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Introduction

All data have measurement error (Anastasi & Urbina, 1997). Ideally error will be
minimized so that the reported data are as close to their ‘true’ score as possible. However, most
researchers acknowledge that self-reported data, with their reliance on accurate and unbiased
memories, are exposed to concerns about reliability and validity (Gonyea, 2005; Pearson, Ross,
& Dawes, 1994). The quality of self-reported test scores in research is called into question in part
because external data are usually not available to verify them. Ideally, measurement errors
should be randomly distributed so that the number and magnitude of overestimates equals the
number and magnitude of underestimates. Thus, with an increasing number of cases, the mean of
this distribution of errors would approach zero and the mean of the reported scores would be
equal to the true score. In situations where the errors are not randomly distributed (i.e., the
reported scores are consistently either above or below the actual scores) then systematic bias may
exist in the measurement (Schmidt, Le, & llies, 2003). In this case, total measurement error
contains two types, random error and systematic bias.

Two explanations for error in self-reported data are motivated and cognitive distortion
(Cole & Gonyea, 2010; Williard & Gramzow, 2008). According to motivated distortion, a form
of systematic bias, errors in self-reported data are systematic and not random. The student is
motivated to purposely provide an inaccurate report of the data requested. For example, some
researchers speculate that motivated distortion among students may be due to social desirability
bias—the desire to revise a response before communicating it to a researcher to protect self-
image or inaccurately project an image of academic performance (Beretvas, Meyers, & Leite,
2002; Nancarrow & Brace 2000; Dobbins, Farh, & Werbel, 1993; Shepperd 1993). Motivated

distortion is



