statements (SD = 8.1), with 93% of participants 
marking fewer than one-quarter of the statements, and 
only 2 participants not marking a single statement. In 
the free final say condition, we found that 22.5% (n = 73) 
did not write anything in the textbox, and a further 19.4% 
(n = 63) wrote that they felt the assessment would have 
represented their personalities well. After disregarding 
the blank responses, the mean number of words written 
was 27.3 (SD = 19.2).

Needs‑Satisfaction Item Analyses

Because the need satisfaction item set is novel, we undertook 
a combination of exploratory factor analyses on data col-
lected in the first round (N = 792) and confirmatory factor 
analysis on the data collected in the second round (N = 773) 
to assess the three-factor (i.e., three-needs) structure. This 
approach was a slight departure from our pre-registered anal-
yses. A summary of the key findings is provided here and 
detailed analyses including comparisons of the three-factor 
model to model with different alternative structures, and all 
statistical output files are provided in the supplement.

Initially, maximum likelihood robust (MLR) exploratory 
factor analysis was undertaken in Mplus 8.5 to investigate the 
underlying structure of the set of items. An oblique geomin 
rotation was used as the perceived need-support factors were 
expected to be positively correlated (cf. Van den Broeck 
et al., 2010). The first three eigenvalues were greater than 1 
(8.69, 1.50, and 1.11), and the 3-factor model fit was sound 

Table 1   Three-factor maximum likelihood robust geomin-rotated factor structure of the psychological needs satisfaction 16-item set

Factor loadings with absolute values less than .3 are not reported; full results with 1 to 4 factor solutions are available in the online supplement. 
CPQ was short for “Corporate Personality Questionnaire”, which was the title of the questionnaire provided to participants for immersion pur-
poses
Auto autonomy; Comp competence; Rela relatedness
*  item is negatively keyed

Item Rotated factor loadings

Autonomy Competence Relatedness

Auto1* It did not feel like I had much freedom to choose how to answer the questions in the CPQ  − .903
Auto2* I felt like I was forced to answer the questions in the CPQ in the way that I did  − .838
Auto3 I felt that I had choice about how I answered the questions in the CPQ .777
Auto4 I experienced a lot of freedom in how I answered the questions of the CPQ .763
Auto5* I did not really have much of a choice about how to disclose my personality with the CPQ  − .740
Auto6 When answering the questions in the CPQ, I felt free to “be myself” .566
Comp1 I believe that, through the CPQ, I conveyed that I am a strong candidate for the job of [job 

title]
.896

Comp2 My responses to the CPQ would have demonstrated that I am a better fit, compared to other 
applicants for the job

.784

Comp3 Through the CPQ, I was able to show that my personality is the right fit for the job .694
Comp4 The CPQ allowed me to show what my competences are .637
Comp5 It was clear to me how the CPQ would be able to assess my strengths as a candidate .578
Comp6* I was not able to show my strengths as a candidate for the job of [job title] on the CPQ  − .437
Rela1 By asking me to complete the CPQ, it felt like the hiring organization was genuinely inter-

ested in me as a person
.785

Rela2 By asking me to complete the CPQ, it felt like the hiring organization wanted to get to know 
me better

.931

Rela3 By asking me to complete the CPQ, it felt like the hiring organization was interested in under-
standing who I am

.896

Rela4* By asking me to complete the CPQ, it felt like the hiring organization did not care about me 
as an individual

 − .606
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overall (χ2 (75, N = 792) = 220.9, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.050, 
CFI = 0.978, SRMR = 0.019), compared to common bench-
marks (Browne & Cudeck, 1992; Hu & Bentler, 1999), and 
considerably improved relative to the 2-factor model (χ2 (89, 
N = 792) = 773.6, p < 0.001; RMSEA = 0.099, CFI = 0.894, 
SRMR = 0.047). The item text and rotated factor loadings 
are shown in Table 1 and the items loaded strongly to very 
strongly on their respective factors. Nonetheless, there was 
a very strong primary factor, and the correlations among the 
three need satisfaction factors ranged from 0.61 to 0.70 and 
were judged as strong, relative to correlation benchmarks 
observed by Bosco et al. (2015) and Paterson et al. (2016).

