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Abstract
Overclaiming has been described as people’s tendency to overestimate their cognitive abilities
in general and their knowledge in particular. We discuss four different perspectives on the
phenomenon of overclaiming that have been proposed in the research literature: Overclaiming
as a result of a) self-enhancement tendencies, b) as a cognitive bias (e.g., hindsight bias,
memory bias), ¢) as proxy for cognitive abilities, and d) as sign of creative engagement.
Moreover, we discuss two different scoring methods for an OCQ (signal detection theory vs.
familiarity ratings). To distinguish between the different viewpoints of what overclaiming is,
we juxtaposed overclaiming, as indicated by claiming familiarity with non-existent terms,
with fluid and crystallized intelligence, self-reported knowledge, creativity, faking ability, and
personality. Overclaiming was measured with a newly comprised overclaiming questionnaire.
Results of several latent variable analyses based upon a multivariate study with 298
participants were: First, overclaiming is neither predicted by honesty-humility nor faking
ability and therefore reflects something different than mere self-enhancement tendencies.
Second, overclaiming is not predicted by crystallized intelligence, but is highly predictive of
self-reported knowledge and, thus, not suitable as an index or a proxy for cognitive abilities.
Finally, overclaiming is neither related to divergent thinking and originality, and only
moderately predicted by self-reported openness creativity from the HEXACO which means
that overclaiming does not reflect creative ability. In sum, our results favor an interpretation
of overclaiming as a phenomenon that requires more than self-enhancement motivation, in

contrast to the claim that was initially proposed in the literature.
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Testing Competing Claims About Overclaiming
Introduction

What do you know about the Higgs-Boson? How much do you know about plate
tectonics? And what about cholarine? Depending on your knowledge on physical sciences,
you may or may not be familiar with the first two topics—the Higgs-Boson and plate
tectonics. However, it is impossible that you know anything about cholarine, simply because
it does not exist. It is one of the fictitious words (or foils) used in an Overclaiming
Questionnaire (OCQ); Paulhus et al., 2003). The phenomenon that people—intentionally or
not—overestimate their knowledge of terms, events, concepts, people, etc. that cannot be
known because they do not exist is called overclaiming (e.g., Paulhus et al., 2003; Phillips &
Clancy, 1972).

Four competing theoretical perspectives on overclaiming can be distinguished. First,
Paulhus and colleagues (2003, p. 899) understood overclaiming as a “trait-like tendency to
self-enhance”. Second, overclaiming can be seen as a cognitive processing bias (Muller &
Moshagen, 2018; Paulhus, 2011). Third, accurately distinguishing between existent and non-
existent words on OCQs might be taken as a proxy for declarative knowledge since persons
with more knowledge might overclaim less (Paulhus & Harms, 2004). Finally, overclaiming
might occur whenever people are willing to encounter, engage with, or elaborate on new
concepts or ideas (Dunlop et al., 2017), possibly making overclaiming akin to creativity.
Regardless of which perspective one adopts, many studies placed overclaiming into a broader
nomological network including faking and cheating (Bing et al., 2011; Feeney & Goffin,
2015; Kam et al., 2015; Steger et al., 2019a), fluid and crystallized intelligence (Hulur et al.,
2011; Paulhus & Harms, 2004), and the narcissism facet of dark personality (Grosz et al.,
2017; Paulhus et al., 2003; Williams et al., 2002). Although overclaiming questionnaires are a
frequently used instrument in several disciplines of psychology, our understanding of their

underlying nature is still limited.



CLAIMS ABOUT OVERCLAIMING 4

In the current study, we examine overclaiming as indicated by claiming familiarity
with non-existent terms (Phillips & Clancy, 1972) in light of the above-mentioned
perspectives by deriving predictions from all viewpoints and testing them within a latent-
variable approach. We want to shed light on the relation of overclaiming with declarative
knowledge, self-reported knowledge, creative ability, honesty-humility and openness
creativity, faking ability, and fluid intelligence.

Scoring Methods of Overclaiming: Raw Responses vs. Signal Detection Indices

A number of researchers worked on different approaches to assess (e.g., Ackerman &
Ellingsen, 2014; Ziegler et al., 2013) and score overclaiming (Hullr et al., 2011; Paulhus &
Petrusic, 2007). The basic idea of using foils for studying familiarity claims can be traced
back to Raubenheimer (1925), who laid the foundation of the Overclaiming Technique
(OCT). Afterwards, this method had long been forgotten until it was revived in consumer
behavior research (Phillips & Clancy, 1972). The OCT finally made its way to individual
differences research in an attempt to use the technique for studying self-enhancement
tendencies independent of ability (Paulhus et al., 2003). In the original OCQ (OCQ-150;
Paulhus et al., 2003), participants were asked to rate their familiarity with 150 items by rating
them on a scale ranging from “never heard of it to “know it very well . Since then, the OCT
and a variety of OCQs were developed and used in psychological research (e.g., Atir et al.,
2015; Dunlop et al., 2017, 2019; Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2006; Pennycook & Rand, 2019;
Ziegler et al., 2013). Although alternative assessment methods of overclaiming are interesting,
we will not further discuss them here and will instead focus on competing scoring methods of
conventional OCQs.

With respect to the methodology tied to the OCT, it is necessary to distinguish several
terms and statistical indices. An OCQ consists of two different types of items, namely reals
and foils. Whereas reals refer to items that are existent terms, concepts, or words, foils are

non-existent as terms, concepts, or words. Thus, reals and foils belong to the item-side of an
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OCQ. Based on participants’ answers to these items, several person indices can be computed.
On the one hand, the familiarity rating of reals and foils may be read precisely as such: as
ordinary raw responses on a rating scale for familiarity. Asking participants to rate their
familiarity with existent terms, concepts, or words, probes their self-reported knowledge (e.g.,
Bing et al., 2011; Fell et al., 2019; Hullr et al., 2011), whereas familiarity ratings with items
that cannot be familiar indicate overclaiming (Bing et al., 2011; Randall & Fernandes, 1991;
Phillips & Clancy, 1972). This scoring of an OCQ is straightforward and economical, as it
only requires the independent computation of mean familiarity ratings for reals and foils to
express a person’s standing on self-reported knowledge and overclaiming, respectively.

