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Abstract

Honesty, defined as freedom from fraud or deception, is widely valued in many
aspects of life, from personal relationships to professional settings. Yet acts of dis-
honesty remain widespread, including political and corporate scandals, misinforma-
tion, personal betrayal, and so on. Understanding honesty and the factors that
influence it provides insights that are essential for fostering trust and combating
corruption. In this review, we synthesize key findings from research on honesty,
focusing on when people choose to be truthful or deceptive. We argue that although
much is known about honesty in isolated, low-risk contexts, an urgent need exists to
study honesty in more complex, realistic settings, such as those involving inter-
personal relationships, potential sanctions, or group influences. Our proposed fra-
mework highlights understudied contexts and encourages future studies to explore
settings where enforcement and social dynamics play a significant role in decision-
making. To do so, we point out 66 open research questions that we find most pro-
mising to explore. By integrating insights from multiple disciplines, we aim to advance
the understanding of honesty and provide a roadmap for research that can inform
policies and interventions to promote integrity in society.
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Honesty—defined as being free from fraud or deception (Merriam-
Webster, 2024)—is arguably one of the most valued human qualities. In
romantic relationships, friendships, workplaces, and organizations, people
seek out genuine and trustworthy partners. These qualities foster colla-
boration and help build lasting relationships. As William Shakespeare aptly
put it, “There is no inheritance so rich as honesty” (Shakespeare, 2019;
All’s Well That Ends Well, Act 3, Scene 5).

The study of honesty continues to be relevant. From ethical scandals
that expose dishonest politicians and business leaders, to misinformation
and fake news in (social) media, to infidelity in relationships, acts of dis-
honesty are common. Understanding scientifically when people are honest
and when they are not informs those fighting corruption, fraud, and public
distrust. Such scientific efforts not only reveal why individuals choose to act
truthfully or lie, but also identify conditions that promote honesty. Because
trust is fundamental to societal stability, promoting honesty is essential to
rebuilding trust in institutions and in each other. Policymakers, organiza-
tions, and individuals often use insights from this line of work to create
transparent systems and promote ethical behavior.

Dishonesty can be driven by expressive or instrumental motivations
(Dunning, 2015). When driven by expressive motivation, dishonesty fulfills
immediate goals. Such behaviors are common and widespread. Indeed (for a
review, see Hofmann & Grigoryan, 2023) examined morality in everyday
life and found most immoral acts are associated with harm and injustice,
meaning they may be motivated by the immediate goal of inflicting suftering
on others. Similarly, dishonestly spreading misinformation is driven by the
immediate goal of facilitating partisanship (Effron & Helgason, 2022).
However, when dishonesty is driven by instrumental motivation, the goal is
future-oriented and typically a means to another end—most often financial
gain, for example, when considering embezzlement, corruption, and fraud.

Here, we review the current state of research on the science of (dis)
honesty and suggest directions for future study. Our review focuses on (dis)
honest behavior driven by instrumental motivations, such as financial gain,
and is grounded in the behavioral ethics literature. In short, we argue that
we know a lot about people’s (dis)honesty in a very specific context,
namely, when people make decisions that affect only themselves, without
fear of being sanctioned for lying. We know much less about more realistic
contexts in which lying may lead to sanctions, and in which people’s lies
may influence, or sometimes depend on, others. Our framework calls for
more research on these less well-understood, but very relevant, contexts.



244 Shaul Shalvi et al.

E 1. The state of the art: People are rather honest, but
not always

Fifteen years of behavioral research on honesty suggests that although
people tend to be quite honest, they are not always (Abeler et al., 2019;
Stephens-Davidowitz, 2017). Two seminal studies (Fischbacher & Follmi-
Heusi, 2013; Mazar et al., 2008) have led the way in examining the motives
behind people’s propensity to lie. Using a variety of experimental tasks,
both papers made an important finding: when individuals can lie to increase
their own gains without risk of detection or punishment, many still refrain
from lying to the maximum extent possible. Moreover, a significant frac-
tion of individuals will resist lying even for substantial rewards, such as €150
for a single lie (Hilbig & Thielmann, 2017).

From a rational economic perspective, this behavior is puzzling. When
no risk of detection or punishment exists, one would expect people to seize
the opportunity to maximize their returns by lying. An important expla-
nation for why people refrain from lying is their desire to maintain a
positive self-image. In other words, even when people lie, they still want to
perceive themselves as moral.