A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted 
on the data collected from the second round with the 
sixteen items loading on their three designated factors 
and factors free to covary. The overall model fit of this 
model was moderate, relative to common benchmarks (χ2 
(101, N = 773) = 426.0, p < 0.000; RMSEA = 0.065 [95% 
CI = 0.058, 0.071], CFI = 0.950, SRMR = 0.045). Impor-
tantly, however, inspection of modification indices did not 
reveal any clear unaccounted-for relations between the 
items; that is, there appeared to be no obvious driver of 
interrelations among the item set that were not accounted 
for by the CFA model. Furthermore, we also compared 
this model to several alternatives, including one with a sin-
gle factor and three 2-factor models, each with two of the 
needs’ items merged onto a common factor and the third 
need being standalone. We also conducted a 4-factor CFA 
which included the three fairness items as a fourth factor 
and a range of alternative 3-factor models with the fair-
ness items loaded onto the three needs factors. Altogether, 
the results suggested that our hypothesized 3-factor model 
offered the best fit-parsimony trade-off, though, consistent 
with the correlations among the scale scores, the inter-
factor correlations were strong, ranging from 0.66 to 0.80 

(Bosco et al., 2015). The fit statistics for all models are 
summarized in Table 2.

Following the factor analyses, Cronbach’s alphas were 
calculated for the needs measures with autonomy (α = 0.90), 
competence (α = 0.91), and relatedness (α = 0.90). Compos-
ite scores were then calculated for each factor as the mean 
response to the items.

Preliminary Analyses

Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations among all vari-
ables included in the analysis are calculated and presented 
in Table 3. Across all conditions and in absolute terms, the 
mean responses to the four reaction variables were all very 
slightly above the neutral point of the response scale, which 
is consistent with other research examining reactions to 
personality assessments (Anderson et al., 2010; Hauskne-
cht et al., 2004). Consistent with the CFA, strong intercor-
relations were observed between the three need-support 
variables. Fairness was also strongly positively correlated 
with the three needs. Small but significant negative correla-
tions were found between years of education and percep-
tions of autonomy, competence, global fairness, but not with 
relatedness.

Hypothesis and Exploratory Testing

The mean scores and 95% confidence intervals for par-
ticipants’ perceptions of need-support and fairness across 
conditions are presented in Fig. 2. Prior to conducting pre-
registered planned comparison tests, we first conducted a 
series of univariate ANOVAs to investigate the impact of 
four conditions on test-takers’ perceptions of autonomy-
support, F (3, 1561) = 36.01, p < 0.001, �2

p
 = 0.06; compe-

tence-support, F (3, 1561) = 28.93, p < 0.001, �2
p
 = 0.05; 

Table 2   Model fit statistics from all alternative confirmatory factor analytic models of needs satisfaction and fairness items

N = 773. Diagrams of all models and all output files are available in the online supplemental materials
RMSEA root mean square of error of approximation, CFI comparative fit index, SMSR standardized root mean square residual

Model title χ2 df RMSEA (95% CI) CFI SRMR

Needs items only
    1 Factor: needs combined 1559.0 105 .134 (.128, .140) .776 .081
    2 Factors: relatedness and others combined 1117.3 103 .113 (.107, .119) .844 .071
    2 Factors: competence and others combined 1211.3 104 .117 (.111, .123) .829 .071
    2 Factors: autonomy and others combined 858.4 103 .097 (.091, .103) .884 .056
    3 Factors: three needs 426.1 101 .065 (.058, .071) .950 .045

Needs and fairness items
    3 Factors: three needs fairness items loaded on autonomy 1328.1 149 .101 (.096, .106) .869 .062
    3 Factors: three needs fairness items loaded on competence 1133.0 149 .092 (.087, .097) .891 .049
    3 Factors: three needs fairness items loaded on relatedness 1238.3 149 .097 (.092, .102) .879 .055
    4 Factors: three needs + fairness 558.1 146 .060 (.055, .066) .954 .044
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relatedness-support, F (3, 1561) = 2.62, p = 0.050, �2
p
 < 

0.01 and fairness F (3, 1561) = 21.01, p < 0.001, �2
p
 = 0.04. 