On the other hand, a signal detection approach is commonly used and often
recommended to analyze OCQ data (e.g., Paulhus, 2011; Paulhus et al., 2003). The two most
prominent indices that are computed within the framework of signal detection are the
accuracy index d’ (d prime, also called OC accuracy) and the index for response bias ¢
(criterion location, also called OC bias). d’ is thought to be indicative of a person’s sensitivity
to accurately categorize reals as existing and foils as non-existing; ¢ can be understood as an
indicator of a person’s “yes-tendency”, indicating a general tendency to claim familiarity with
the items of an OCQ (MacMillan & Creelman, 2005; Paulhus et al., 2003).

A number of approaches have been developed to obtain both scores (e.g., Stanislaw &
Todorov, 1999; Wixted, 2020). All approaches have in common that ¢’ and c rely on the same
information for computation, namely the hit rate and the false alarm rate from a binary
classification table. The hit rate is usually computed as the proportion of correct familiarity
ratings for reals and the false alarm rate is computed as the proportion of false familiarity
ratings for foils. Importantly, 4" and c rely on ratings for both reals and foils and are logically
and computationally dependent. This is problematic in a statistical sense, because
psychometrically the accuracy index should be unaffected by the response bias to be

interpretable. Yet, d’ is only unaffected by c if the distributions of familiarity rating of signal
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trials (which translates to the hit rate) and familiarity ratings of noise trials (which
corresponds to the false alarm rate) are normally distributed, have equal variances (Kellen &
Klauer, 2018; Stanislaw & Todorov, 1999), and are uncorrelated. However, these assumptions
are usually not met (e.g., DeCarlo, 2010; MacMillan & Creelman, 2005; Mickes et al., 2007;
Selker et al., 2019; Stanislaw & Todorov, 1999; Starns & Ratcliff, 2014; Swets, 1986).

Besides these statistical considerations, both indices are difficult to grasp in terms of
the underlying cognitive processes and the conceptual link between manifest indicators and
latent constructs. While the interpretation of responses to reals and foils as familiarity ratings
in a latent variable approach is straightforward, this interpretation is not clear in signal
detection theory. Two processes—the correct identification of reals and the correct rejection
of foils—are intertwined, so that a lower score in OC bias can be achieved by a better hit rate,
a lower false alarm rate, or both.

Taken together, indices of signal detection theory are more problematic and less
straightforward indicators to exhaust responses from an overclaiming questionnaire than
commonly assumed. The &’ and ¢ indices are confounded by virtue of being computed based
on the same underlying information (hit rate and false alarm rate) and the information
captured in ratings does not meet statistical assumptions for computing adequate person
estimates for bias and accuracy. Due to these reasons, we do not pursue the frequently used
signal detection scoring approach and rather rely on the information provided by mean
familiarity ratings of reals and foils, respectively. We use these ratings as manifest variables
in a structural equation model to examine individual differences in self-reported knowledge
and overclaiming. However, we acknowledge the widespread use of signal detection analysis
for OCQs and therefore provide a set of results and a description of the corresponding
formulas (see supplementary material: SM Figure 1, SM Table 2, SM Table 3).

What Drives Overclaiming Behavior
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In the following, we discuss four theoretical perspectives on the phenomenon of
overclaiming as measured by an OCQ. That is, (a) overclaiming reflects self-enhancement
tendencies, (b) overclaiming is a product of a cognitive processing bias, (c) rating familiarity
for reals and foils on an OCQ is an index of cognitive abilities, and (d) overclaiming is a type
of creative engagement. An overview of the theoretically-derived predictions made by the
four theoretical accounts is given in Table 1 for the above-discussed mean familiarity ratings
for reals (SRK) and foils (OC) on the one hand, and for the conventional signal detection
indices (OC bias and OC accuracy) on the other hand.

Table 1

Synopsis of Theoretical Perspectives on Overclaiming and Corresponding Predictions.

Self-Reported

Index Over((:)lzzl:iming Knowledge OC bias OoC aij(furacy
(0C) (SRK) (©) (d)
If responses on OCQ
are influenced by...
Self—enhancemgnt N N N )
tendencies
Cognitive Biases
(e.g., hindsight bias, + + + -
memory bias)
Cognitive Abilities ) N i N

(i.e., knowledge)
Creative Engagement + + + -
Note. The table describes which index of an OCQ should show a positive (+) or negative (-)

relation to constructs that are reflective for the theoretical assumption in question (e.g., a gc
measure for the perspective that an OCQ is reflective for cognitive abilities). OC and SRK are
based on familiarity ratings of foils and reals, respectively. OC bias and OC accuracy are both

calculated based on the hit rate and the false alarm rate.

From the first perspective, overclaiming behavior is understood as reflecting a
overarching self-enhancement tendency, which describes the tendency to present oneself in a