According to the psychological framework of self-maintenance (e.g.,
Mazar et al., 2008), dishonest behavior creates an internal conflict between
two opposing goals. On the one hand, people highly value their morality
(Greenwald, 1980; Sanitioso et al., 1990) and strive to maintain it as a
central aspect of their self~-image (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Rosenberg et al.,
1995). On the other hand, when the opportunity to benefit from lying
arises, resisting the temptation is difficult. Caught between a rock and a
hard place, this internal tension—referred to as ethical dissonance—poses a
serious threat to people’s self-concept and moral identity (Barkan et al.,
2015). The observation that people cheat, but only to a certain extent
(e.g., Gneezy et al., 2018; Hochman et al., 2016; Mazar et al., 2008; Shalvi
et al., 2011), reflects a solution whereby people benefit from lying while
perceiving themselves as moral (Shalvi et al., 2015).

The extent to which people avoid lying depends largely on the context
in which they face the temptation. When lying benefits only those who lie,
people limit their lying (Abeler et al., 2019; Gerlach et al., 2019). How-
ever, a study by Leib et al. (2021) found that when lying requires colla-
boration—when two or more people must lie together—about one-fifth of
their 2716 participants lied to the fullest extent possible, engaging in what
has been termed “collaborative dishonesty” (Weisel & Shalvi, 2015).
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Collaborating with others appears to provide a justification for lying,
especially when doing so benefits the group to which one belongs (Shalvi
& de Dreu, 2014). Similarly, when lying benefits others, even when col-
laboration is not required, people lie more than they would if lying did not
benefit others (Conrads et al., 2013; Klein et al., 2017; Wiltermuth, 2011).

Self=serving justifications, such as benefiting another person, shape how
much people lie. Consider, for example, the die-under-cup task used by
Shalvi et al. (2011) to study the role of self-serving justifications (see Fig. 1).
Building on the task introduced by Fischbacher and Follmi-Heusi (2013),
participants were asked to privately roll a die under a paper cup to
determine their pay. Shalvi et al. (2011) paid participants according to the
number they reported rolling; reporting a “1” meant earning US$1,
reporting a “2” meant earning US$2, and so on until reporting a “6”
resulted in earning US$6. If participants are honest, they should report the
number they observed. With a large enough sample and a fair dice, the
distribution of reported outcomes, assuming honesty, should be flat. A
similar proportion of participants should report 1s, 2s, 3s, 4s, 5s, and 6s. If
all participants are dishonestly trying to maximize their payoft, they should
all report “6.”

A key variation in the study was the number of dice rolls participants were
able to observe before reporting. When participants rolled only once, their
lying was minimal. However, when they were allowed to roll three times and
report only the result of the first roll, lying increased. The logic is that with
multiple rolls, participants could justify lying by reporting a higher number
that appeared on one of the rolls that does not count for pay. In this scenario,

Fig. 1 Die-under-cup task. Participants roll a die under a cup, report the outcome, and
receive payment according to the number they report. Because participants are the
only ones who see the rolls, they can cheat to increase payoffs. Reprinted from Shalvi,
S., Dana, J., Handgraaf, M. J. J., & De Dreu, C. K. (2011). “Justified ethicality: Observing
desired counterfactuals modifies ethical perceptions and behavior.” Organizational
Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 115, p. 184. Copyright 2011 by Elsevier.
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reporting a counterfactual—an observed higher number that did not
count—seemed to provide participants with a moral buffer that made dis-
honesty feel more justified than simply making up a number. Relatedly, as the
baseline probability of winning increases, people are more likely to lie and
report winning (Schild et al., 2020).

Aggregate evidence suggests self-serving justifications significantly
influence the extent to which people lie. A meta-analysis by Abeler et al.
(2019) examined the die-rolling task described above, where participants
were either instructed to roll the die once before reporting the result or
were allowed to roll multiple times but only report the result of the first
roll. Although this variation was not randomly assigned as in Shalvi et al.
(2011), it still provided insight into how observing additional die rolls
affects honesty. Meta-analytic results from a large sample (N =44,390)
suggest multiple rolls do indeed lead to higher, more dishonest reports.
Participants who were asked to roll only once were significantly more
honest than those who were allowed to roll multiple times.