These results show that, as Fig. 2 implies, the format and 
design of the personality assessment affect perceptions of 
fairness and autonomy- and competence-support, but not 
relatedness-support. Furthermore, in absolute terms, the 
Likert format appeared to elicit somewhat positive reac-
tions, with mean responses being somewhat higher than 
the neutral point of the scale. By contrast, irrespective of 
the condition, all three forced-choice formats appeared to 
elicit more neutral to only very slightly negative reactions, 
on average.

Next, we undertook four pre-registered planned contrasts 
and several additional unregistered contrasts; the results of 

all contrast tests are shown in Table 4. In line with the pre-
registration, for our hypothesis testing, we followed the 
Holm-Bonferroni (Holm, 1979) procedure to adjust alpha 
for multiple tests. The results, however, were not affected 
by the corrections, and for parsimony, we present only the 
uncorrected results here with full corrected results avail-
able in the supplement. The pre-registered contrasts com-
pared, for autonomy- and competence-support, each final 
say format conditions separately, to the control condition. 
Compared to the control condition, the fixed final say for-
mat was associated with significantly higher perceptions of 
autonomy-support, competence-support, and fairness, and 
therefore Hypotheses H1a and H2a were supported (Con-
trast 1 in Table 4). The sizes of the differences (i.e., Cohen’s 

Table 3   Means, standard 
deviations, and intercorrelations 
among demographic and 
dependent variables

Due to a small amount of missing demographic information, bivariate Ns range from 1548 to 1565. For all 
|r|≥ .05, p < .05. For all |r|≥ .07, p < .01

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Age 40.97 12.20
2. Participant is female 0.51 0.50 .08
3. Years of formal education 16.05 2.96 .06  − .03
4. Years working full-time 17.22 11.89 .85 .01 .03
5. Autonomy satisfaction 3.15 1.07 .01  − .03  − .10 .03
6. Competence satisfaction 3.11 0.99  − .04  − .02  − .13  − .01 .67
7. Relatedness satisfaction 3.23 0.68 .00  − .01  − .08  − .01 .50 .63
8. Global fairness perceptions 3.27 1.17  − .03  − .04  − .12  − .01 .69 .78 .63

Fig. 2   Mean responses and 95% 
confidence intervals for depend-
ent variables across experimen-
tal conditions
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ds; Lakens, 2013) were around a quarter to three-tenths of 
a pooled standard deviation. By contrast, the free final say 
format was not associated with significantly different per-
ceptions of autonomy- or competence-support than those 
observed in the control condition, thus H1b and H2b were 
not supported (Contrast 2).

The “practical” benefit of the fixed final say format is 
arguably best judged by examining the extent to which 
it can reduce the gap in reactions between the Likert 
format (arguably the “best case” scenario for personality 
assessments) and the traditional forced-choice format. 
To that end, we conducted two additional exploratory 
contrasts; these were not pre-registered. Contrast 3 (in 
Table 4) provides a baseline estimate of the differences 
in perceptions between a classical forced-choice format 
(the control conditions) and a Likert format; that is, this 
contrast reveals how large the forced-choice-Likert gap 
in reactions is. Contrast 4 shows the difference between 
the fixed final say and Likert formats. Therefore, the 
differences in effect sizes between Contrasts 3 and 4 esti-
mates the extent to which the fixed final say modification 
“bridged” the gap between classical forced-choice and 
Likert formats. We did not examine relatedness support 
in these analyses because the differences between all 
formats were non-significant, and we had no hypothesis 
with respect to this outcome. We found that the fixed 
final say modification closed 36.6% of the gap between 
Likert and forced choice in perceptions of autonomy sup-
port and nearly half (49.8%) of the gap between percep-
tions of competence support. In terms of fairness, the 
fixed final say modification reduced the difference in 
perceptions between forced choice and Likert formats 
by over half (52.7%). Overall, while the fixed final say 
modification appeared to improve reactions, relative to 
the classical forced-choice format, in absolute terms, the 

observed mean scores suggest that reactions to the modi-
fied format were still generally close to neutral rather 
than positive per se.