desirable way (e.g., when completing self-reports). In line with this notion, Paulhus and
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colleagues (2003) found convergent validity of the OC bias index with established measures
of self-enhancement such as the Narcissistic Personality Inventory (r = .35; Raskin & Hall,
1979) and the Self-Deceptive Enhancement Scale (r = .30; Paulhus & Reid, 1991). Paulhus
and colleagues (2003) concluded that the OCT is useful to assess the proneness to self-
enhance, which would be a useful instrument in various contexts that rely on self-report
measures (e.g., personnel selection), as these frequently suffer from various biases (Van
Vaerenbergh & Thomas, 2013; Ziegler, 2015). Generally, engaging in overclaiming has been
described as a potentially economical marker for positivity biases or self-enhancement
tendencies (e.g, Bensch et al., 2017; Dunlop et al., 2019; Paulhus et al., 2003). It has been
considered as a type of remedy and an efficient mean of assessing individual differences in
the tendency to systematically misrepresent oneself in self-reports (Ludeke & Makransky,
2016; Paulhus et al., 2003; Paulhus & Harms, 2004). In this sense, overclaiming might reflect
people’s tendency to present themselves in a socially desirable way, that is, to intentionally
exaggerate self-reports on desirable attributes, which is also termed positive impression
management (Paulhus, 1984; Paulhus & Reid, 1991). In the same vein, subjects may claim to
have more knowledge than they actually possess because they unintentionally overstate or
overrate their abilities. This form of overclaiming might be labeled self-deceptive
enhancement (Paulhus & Reid, 1991). The distinction between intentionally and
unintentionally overclaiming is interesting, as scales measuring impression management and
self-deceptive enhancement have been found to be almost unrelated (Paulhus, 2002),
indicating a substantial difference between consciously and subconsciously misrepresenting
oneself. Accordingly, overclaiming could be seen as a way to positively misrepresent oneself,
which puts the concept in relation to the personality factor of honesty-humility (Ashton &
Lee, 2001), as well as faking (i.e., faking good, Ziegler, 2011). Although both honesty-
humility and faking are not direct measures of self-enhancement, overclaiming, honesty-

humility, and faking share the idea of a persons' misrepresentation. However, faking and
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dishonesty is more of a motivated deception, while self-enhancement overlaps with positive
self-beliefs such as self-esteem and confidence.

Regarding the empirical evidence, impression management could be predicted by
honesty-humility (de Vries et al., 2014). This relationship makes sense, because describing
oneself (deliberately) in a more positive manner should correspond to being less honest and
less humble. The same logic can be applied to the association of overclaiming with honesty-
humility, although recent evidence shows no relation between different indices of
overclaiming and honesty-humility (OC bias: Dunlop et al., 2019; Miller & Moshagen, 2019;
mean familiarity ratings of foils: Steger et al., 2020), thus suggesting overclaiming
corresponds to unintentionally overrating one’s abilities.

Apart from honesty-humility, faking was repeatedly described as a deliberate positive
self-presentation or an intentional bias (e.g., Dunlop et al., 2019; Geiger et al., 2018; Ziegler,
2011), and the degree to which it met requirements should be considered an ability (Geiger et
al., 2018). In line with this idea and given theoretical accounts of faking ability (e.g., Ziegler,
2011), it should be considered that the setting in which an OCQ is administered (low-stakes
vs. high-stakes) might play an important role for the validity of overclaiming as a potential
marker of deliberate positive self-representations such as faking (Dunlop et al., 2019). More
precisely, the evidence that the OC bias index is predictive of faking in low-stakes settings is
rather weak (Dunlop et al., 2019; Feeney & Goffin, 2015; Ludeke & Makransky, 2016;
Miuller & Moshagen, 2019), higher in high-stakes setting (e.g., Bing et al., 2011; Dunlop et
al., 2019), but still not ubiquitous (Bensch et al., 2019).

From the second perspective, engaging overclaiming can also be seen as a sort of
cognitive processing bias. It was argued that due to the design of the OCQ—around 20% foils
embedded in about 80% reals— the familiarity of an item might be overrated, resulting in a
memory bias (Miller & Moshagen, 2018; Paulhus, 2011). That is, foils are typically produced

and presented in a manner that makes them plausible and sometimes even orthographically or
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linguistically similar to reals (Ackerman & Ellingsen, 2014). To this end, the item
construction rationale of an OCQ might lead to increased processing fluency within persons
while evaluating foils. Due to their resemblance with real words, a false feeling of familiarity
can lead to a false feeling of knowing (Muller & Moshagen, 2018). In turn, this accessibility
would result in a high familiarity rating of non-existing items (Dunlop et al., 2017). This kind
of spurious sense-making and the apparent misattribution of fluency for real familiarity are
processes that are also linked to reconstruction biases of the well-known hindsight bias, which
has been shown to explain some of the variance in a variant of the OC bias parameter (Muller
& Moshagen, 2018). This perspective contributes to the understanding of overclaiming by
emphasizing the subconscious rather than the conscious account of it. However, contrary to
seeing overclaiming as subconscious and self-deceptive behavior, the explanation for
overclaiming from this point of view focuses on issues emerging from the typical method of
measurement, namely questionnaires, and its elements, namely single items. That is,
overclaiming occurs inadvertently, due to shallow characteristics of foils, and not due to any
self-enhancement motivations.

Third, overclaiming has also been juxtaposed with several cognitive abilities such as
fluid intelligence (gf) and crystallized intelligence (gc)—Dboth self-reported and objectively
measured. People generally tend to overestimate their own abilities in self-reports, and their
own knowledge in particular (Kruger & Dunning, 1999). Correlations between self-reported
abilities and objective tests of cognitive abilities are only moderate, even when persons rating
themselves received training in self-estimation (Jacobs & Roodenburg, 2014). This finding is
further supported by meta-analytically estimated correlations between self-reports and
objective tests of cognitive abilities, which are also only moderate ( r = .33, Freund & Kasten,
2012; p = .29, Mabe & West, 1982), demonstrating a mismatch between persons’ self-
perceived and actual abilities. Nonetheless, it has been argued that the OC accuracy index

might be used as a proxy for gc (Paulhus & Harms, 2004), despite the fact that the moderate



CLAIMS ABOUT OVERCLAIMING 11

correlations between the OC accuracy index and gc—varying between r = .24 and .50 (Bensch
etal., 2017; Hulur et al., 2011, 2014; Paulhus & Harms, 2004; Ziegler, Kemper, &
Rammstedt, 2013)—have raised doubts about this claim. In sum, the signal detection scored
familiarity ratings (i.e., OC accuracy) on OCQs were described as a “practical measure of
global cognitive ability” (# = .51; Paulhus & Harms, 2004, p. 311), but the empirical evidence
paints a more nuanced picture.

