How social desirability moderates the sex differences
in physical aggression throughout the life span
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INTRODUCTION
Several studies have shown that personality changes across the life
course (e.g., McCrae, Martin, & Costa, 2005; Soto, John, Gosling &
Potter, 2011). Although these changes have been interpreted in terms of
better emotional regulation and increased maturity, Soubelet &
Salthouse (2011) recently proposed that they may reflect the effects of
age-related changes in social desirability (SD) on certain personality
dimensions, because they rely on self-reported data. The effects of agerelated changes in social desirability have often been reported and it
seems that there is a tendency among elderly people to present
themselves favourably, in such a way that they have higher scores on
SD than young and middle-aged adults (Dijkstra, Smit, & Comijs, 2001;
Ray, 1988; Stöeber, 2001).
Sexual selection theory proposes that sex differences in physical
aggression are due to greater competition for reproduction in males

than in females, which leads males to use more risky strategies. This
difference seems to peak around 20-30 years old, which is consistent
with this theory. As a consequence of this theory, sex differences
should decrease with age and reach a minimum in the elderly.
Nevertheless, only one study has focused on sex differences in
aggression in the elderly (Morales-Vives & Vigil-Colet 2010). It found
that although sex differences were present in physical aggression, the
effect size was small and lower than the effect sizes obtained in
younger samples.
Taking into account that recent studies have found that
aggression measures are highly affected by social desirability, of which
elderly samples (especially women) have high levels, the present study
analyses sex differences in physical aggression using a new test which
has been developed with a method that provides measures free of
social desirability.
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This study involved the participation of 1600 participants (68%
women and 32% men) aged between 14 and 97 years old (M = 32.5; S.D.
= 22.2).
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Figure 4. Physical aggression and age

The Indirect-Direct Aggression Questionnaire (I-DAQ, Ruiz-Pamies et
al., 2012): it has 23 content items and the 4 markers of SD proposed
by Ferrando et al. (2009), and negatively keyed items for controlling
acquiescence on each scale.
The Mini Examen Cognoscitivo (MEC, Lobo et al; 1999) is an
Spanish adaptation of the Mini-Mental Status Examination (MMSE,
Folstein et al., 1975). This questionnaire is a quick test for screening
cognitive function deficits in the elderly. This test was used with those
participants who were more than 60 years old.

Figure 5. Physical aggression (men and women)

Figure 3. Verbal aggression and age

Procedure
Figure 6. Indirect aggression and age

Various strategies were used to collect the sample:
(1) Groups of adolescents in their classroom.
(2) Students at university in their classrooms.
(3) Workers of different companies.
(4) Participants during academic university activities for graduates/adults.
(5) Elderly people in their nursing homes and specially-designed
university courses.

Table 1. Correlations with age

Physical Verbal
Control
-,189
-,082
Without Control -,276
-,249

DISCUSSION

Indirect Overall
-,151
-,199
-,270
-,342

REFERENCES
Dijkstra, W., Smit, J.H. & Comijs, H.C. (2001). Using social desirability scales in research among the
elderly. Quality & Quantity 35, 107–115.

The results showed that when social desirability is controlled, the
expected high sex differences in physical aggression are found in
adolescence and the first years of adulthood, while these differences
are not found or are almost negligible in late adulthood and old age.

Lobo, P., Saz, P., Marcos, G., Día, J.L., de la Cámara, C., Ventura, T., Morales, F., Fernando, L.,
Montañes, J.A., & Aznar, S. (1999). Revalidation and norms of the mini-examen cognoscitivo
in elderly people. Medicina Clínica, 112, 767–774.
McCrae, R.R., Martin, T.A., & Costa, P.T., Jr. (2005). Age trends and age norms for the NEO
Personality Inventory-3 in adolescents and adults. Assessment, 12, 363–373.
Morales-Vives, F., & Vigil-Colet, A. (2010). Are there sex differences in physical aggression in the
elderly?. Personality and Individual Differences, 49, 659–662.
Ray, J.J. (1988). Lie scales and the elderly. Personality and Individual Differences, 9 , 417–418.

The results seem to show that when social desirability is controlled
sex differences in physical aggression throughout the life span fit with
sexual selection theory.

Ruiz-Pamies, M., Lorenzo-Seva, U., Morales-Vives, F., Cosi, S., & Vigil-Colet, A. (2012). 'Correcting
response bias in personality measures: Does it matter? V European Congress of
Methodology, Santiago de Compostela, 17-20th July, (paper).
Soto, C.J., John, O.P., Gosling, S.D., & Potter, J. (2011). Age Differences in Personality Traits From
10 to 65: Big Five Domains and Facets in a Large Cross-Sectional Sample. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 10. 330–348.
Stöber, J. (2001). The Social Desirability Scale-17 (SDS-17) Convergent Validity, Discriminant
Validity, and Relationship with Age. European Journal of Psychological Assessment, 17, 222232.