Finally, we undertook a structural equation model (SEM) 
to examine the indirect effect on fairness, through need-
support, of the fixed final say format, relative to the control 
format. These analyses allow us to test the mediating role of 
autonomy (H3a) and competence (H3b) satisfaction but were 
not pre-registered. We also urge strong caution regarding 
causal inferences because need-support and fairness were 
all measured in the same section of the survey. We first cre-
ated a dummy-coded variable that represented whether par-
ticipants were in the control condition, or the fixed final say 
condition, thus excluding participants in other conditions 
(retained N = 908). In Mplus 8.5, using MLR estimation, 
we then specified a SEM with four factors (three needs and 
fairness), regressed the fairness factor onto the need fac-
tors and the need factors onto the contrast dummy variable. 
The overall fit for this model was moderate, per conven-
tional criteria (χ2 (162) = 703.4, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.061 
(0.056, 0.065), CFI = 0.949, SRMR = 0.044). The standard-
ized model coefficients are shown in Fig. 3. Indirect effects 
of the contrast dummy variable on fairness were estimated 
using 5000 bias-corrected bootstraps (Hayes, 2013). These 
analyses revealed that the total standardized indirect effect of 
the contrast dummy on fairness was 0.121 (95% CI = 0.066, 
0.175). All three need-support specific indirect effects were 
significantly greater than zero. The largest was through com-
petence need-support (standardized estimate = 0.065, 95% 
CI = 0.034, 0.101; 53.7% of the total indirect effect), then 
autonomy (standardized estimate = 0.036, 95% CI = 0.017, 
0.062; 29.8% of the total indirect effect), then relatedness 
(standardized estimate = 0.020, 95% CI = 0.006, 0.040; 
16.5% of the total indirect effect). Thus, H3a and H3b were 
supported.

Table 4   Results of planned contrast tests

ds uses the pooled standard deviation for the conditions being compared as the denominator. df for all contrasts = 1561
*  p < . 01, ** p < .001

Autonomy support Competence support
Contrast Likert Fixed Free Control MDiff t p ds 95% CI ds MDiff t p ds 95% CI ds

1 0 1 0  − 1 .254** 3.51  < .001 .245 .109, .382 .287** 4.27  < .001 .303 .166, .440
2 0 0 1  − 1  − .073  − 1.01 .311  − .069  − .204, .067 .014 0.21 .836 .014  − .122, .150
3 1 0 0  − 1 .655** 9.20  < .001 .626 .488, .763 .565** 8.53  < .001 .588 .451, .725
4 1  − 1 0 0 .401** 4.92  < .001 .397 .242, .553 .278** 3.66  < .001 .295 .140, .449

Relatedness support Fairness
Likert Fixed Free Control MDiff t p ds 95% CI ds MDiff t p ds 95% CI ds

1 0 1 0  − 1 .125* 2.65 .008 .190 .054, .327 .313** 3.93  < .001 .275 .138, .412
2 0 0 1  − 1 .035 0.75 .454 .052  − .084, .187  − .049  − 0.62 .533  − .042  − .177, .094
3 1 0 0  − 1 .078 1.68 .093 .114  − .020, .248 .578** 7.56  < .001 .510 .374, .646
4 1  − 1 0 0  − .047  − 0.88 .376  − .070  − .223, .084 .265* 2.95 .003 .241 .087, .395
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Discussion