Finally, Hulir and colleagues (2011; 2014) linked overclaiming with intellectual
investment traits such as typical intellectual engagement, self-motivated cognition, and the
personality facet of openness to new ideas. Given the strong conceptual and empirical overlap
between these concepts (Mussel, 2013), one could argue that overclaiming behavior is a
byproduct of open-minded people who value new ideas, concepts, and terms; these people
tend to overrate their familiarity with novel items. This perspective is supported by results
showing that typical intellectual engagement and openness—as measured by the five-factor
model (McCrae & Costa, 1989)—are positively related to overclaiming (Ackerman &
Ellingsen, 2014). Such results might indicate that subjects scoring higher in openness
encounter unknown terms in a less skeptical or rational manner but are willing to develop ad
hoc ideas of what an unfamiliar term might mean. In the alternative six-factor model of
personality (HEXACO; Ashton & Lee, 2001), the openness factor (originally termed
intellect/imagination) includes the facets of aesthetic appreciation, inquisitiveness, creativity,
and unconventionality. Both openness factors (from the HEXACO and the five-factor model)
are highly correlated and reported as mostly congruent ( r =.71; Moshagen et al., 2014).
Especially, the openness factor based on the HEXACO includes items that might trigger
endorsement from participants who feel an attraction towards foils, because these items
emphasize the experience of the unknown. This idea is supported by medium correlations
between OC bias and openness in the HEXACO taxonomy (r = .34, Dunlop et al., 2017).

Findings relating short scales of the openness factor based on the five-factor model with OC
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bias were inconclusive (r = .02, Bensch et al., 2017; r = .25, Williams et al., 2002). The
HEXACO factor of openness has also been predictive of creativity (5 = .55; Silvia et al.,
2011), for the reason that more creative persons may be prone to overclaim as they are more
willing to encounter, engage in, and elaborate on unknown and unfamiliar ideas, concepts, or
terms. Bearing these considerations in mind, examining the relationship among the creativity
facet of openness (as proposed by the HEXACO), creativity as an ability, and overclaiming
might further our understanding on what possibly drives overclaiming behavior.
Research Aims

Given the competing perspectives on overclaiming and its potential utility for
practitioners, it seems pivotal to examine overclaiming more broadly within a comprehensive
nomological network in order to further elaborate on its very nature. The essential goal of our
study was to provide a test of the accounts outlined above that understand overclaiming as an
interesting phenomenon that is—from our point of view—driven by more than a cognitive
processing bias and should therefore be considered from a variety of viewpoints.

a. First, we present a measurement model of overclaiming and self-reported
knowledge based on mean familiarity ratings.

b. Then, according to the first perspective that overclaiming behavior is part of
the nomological net of a persons' tendency to misrepresent, we test the
prediction that overclaiming and self-reported knowledge are partially
accounted for by honesty-humility and faking ability, because the conscious
tendency to positively misrepresent oneself (as presumably measured with the
OCQ) should correspond to individual differences in honesty-humility and
faking ability—where less honest/humble individuals engage more in
overclaiming, and individuals better in faking also tend to overclaim more.

c. Inaddition, concerning the idea that overclaiming behavior might reflect

cognitive abilities, we examine the amount of variance in overclaiming and
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self-reported knowledge that could be explained by gc and gf (see also Huliir et
al., 2011).

d. Finally, we try to put the fourth perspective to a critical test. We do so by
regressing individual differences in overclaiming and self-reported knowledge
on individual differences in creative abilities and the creativity items of the
openness scale. According to the fourth perspective, a substantial amount of
variance in overclaiming and self-reported knowledge should be explainable
by creativity (i.e., divergent thinking and originality) and openness (depicted
by creativity indicators).

Method

Participants and Procedure

The current examination was part of a larger, multi-center study assessing creativity
(Weiss et al., 2020). The analyses rely on a subsample of 298 participants after data cleaning
(for more information see Weiss and colleagues (2020)). The participants completed seven
hours of (mostly) computerized testing and were financially compensated. Five hours of
testing were done in a laboratory setting, while nearly two hours of testing could be done from
home. All participants provided informed consent for the study and a local ethics committee
approved the data collection. The majority of the participants reported German as their first
language (N = 280) and had a high school diploma (N = 278). Non-native speakers were
sufficiently fluent in German to complete all measures. Seventy-two percent of the sample
were female; mean age was M = 24.5 years (SD = 5.1). We restrict our description of
indicators to the measures pertinent to the present research questions.
Measures
Overclaiming Questionnaire

We used a newly-compiled set of 149 items to measure overclaiming with 120 reals

and 29 foils in five broad domains (Natural Sciences, Life Sciences, Social Sciences,
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Humanities, and Pop Culture), in line with findings on the dimensionality of knowledge
(Steger et al., 2019). All items were selected based on an overall collection of n = 1,033 items
(partly developed by the authors, partly based on Hullr et al., 2011) that covered a broad
range of content, for example, for natural sciences items about physics, chemistry, computer
science. Prior to item selection, 12 raters evaluated the quality and the dissimilarity of the
foils to existing words as well as the difficulty of the reals for half of the items each. The
quality of foils was rated on a scale from one (low quality) to five (high quality) based on
their surface similarity towards reals (e.g., low similarity in spelling indicates a high quality)
and their believeability (e.g., poor plausibility indicated low quality). The difficulty of reals
was rated in years of education (on a scale from one to 20, including tertiary education)
necessary to solve the item with a probability of .80. For the final item set, we selected reals
and foils with high difficulties and of sufficient quality. The aggregated data of these ratings
for the selected item set, as well as the original mean familiarity ratings of the items that were
selected from the OCQ of Hullr and colleagues (2011) are presented in the supplementary
material (SM Table 1). Regarding the response scale of the OCQ, we chose a format with
fully-labeled response options (e.g., Weng, 2004) that has been successfully used in the past
(Halur et al., 2011). Participants had to indicate their familiarity to words on a 5-point scale
(1 = Never heard of it before, 2 = Heard of it before, but cannot describe it exactly, 3 =1
could describe it roughly, 4 = I could describe it relatively precise, and 5 = | could give an
exact description). For the complete questionnaire, see the online repository.
Fluid and Crystallized Intelligence

Gf was measured with the verbal and the figural subtests of the Berlin Test of Fluid
and Crystallized Intelligence (BEFKI; Wilhelm et al., 2014). The verbal aspect of gf was
assessed via relational reasoning, that is, participants had to derive logically-valid conclusions
based on a set of given premises. The figural aspect of gf was composed of a sequence of

geometric drawings that changed their shading and form according to certain rules.
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Participants had to infer these rules and to select missing drawings out of several response
alternatives. Two items of the verbal scale had to be removed from further analysis due to
extreme difficulties. Gc was measured with two parallel test forms compiled of 102
randomly-assigned items each from a larger pool of declarative knowledge items (Steger et
al., 2019, 2020). Also, the broad content domains of gc matched the domains of the
overclaiming questionnaire.
Creativity

The test battery included a variety of verbal and figural divergent thinking tests
(Carroll, 1993), as they are used for the measurement of creative ability along two domains:
fluency (quantity of results in a given time) and originality (quality of results). The battery
included four retrieval fluency tests: the similar attributes (SA including six items) and the
inventing names (IN including 18 items) tests were both adapted from the “Verbaler
Kreativitatstest” [verbal creativity test] (VKT; Schoppe, 1975), while the retrieval fluency
(RF including six items) and the figural fluency (FF including four items) test were used from
the Berlin Structure-of-Intelligence test (Jager et al., 1997). Originality was assessed with two
tests: combining objects (CO, including 12 items) (French et al., 1963) and inventing
nicknames (NI, including nine items) (VKT; Schoppe, 1975). Divergent thinking items are
usually open-ended and require human rating. All answers were counted (fluency) or scored
(originality) by three independent human raters. The originality tests were coded regarding the
creativity of an answer on a five-point Likert scale (Amabile, 1982; Silvia et al., 2008),
resulting in good inter-rater reliability (Weiss et al., 2020). The measurement model was
specified with test-scores (i.e., mean across all rated items) for each of the mentioned tests as
indicators. Two creativity tests measuring originality load on a nested factor, in addition to an
overarching divergent thinking factor. For a more detailed description of the tests, their
psychometric properties, and the measurement model of divergent thinking, please see Weiss

and colleagues (2020).
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Personality

Personality was measured with the German 60-item version of the HEXACO
(Moshagen et al., 2014), covering the personality factors of Honesty-Humility, Emotional
Stability, Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Openness, with 10 items each.
Participants had to indicate their agreement with statements on a five-point scale ranging from
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” (€.q., “I'm interested in learning about the history
and politics of other countries” for openness). For modeling honesty-humility (see Figure 2),
we used three parcels with similar mean values. Based on the theoretical considerations in the
introduction, the openness factor in Figure 4 only includes the three items of the openness
scale that tap creativity (Ashton & Lee, 2009).
Faking

Faking ability was measured using the paradigm presented in Geiger, Olderbak,
Sauter, and Wilhelm (2018) with items from the Work Style Questionnaire (WSQ), a self-
report measure originally developed for O*NET (Borman et al., 1999). The questionnaire
consists of 16 items defining various aspects of a typical work style (e.g. Achievement/Effort:
“Establishing and maintaining personally challenging achievement goals and exerting effort
towards mastering tasks”). Participants were asked to select a response option from a five-
point Likert scale ranging from “Not at all like me” to “Extremely like me” for all 16 items
for five different jobs with distinct work style patterns (pilot, talk show host, software
engineer, tour guide, insurance seller). They were instructed to select response options in a
way to maximize their chances of being hired for the five jobs in a personality task-style
fashion (“Please rate how much this characteristic describes you”). For scoring, we applied
the profile similarity metric shape as reported in Geiger and colleagues (2018), i.e. the
participants’ responses were correlated to expert ratings of the jobs work styles from O*NET.
Slightly alienating from Geiger and colleagues (2018), we rounded the optimal profile scores

(rational numbers) in order to compute Spearman rank-order correlations per participant, due
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to administering a discrete five-point Likert scale (natural numbers) in our study. These
correlations were used as indicators for a general latent model of faking (Geiger et al., 2018).
For validation purposes of the faking factor, we report a two-factor CFA with gc in the
supplementary material (SM Figure 2), which shows a correlation between the factor of
faking and gc of r = .41 (similar to results found by Geiger et al., 2018).
Statistical Analysis

The main analyses were conducted within the framework of structural equation
modeling (SEM) with R (R Core Team, 2018) and the R package lavaan (Rosseel, 2012). The
models presented in this paper are based on indicators of mean familiarity ratings of reals and
foils. In order to circumvent possible problematic distributions of the variables (i.e., non-
normally distributed indicators), the reported models relied on a robust maximum likelihood
estimator where necessary. To reduce model complexity, we used item parcels as indicators
after establishing the unidimensionality of the scales (Little et al., 2002). In more detail, we
parceled the indicators for overclaiming, self-reported knowledge, and knowledge items
heterogeneously so that each parcel was stratified across all broad content domains (Cole et
al., 2016; Steger et al., 2019). Furthermore, the intelligence scales were parceled with equal
average difficulty. We used full information maximum likelihood estimation under the
assumption of missing at random (i.e., missingness due to program failures: less than 2% of
cell entries were missing) to combine missing data and parameter estimation in a single step
(Enders, 2010). The following fit indices were considered as indication for good model fit:
CFI (Comparative Fit Index) > .95, RMSEA (Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation) < .06, and the SRMR (Standardized Root Mean Square Residual) < .08 (Hu
& Bentler, 1999). Prior to modeling, all variables were z-standardized. To make all analyses
transparent and reproducible, we provide all material necessary to replicate the main findings

in an online repository: https://osf.io/4bnv5/
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Results
In Table 2, we report means and standard deviations of the mean familiarity ratings of
the parcels that equally include the broad knowledge domains (Steger et al., 2019). The range
of the descriptive statistics of the obtained parcels are similar to the descriptive statistics of
other OCQs used the literature (e.g., Dunlop et al., 2019; Huldr et al., 2011).
Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for Familiarity Ratings, Including the Means, Standard Deviations,