Our aim in this research was to address the dilemma faced by 
organizations whereby the faking-resistant benefits offered 
by forced-choice personality measures come at a cost of 
unfavorable reactions, compared to single-stimulus formats 
(Dalal et al., 2019). Drawing on BPNT as a novel theoretical 
perspective, we proposed that forced-choice measures elicit 
these negative reactions because they (1) limit the freedom 
of applicants to choose their responses (i.e., undermining 
autonomy) and (2) limit the ability of applicants to dem-
onstrate their strengths and competencies (i.e., undermin-
ing competence). We then designed and experimentally 
evaluated two modifications to the forced-choice assess-
ment format that sought to improve the satisfaction of these 
two needs. One modification, “fixed final say”, allowed the 
respondent to identify personality statements the respondent 
had ranked first (last) while completing the forced-choice 
component as being poor (good) descriptors of their person-
ality. The other modification, “free final say”, invited par-
ticipants to use a free-text response box to describe how the 
forced-choice format may have led to an inaccurate assess-
ment of their personalities. To our knowledge, this study rep-
resents the first attempt to develop test design interventions 
aimed at improving reactions to forced-choice personality 
measures using BPNT, or more broadly self-determination 
theory, as a guiding theory.

The results of this study provided additional evidence 
that, in a simulated job application scenario, reactions to 
a forced-choice personality questionnaire were less favora-
ble than those to a single-stimulus format. Furthermore, the 
study provided evidence for the proposition that autonomy 

and competence satisfaction represents mechanisms that 
drive the more negative applicant reactions to the forced-
choice measure. In line with our expectations, participants 
who received the mechanistic “fixed final say” format 
reported higher perceptions of autonomy- and competence-
support, compared to those who received the unmodified 
forced-choice measure. However, we found no evidence that 
the “free final say” format affected any participants’ reac-
tions, relative to those of participants who did not receive 
any additional instructions following a forced-choice per-
sonality assessment. The primary difference between the 
intervention formats was the way participants were asked 
to respond; whereas the “fixed” format generated the actual 
responses of participants and asked them to evaluate each 
item via a checkbox, the “free” format required participants 
to recall their responses and evaluate their experience via 
text. On the one hand, the latter approach provides relatively 
more freedom in how participants may choose to respond, 
which could elicit greater perceptions of autonomy-support. 
On the other hand, responding in text form requires addi-
tional cognitive processing, compared to the checkbox-style 
responses and may be perceived as more difficult or effortful, 
potentially causing some frustration. Indeed, inspection of 
the text responses revealed that, rather than eliciting “cor-
rections” to their personalities, the opportunity to respond 
instead prompted some participants to report on their gener-
ally negative experience of the questionnaire itself, poten-
tially undermining any positive effects of the intervention. 
Thus, it may be that the instructions to focus on “correcting 
the record” were not clear enough to participants.

This study also contributes to the growing body of evi-
dence that forced-choice questionnaires elicit more negative 

Fig. 3   Structural equation 
model of fairness perceptions 
indirectly affected by forced-
choice questionnaire format via 
needs support. Items are omitted 
to reduce clutter. All parameters 
are standardized and statistically 
significant at p < .01. Standard 
errors are shown in parentheses. 
N = 908
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reactions than single-stimulus questionnaires in job applica-
tion contexts (Converse et al., 2008) and offers some expla-
nations as to why (as per Dalal et al., 2019). Harland (2003) 
found that forced-choice personality measures, when used in 
a leadership development context, were rated lower in per-
ceived accuracy, usefulness, test-taker control, and respect-
fulness than Likert counterparts. In the context of person-
nel selection, Converse et al. (2008) found that test-takers 
reacted more positively to Likert measures than forced-
choice measures, but found no evidence that the differences 
in reactions were due to differences in perceptions of work-
load, test-taking expectancy, or belief in tests. The findings 
of this study show that test-takers perceived all variations of 
the forced-choice questionnaire, regardless of modification, 
to be less autonomy-supportive, less competence-supportive, 
and less fair than a Likert counterpart. However, in abso-
lute terms, we must acknowledge that the reactions, overall, 
to the forced-choice format are perhaps best summarized 
as neutral rather than negative per se. Indeed, contrary to 
the research summarizing applicant reactions to personality 
questionnaires generally (e.g., Hausknecht et al., 2004), we 
found that reactions to the Likert format, in absolute terms, 
were generally quite favorable.

The “fixed final say” intervention appeared to bridge 
some of the gap between the Likert and forced-choice 
format with respect to perceptions of fairness, autonomy, 
and competency support, yielding some insights into why 
these formats are disliked. Specifically, it appears that par-
ticipants’ negative reactions can be attributed to a combina-
tion of respondents feeling as though they were “forced” to 
respond in certain ways, and that these constraints limited 
their capacity to “sell” their strengths. In absolute terms, 
however, the intervention that aimed to loosen these con-
straints appears not to have led participants to experience 
the forced-choice format in a generally positive way over-
all, suggesting there may still be opportunities to further 
improve the forced-choice design.

When it comes to determining overall fairness perceptions 
(Gilliland, 1993), consistent with past research (Hausknecht 
et al., 2004; McCarthy et al., 2017a, 2017b), the satisfaction 
of the need for competence (analogous to the “chance to 
perform” justice rule) was a strong driver. Our indirect effect 
analyses showed, however, that the satisfaction of the needs 
for autonomy and relatedness — both of which are relatively 
underrepresented in the more dominant justice framework 
— may also promote stronger overall fairness perceptions. 
We must be cautious about making causal claims, given the 
cross-sectional nature of the mediator-outcome relation, 
but we recommend that future assessment design research 
consider these two variables in the development of new 
interventions.

Another contribution of this research is the development 
of a new measure that can be used to study need satisfaction 

in a job application assessment context. Indeed, while many 
instruments for measuring the satisfaction of basic psycho-
logical needs do exist (Chen et al., 2015; Van den Broeck 
et al., 2010), none could be cleanly adapted to fit the require-
ments of this study. As such, we chose to develop and evalu-
ate a measure of the degree to which elements of test design 
are supportive of the basic psychological needs of autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness. We were encouraged by the 
exploratory factor analytic results, validated by confirma-
tory analysis in an independent sample, which suggested that 
participants were able to distinguish between these items and 
revealed that the factor structure was as anticipated. Further-
more, we were also encouraged by the finding that the need-
supporting interventions appeared not to affect the responses 
to the need for relatedness, giving some initial insight into 
the discriminant validity of the three scales. Nonetheless, 
we must recognize that the scales have not been validated 
elsewhere, and that further adaptations may be necessary for 
the items to fit with all assessment types or contexts. Thus, 
we encourage future researchers to investigate the scales’ 
validity in contexts beyond this study. Indeed, it is relatively 
common for measures of the three needs to be highly cor-
related as they were in this study (e.g., Chen et al., 2015; Van 
den Broeck et al., 2010), and so we suggest an appropriate 
construct validation strategy might be to demonstrate that 
changes on a single need-satisfaction scale are associated 
with an intervention that is designed to support that spe-
cific need only. Furthermore, we suggest that need satisfac-
tion measures be validated against criteria in real-applicant 
settings (e.g., job acceptance, recommendation, or online 
review behaviors).

Theoretical Implications

This study also provides some novel theoretical insights 
into what drives negative applicant reactions to assessment 
procedures. In articulating these, we must first recognize 
there are clear conceptual overlaps between some of the 
content captured by the basic psychological needs and pro-
cedural justice rules. For example, the “chance to perform” 
rule, operationalized in the selection procedural justice 
scale (Bauer et al., 2006), is functionally very similar to 
the satisfaction of the competence need in the context 
of assessing applicant reactions. Other justice rules also 
appear to have some conceptual overlap with the other 
needs. The two-way communication, respect, and openness 
rules show some correspondence with the concept of the 
satisfaction of the need for relatedness. We note that for 
many assessment tools or formats (e.g., online cognitive 
testing or video interviewing), these rules may simply not 
be applicable, or it is unclear how the rules might lead to 
reaction-improving interventions. By contrast, we antic-
ipate that there might be opportunities to better satisfy 
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the need for relatedness when completing these types of 
assessments through interventions that do not necessarily 
focus on improving two-way communication, respect, or 
openness.