Skews, and Kurtosis for Each Parcel.

reals foils

Parcel no.reals no.foils M (SD) Skew Kurtosis M (SD) Skew Kurtosis

1 25 8  274(56) 20  -12  155(43) 133  2.38
2 29 6  268(50) .29 19 170(57) 1.02 126
3 24 6  267(51) .23  -25 160(47) 150  2.64
4 22 5  262(49) 25  -17  1.40(44) 171 375
5 21 4 288(56) .23  -05 147(51) 163  3.26

Measurement Models

To test for unidimensionality of the scales, we first report the fit indices for all
individual measurement models (see Table 3). For all measurement models, fit indices were
above the aforementioned cut-off values, indicating good to excellent model fit. However, the
RMSEA of the measurement model for self-reported knowledge (Model 2) was insufficient,
while CFIl and SRMR both indicated that model fit was good. This deviating result concerning
model fit might be due to the fact that the RMSEA tends to be over-sensitive for models with
low degrees of freedom (Kenny et al., 2015). For faking ability, the CFI was below the

threshold, while the RMSEA and the SRMR indicated a good model fit. We do not report fit
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indices for the measurement models of honesty-humility and openness, as these models only
contained three indicators and were therefore exactly identified.

Table 3

Measurement Models for Overclaiming, Self-Reported Knowledge, Crystallized and Fluid

Intelligence, and Creativity.

Me?\;l:)rge:;ent n(Parcels) n(Persons) 1 df CFI RMSEA [90% CI] SRMR ®
1 oC 5 297 4.70 5 1.00 .000 [.000;.067] .012 .90
2 SRK 5 297 14.19 5 .994 .079 [.034;.127] .007 97
3 Gc 5 293 6.34 5 .996 .030 [.000;.091] .021 .78
4  Gff/Gfv 8 297 1848 19 1.00 .000 [.000;.050] .028 .71/.69
Faking .
Ability 5 295 8.37 5 .936 .048 [.000;.103] .032 46
DT/ 298 5.72 8 1.00 000 [.000;.056] .017 771.28
Originality* ' ' ' DR ' ' '

Note. OC = Overclaiming; SRK = Self-Reported Knowledge; Gc = Crystallized Intelligence;
Gfv = Fluid Intelligence verbal; Gff = Fluid Intelligence figural. DT (divergent thinking) is a

general factor, while originality is nested in DT. ® = McDonald’s Omega (McDonald, 1999).

In addition to the unidimensionality of the scales, we report a latent regression model,
where overclaiming (i.e., a latent variable capturing the communality of five mean familiarity
rating parcels for foils) predicts self-reported knowledge (i.e., a latent variable capturing the
communality of five mean familiarity rating parcels for reals), as this model of the OCQ is the
basis for all subsequent models (Figure 1; see SM Figure 3 for unstandardized parameters).
We have selected a model in which overclaiming predicts self-reported knowledge.
Overclaiming accounted for 50.5% of the variance in self-reported knowledge in our sample.
Figure 1

Structural Model of Overclaiming (OC) and Self-Reported Knowledge (SRK)
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Note. Structural model of overclaiming (OC) and self-reported knowledge (SRK). All
parameters are standardized. n = 298; ¥?(34) = 90.87, CFl = .978, RMSEA = .075,
SRMR =.038. The model including its unstandardized parameter estimates can be found in

the supplementary material (SM Figure 3).

Overclaiming as a Self-Enhancement Tendency

In line with the first perspective, that overclaiming is a manifestation of an
overarching tendency to self-enhance, overclaiming and self-reported knowledge should be
predicted by self-reported honesty-humility, as well as the ability to fake (Figure 2, see SM
Figure 4 for unstandardized parameters). However, honesty-humility did neither significantly
predict self-reported knowledge nor overclaiming, whereas faking predicted self-reported
knowledge, but not overclaiming. Thus, individual differences in honesty-humility and faking
did not explain interindividual differences in overclaiming (R% < 1%). For self-reported
knowledge, a total of 58% in the variance was explained by all three predictors, however, it
was only partly driven by the individual differences in faking ability. Given the empirical
overlap between faking ability and gc (e.g., Geiger et al., 2018), the explanatory power of
faking ability for incrementally predicting self-reported knowledge is vanishingly low:
extending the model with a factor of gc, the explanatory power of faking ability for self-
reported knowledge disappears (5 = .06; ¥%(220) = 332.45, CFI = .969, RMSEA= .041,
SRMR = .049).

Figure 2
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Structural Model of Overclaiming (OC), Self-Reported Knowledge (SRK), Honesty-Humility,

and Faking Ability
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Note. Structural model of overclaiming (OC), self-reported knowledge (SRK), honesty-
humility, and faking ability. All parameters are standardized; non-significant coefficients are
displayed with dashed lines (p < .05). n =298; ¥*(129) = 215.64, CFI = .972, RMSEA= .047,
SRMR =.049. The model including its unstandardized parameter estimates can be found in

the supplementary material (SM Figure 4).

Overclaiming as an Index of Cognitive Ability

Next, we juxtaposed overclaiming and self-reported knowledge with gc and gf to
examine whether cognitive abilities account for the variance in overclaiming and self-reported
knowledge (Figure 3, see SM Figure 5 for unstandardized parameters). Here, the variance of
overclaiming was not explained by gc or gf at all, whereas 73% of the variance of self-
reported knowledge was explained by overclaiming and gc. As expected, self-reported
knowledge was largely predicted by overclaiming and only moderately predicted by actual gc.
Although the regression weight between gc and self-reported knowledge is in line with similar

findings in the literature (e.g. Freund & Kasten, 2012), these results generally and
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independent of the scoring approach discourage the use of overclaiming scales or self-report
questionnaires as proxy measures of broadly defined cognitive abilities such as gc. However,
because the OCQ can be transformed into simple word/non-word decision task, the mean
familiarity ratings with reals correspond to a substantial degree with vocabulary tests (e.g.,
Ackerman and Ellingsen (2014) found a correlation of r = .71 between self-claimed
vocabulary knowledge and a vocabulary score, and a correlation of r = .43 between self-rated
knowledge and the false-alarm rate). The relations with gf are so small that clearly self-
reported knowledge cannot possibly serve as a proxy for gf.