Similarly, the satisfaction of the need for autonomy shares 
some overlap with Gilliland’s (1993) procedural justice 
rules. For example, justice theory has informed a class of 
interventions that involve providing information or expla-
nations about assessments to candidates (McCarthy et al., 
2018, 2017a, 2017b; Truxillo et al., 2002). In BPNT terms, 
providing people with a rationale is known to be an effective 
autonomy-supportive intervention (Steingut et al., 2017). 
We see, however, other opportunities to design autonomy-
supportive interventions that do not have clear counterparts 
within the justice framework (Gagné et al., 2022). For exam-
ple, here, we demonstrated how reactions can be improved 
by increasing autonomy by reducing some constraints in the 
forced-choice format, suggesting the restriction of freedom 
is part of the mechanism which drives negative reactions to 
forced-choice measures. We also note recent research that 
has demonstrated how promoting autonomy-supportive fea-
tures of asynchronous video interviews has improved per-
ceptions of these assessments (Basch & Melchers, 2019).

Adopting the BPNT lens to understand reactions to per-
sonality assessments may also promote further insights 
into the effects of other features of forced-choice assess-
ment design. For example, one important variable feature is 
the nature of the items that are blocked together when the 
questionnaire is constructed. Typically, test designers aim to 
select items for a common block that share similar levels of 
social desirability, such that there are no “stand-out” items 
that a faker would obviously rank first or last (Feldman & 
Corah, 1960; Pavlov et al., 2021). One could anticipate, how-
ever, that having to face many blocks of items that are very 
closely matched on desirability could undermine candidates’ 
autonomy and competence and that negative reactions could 
be buffered by including several relatively poorly-matched 
item blocks. Similarly, blocks can also vary with respect to 
the trait content of the items therein, and perhaps the extent 
that certain traits are mixed together (i.e., forcing respond-
ents to sacrifice one to benefit the other) or kept apart from 
one another when blocks are constructed could have implica-
tions for the satisfaction of the need for competence.

The BPNT lens may also be useful for understanding how 
the forced-choice format might trigger different reactions 
among fakers when compared to non-fakers. It seems plau-
sible that those with stronger intentions to fake would feel 
more strongly that their autonomy is being undermined by 
the forced-choice format than those who do not intend to 
fake because it is the fakers who most desire the freedom to 
endorse all of the most desirable items they encounter. By 
contrast, it also seems plausible that non-fakers would feel 
most strongly that their competence is being undermined by 

the forced-choice format because the format prevents these 
respondents from demonstrating their (legitimate) strengths. 
In both cases, the fixed final say modification may provide 
an avenue to better understand these mechanisms, as fakers 
may tend to flag as many socially desirable items as they 
can, whereas non-fakers may be relatively more focused on 
flagging items that describe personality-based skills.

Practical Implications

From a practical perspective, our findings suggest that an 
avenue to improve the experience of completing a forced-
choice personality assessment may be to incorporate the 
fixed final say modification. The observed improvements in 
reactions were modest in absolute terms. Thus, on a small 
scale (e.g., for small to medium employers or boutique test 
developers), it may be that the improvements in reactions 
borne from the modifications tested here are practically 
trivial. By contrast, for larger employers or test developers 
who routinely assess high volumes of candidates, even small 
improvements to reactions to forced-choice measures are 
likely very welcome, especially if the costs of implementa-
tion are small. Indeed, as Funder & Ozer (2019) explain, 
small effects combined with scale, can quickly accumulate 
into large and meaningful consequences, thus we feel there 
is reason to be optimistic about modest interventions to 
assessment design that yield promising effects.

Nonetheless, there remain practical and ethical consid-
erations that require further thought. First, from a practical 
perspective, the fixed final say format added approximately 
3 min to the assessment time on average. While Speer 
et al. (2016) found evidence that testing duration appears 
not to have a major influence on test reactions, recruiters 
may nonetheless be concerned about the increased test 
length and its impact on the candidate experience.

Second, both practically and ethically, there remains 
the question of what should be done with a candidate’s 
“final say” responses. Indeed, candidates will likely expect 
that their final-say responses would be incorporated in the 
selection decision making, and yet the psychometrics of 
the forced-choice format do not suggest any obvious way 
to incorporate those responses into trait scores. We sug-
gest that one possible way for decision makers to use the 
final say data is to regard it as applicant feedback or com-
mentary that accompanies the trait scores rather than influ-
ences them. For example, a list of the statements marked 
by the candidate could appear in the report that contains 
the applicants’ personality scores, ensuring that selection 
decision makers receive this additional feedback from 
the candidates, while preserving the trait scores. While 
such an approach would ensure the candidates’ final 
say responses are not “wasted,” it introduces concerns 
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about how decision makers might evaluate the final say 
responses, and whether such evaluations can be under-
taken objectively. In principle, with large sample sizes, 
it may be possible to determine whether the responses to 
the fixed final say component provide diagnostic or psy-
chometric information that could be used to systematically 
adjust trait scores, but until this is established, sharing 
the final say responses may be too risky to implement in 
practice.

Finally, one anonymous reviewer noted that an appli-
cant who has indicated that the test did not describe them 
(e.g., checking a lot of, or all, the boxes in the fixed final 
say activity), and is not hired may feel there are grounds 
to complain about the assessment that apparently did not 
describe them well. Thus, overall, the fixed final say mod-
ification may require further development before being 
implementable in practice.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

We must be careful to put the findings of this investigation 
into context of its limitations. We reiterate that the use of 
a novel measure carries risks with respect to construct 
and criterion validity. Indeed, in designing the study, we 
closely examined alternative commonly used measures 
of applicant reactions and discovered that very few of 
them can be sensibly adapted to an experiment involving 
a hypothetical job application, thus it was not possible to 
find useful criteria against which to validate the measure. 
We suggest that future research could consider adopting a 
lightly-adapted version of the measure to study reactions 
to other types of assessment situations, or in relation to 
other interventions that target different needs.

We also must recognize the difference between a hypo-
thetical experiment and a true job application that may have 
affected the pattern of results we observed. Because the 
need-satisfaction measures prompted participants to reflect 
on experience of completing the assessment itself, rather 
than reflecting on the wider (hypothetical) job application 
itself, we are optimistic that it may function equivalently 
in the field. The lack of a job at the end of the “selection” 
process, however, makes it difficult to measure outcome 
variables which are important to organizations (e.g., organ-
izational attractiveness, recommendation intentions, and 
job acceptance behaviors; Chapman et al., 2005). Indeed, 
Hausknecht (2013) noted that actual applicants have more 
invested in the hiring process and may therefore be more 
sensitive to particular features of selection and testing. Thus, 
it remains unclear from this study whether intervening at 
the level of a specific assessment’s design is a fruitful way 
to reduce the chances that a candidate’s negative experi-
ence leads to a reluctance to accept a job offer or reapply to 
the same organization in the future. Nonetheless, we view 

improved assessment design as an area in which test devel-
opers can contribute to optimizing the experiences of candi-
dates, potentially offering a competitive advantage.

A final limitation of the study was that the personality 
assessment was neither designed to be psychometrically 
rigorous nor the item blocks were matched on social desir-
ability to the same extent, as one would expect from a pur-
pose-built assessment. It therefore remains possible that 
the effects observed here reflect idiosyncratic features of 
the questionnaire we used. Accordingly, we encourage test 
developers wishing to assess the impact of response format 
on applicant reactions to their own assessment to consider 
the research design presented here.

Conclusion

This paper provides additional evidence that forced-choice 
personality measures elicit unfavorable reactions in com-
parison to single-stimulus measures in simulated job appli-
cation settings. Preliminary psychometric evidence for a 
new basic psychological need scale provides a foundation 
for future research and may prove to be a useful tool for 
understanding the hierarchy of reactions in assessment for-
mats. Further research with self-determination theory and 
alternative theoretical approaches is still needed to fully 
understand the mechanism which drives this hierarchy of 
reactions. Broadly speaking, this research is valuable as it 
could improve the selection process for both candidates and 
hiring organizations.
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