Figure 3

Structural Model of Overclaiming (OC), Self-Reported Knowledge (SRK), and Knowledge

(Gc), and Reasoning Ability (Gf)
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Note. All parameters are standardized; non-significant coefficients are displayed with dashed
lines (p < .05). n = 298; ¥?(114) = 199.78, CFI = .975, RMSEA = .050, SRMR = .040. The
model including its unstandardized parameter estimates can be found in the supplementary

material (SM Figure 5).
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Additionally, in the structural model modeling both gc and gf, we tested whether gc
moderates the link between SRK and OC in a latent variable model. To do so, we first
extracted the factor scores of OC and gc in order to compute an interaction variable based on
the product of the factor scores of OC and gc. This new variable was then entered into a latent
regression model, where SRK was predicted by OC, gc, and the standardized interaction term.
The model fitted the data: ¢?(102) = 203.15, CFI = .972, RMSEA = .058, SRMR = .048.
While the regression parameters were similar to the model above for the single predictors
(Boc=.72; fgc = .46, p < .001), the regression parameter of the interaction term was zero
(Bocrge = .00, p =.99). This indicates that the association between SRK and OC is independent
from the real knowledge of persons.

Overclaiming as a Form of Creative Engagement

Finally, we modeled overclaiming and self-reported knowledge together with
openness-creativity, divergent thinking, and originality. According to this perspective,
overclaiming is a byproduct of creative engagement. In this model, overclaiming and self-
reported knowledge were predicted by divergent thinking, originality, and a factor for
creativity self-reports from the openness facet of the HEXACO (Figure 4, see SM Figure 6 for
unstandardized parameters). Overclaiming was significantly predicted by openness-creativity
and self-reported knowledge was significantly predicted by divergent thinking. The predictors
of creativity and openness were able to explain 10% of the variance of overclaiming and a
total of 59% of the variance of self-reported knowledge was explained by all predictors.
Figure 4
Structural Model of Overclaiming (OC), Self-Reported Knowledge (SRK), and Divergent

Thinking (DT), Originality, and Openness
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Note. RF = Retrieval Fluency, FF = Figural Fluency, IN = Inventing Names, SA = Similar
Attributes, NI = Nicknames, CO = Combining Objects. All parameters are standardized; non-
significant coefficients are displayed with dashed lines (p < .05). n = 298; ¥?(142) = 225.38,
CFI =.975, RMSEA = .044, SRMR=.044. The model including its unstandardized parameter

estimates can be found in the supplementary material (SM Figure 6).

Discussion

The concept of overclaiming as a disposition is still vague and previous interpretations
vary broadly, although there is some agreement in the literature as to the potential use of
OCQs due to their efficient measurement properties (Dunlop et al., 2019). For our study, we
distinguished between two fractions of an OCQ, namely, overclaiming (that is, mean
familiarity ratings of foils) and self-reported knowledge (that is, mean familiarity ratings of
reals). We linked both constructs with four perspectives on of what responses on OCQs might
be reflective: self-enhancement tendencies (Paulhus et al., 2003), a cognitive processing bias
due to the plausibility of foils (Miller & Moshagen, 2018; Paulhus, 2011), a “practical
measure of global cognitive ability” (Paulhus & Harms, 2004, p. 311), and a form of creative

engagement. The purpose of the present study was to critically test these interpretations and to
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strengthen the evidence with respect to the relation between overclaiming, self-reported
knowledge, openness, and creative abilities. To understand individual differences in
overclaiming and their antecedents, covariates, and consequences, we compiled an OCQ out
of an existing measurement and newly-developed items that covers broad areas of knowledge
and embedded overclaiming in the nomological net of cognitive abilities (gc and gf),
personality (honesty-humility), faking ability, and creative abilities (divergent thinking and
originality) and openness-creativity. Next, we discuss our results considering a scaffold of
different interpretations of overclaiming behavior and address their implications.
Overclaiming as a self-enhancement tendency

The first perspective pictures overclaiming as a self-enhancement motivation (Paulhus
et al., 2003), that is, describing oneself (deliberately) in a more positive manner. The urge to
fake good (Ziegler, 2011) and therefore positively misrepresent oneself might be one of the
possible explanations for self-enhancement (Bing et al., 2011; Feeney & Goffin, 2015; Kam
et al., 2015), as well as the personality factor of honesty-humility. From this perspective, a
person claims to have knowledge that they actually do not have (Paulhus, 1984; Paulhus &
Reid, 1991) to appear more positive. Hence, we predicted that overclaiming should be more
salient in individuals who on the one hand score low in trait honesty-humility as self-serving
presentation corresponds with low honesty-humility scores (de Vries et al., 2014), and on the
other hand are good at faking (i.e., score high on faking ability). However, our results show
that individual differences in overclaiming could neither be explained by honesty-humility
scores, nor by the ability to fake. The result for the association between overclaiming and
honesty-humility fits into the broad spectrum of research regarding this association so far
(e.g., Dunlop et al., 2019; Miller & Moshagen, 2019, Steger et al., 2020). Although this
current null result provokes the endorsement of an interpretation of overclaiming that
understands it as more as a mere self-enhancement reflection, we want to mention that our

research design was conducted in a low stakes setting, after all.
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Overclaiming as a cognitive bias

Overclaiming has been seen as reflecting some sort of cognitive processing bias
(Mdller & Moshagen, 2018; Paulhus, 2011), possibly leading to a familiarity experience with
terms that is based on morphologic or syntactic characteristics, rather than on actual
reflections of one’s knowledge (or deliberate faking when reporting one’s knowledge). In the
present study, the foils used to assess overclaiming were designed to be dissimilar from
existing words to prevent remedies between foils and reals from being present in the OCQ—
while still being aware that the validity of an overclaiming measure highly depends on the
quality of foils (Ackerman & Ellingsen, 2014). Please note that within this approach, it is
essential to distinguish between mean effects (i.e., all subjects are equally vulnerable to
cognitive biases) and individual differences effects (i.e., measures that differ with respect to
provoking cognitive biases are not perfectly related to each other and differ in their
correlations with covariates). Obviously, one option to further test this theoretical stance in
future studies is to manipulate morphologic and syntactic features of foils. Tricking
participants into believing they know certain foils that mimic existing terms raises the
question of why some participants are more prone to produce biased answers than others.
With our present results, it is difficult to clearly support or refute this notion, but we are
confident that future studies will more thoroughly investigate this idea.
Overclaiming as a proxy for cognitive abilities

In line with the literature, we again found that mean familiarity ratings of foils were
unrelated with knowledge (Hullr et al., 2011; 2014). By embedding overclaiming into a
nomological net of cognitive abilities, we were able to show again that overclaiming strongly
predicts self-reported knowledge (Hulur et al., 2011; 2014), whereas gc moderately predicted
self-reported knowledge. These findings are in line with previous meta-analytic findings
(Freund & Kasten, 2012), implying that the immediate self-report of knowledge in the form of

rating one’s familiarity with real words is biased and, arguably, of limited utility in an applied
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context. With the current data, we cannot support the idea that self-reported knowledge in
terms of mean familiarity ratings offer an economical tool for indexing cognitive abilities,
since self-reported knowledge is confounded by overclaiming and only moderately explained
by actual knowledge. By and large, overclaiming and self-reported knowledge are akin to
measures of self-reported typical behavior—a measurement approach with which constructs
of maximal cognitive effort such as fluid or crystallized intelligence cannot be captured. We
suggest that—especially in light of previous studies also reporting low or moderate
associations between overclaiming, OC bias, self-reported knowledge, OC accuracy, and gf
and gc (Halur et al., 2011, 2014; Paulhus & Harms, 2004)—overclaiming as a phenomenon
has a more complex nature: if someone is knowledgeable, overclaiming might tell us more
about their personality, as this person might overclaim intentionally in order to appear
positively. In contrast to that, overclaiming might reflect something more akin to maximal
performance if someone less capable authentically reports what he or she think they know.
Correspondingly, future studies investigating overclaiming should carefully consider on how
to approach the assessment of this phenomenon.
Overclaiming as a form of creative engagement

Finally, overclaiming behavior was also discussed as the result of intellectual and
creative investment traits (Dunlop et al., 2017; Hullr et al., 2011, 2014). This theoretical
stance originates from the idea that overclaiming might arise due to more creative persons
letting their fantasy flow. According to this perspective, subjectively new and unknown
concepts—such as uncommon words, phrases, or neologisms—attract engagement and
elaboration from open-minded, creative people, making them more vulnerable to claim
familiarity with foils. However, our results show that overclaiming is not substantially
predicted by facets of creative ability (divergent thinking and originality). As participants with

the ability to fluently produce divergent solutions to a given problem might more easily sense
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a familiarity to one of those words, they could also be more prone to overclaim. On the other
hand, the results showed that overclaiming was significantly predicted by openness-creativity.

Please note that openness moderately predicted overclaiming. This result joins the
ranks of the hitherto inconclusive literature on the relation between openness and
overclaiming and corroborates the evidence that there indeed is a weak connection between
being open towards the unknown and overclaiming one’s level of knowledge. Given the only
moderate magnitude of this relation, we infer trying to understand overclaiming exclusively in
terms of openness is futile, but that an open personality can contribute to overclaiming
behavior.
Conclusion

Taken together, the test development and the presented pattern of results, which are in
line with the literature (e.g., Ackerman & Ellingesen, 2014; Bing et al., 2011; Dunlop et al.,
2017; Dunlop et al., 2019; Hllur et al., 2011; Paulhus et al., 2003), support that we developed
a psychometrically-sound OCQ. In contrast to the prevalent signal detection scoring, we
distinguish self-reported knowledge from overclaiming in terms of the mean familiarity
ratings of reals and foils, which is a straightforward approach to assess and score
overclaiming. Although a substantial amount of variance between overclaiming and self-
reported knowledge was shared, according to our results, this shared variance cannot be
attributed to a common underlying factor for both types of items (foils vs. reals). In our study,
we applied confirmatory factor analysis and discussed four competing perspectives on
overclaiming and its nature. Based on our multivariate study, we were able to test competing
perspectives on overclaiming. However, the design of our study did not allow for direct
testing of overclaiming as a cognitive processing bias, or for discussing overclaiming in light
of various application contexts, such as high stakes settings.

In sum, we have organized the state of the literature into four competing theoretical

accounts, applied a comprehensive test battery including a variety of covariates, and evaluated
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structural equation models designed to capture the competing theoretical perspectives. We
have shown that a) overclaiming is neither predicted by honesty-humility nor faking ability
and therefore reflects something different than mere self-enhancement tendencies; b) carefully
constructed foils allow reliable measurement of overclaiming, which is not best taken as
indicating a cognitive processing bias; ¢) overclaiming is not predicted by crystallized
intelligence, is highly predictive of self-reported knowledge, and self-reported knowledge is
hence not suitable as an index of or a proxy for cognitive ability (more specifically
crystallized intelligence); and d) overclaiming is not predicted by divergent thinking and
originality, and moderately predicted by self-reported openness for creativity, indicating that
overclaiming does not reflect creative ability. In conclusion, we have shed light into the
nomological net of overclaiming by showing that it is highly predictive of what we think we
know (self-reported knowledge), and by showing that no single theoretical perspective offers

an exhaustive explanation of overclaiming behavior.
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