Further support for the positive influence of self-serving justifications
on lying comes from cross-cultural research (N = 2568 participants), which
shows that in societies where rule-breaking is more common, participants’
reports on the dice-rolling task (in which lying is assessed at the aggregate
level) closely resembled the distribution that would be expected if they had
reported the highest of the dice-roll outcomes that they observed, rather
than the outcome of the first dice roll that they were supposed to report
(Schulz & Gichter, 2016). This finding suggests that in cultures that are
more tolerant of dishonesty, people are more likely to use self-serving
justifications.

However, results from online adaptations of the dice-rolling task have
been mixed. Some studies, such as Baro, Verschuere, and Nieper (working
paper), found multiple rolls led to more dishonesty than a single roll, whereas
others, such as Ay et al. (2024), did not observe this effect. These incon-
sistencies suggest potential differences between laboratory and online settings
may influence the level of dishonesty and warrant further investigation to
understand how context aftects lying behavior (see Lilleholt et al., 2020).

Although the above summary of the current state of the art is not
exhaustive, it represents the generally accepted way of conceptualizing and
studying (dis)honesty. As we point out in the remainder of the manuscript,
over the past 15 years, scholars have mostly (but not exclusively) focused on
settings in which individuals can lie or be honest without being monitored
and/or punished for lying. Our review suggests many interesting insights
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have emerged from such work and that several recent lines of work suggest
expanding this scope can lead to a better understanding of when and why
people lie.

2. Identifying gaps in knowledge: A new framework

A major gap in our understanding of honesty lies in the extensive
focus on studying behavior in a “laboratory context”—specifically, a
context in which individuals act in isolation and their lies cannot be
detected. Much of the existing behavioral evidence on (dis)honesty comes
from such a laboratory setting. A key advantage of such a setting is that it
allows researchers to examine how image concerns shape dishonesty. The
premise is straightforward: if people refrain from lying even when they
know their lies will not be detected or punished, they are likely concerned
with maintaining a positive self-image. Accordingly, limiting one’s dis-
honesty likely reflects a desire to maintain an honest self-concept
(Hochman et al., 2021).

Although these findings are intriguing, social psychology, experimental
economics, and related disciplines aim to model real-world behavior
through laboratory experiments. Outside the lab, the probability of being
caught in a lie is rarely zero (although it can sometimes be very low), and
people do not know what that probability is (Thielmann & Hilbig, 2018).
Moreover, dishonesty in everyday life is often relational. People’s lies often
involve others, either through collaboration or by relying on others’ tol-
erance of deceptive behavior.

To address these shortcomings, we introduce a framework that includes
two dimensions: enforcement, or the likelihood that lying will be detected
and punished (ranging from low to high), and the context in which
decisions are made (ranging from solitary to relational), as shown in Fig. 2.
The figure shows most research focuses on the upper-left quadrant—where
enforcement is low and individuals make decisions in isolation—whereas
much less is known about the other quadrants. Our proposed framework
encourages the field to explore more realistic settings where enforcement
mechanisms are in place (and punishment is possible) and where decisions
may involve larger groups. We demonstrate the utility of this framework
by reviewing relevant research that provides (preliminary) support for the
key ideas we propose in each section, and by identifying open research
questions in psychology and related fields.
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Fig. 2 Novel conceptual framework: (dis)honesty as a function of level of enforcement
and decision-making context.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 introduces
a framework that highlights both well-researched areas and gaps in the
literature; Section 3 reviews findings on (dis)honesty in five key areas and
shows how the framework can bridge existing knowledge gaps. These areas
include the structure of relationships between individuals (Section 3.1:
interdependence, intragroup processes), relationship aspects (Section 3.2:
social norms, trust, gossip); individual differences (Section 3.3: personality,
beliefs, justifications, dynamic personality theories, care for honesty vs. pro-
sociality, gender), cognitive processes (Section 3.4: ethical dissonance,
attention, perspective-taking, automatic vs. controlled behavior, embodied
cognition), and situational factors (Section 3.5: honesty pledges, artificial
intelligence). Finally, Section 4 provides concluding remarks.

2.1 Enforcement and compliance

Enforcement mechanisms—acts that compel compliance with a rule—can
reduce dishonesty. Enforcement is typically viewed as the product of the
probability of detection multiplied by the severity of the punishment for
dishonesty (Becker, 1968). Although empirical crime studies have found
consistent evidence that the probability of punishment is more important
than its severity (Chalfin & McCrary, 2017; Doob & Webster, 2003;
Nagin, 2013), most experimental studies have found no effect for the
probability of detection (e.g., Mazar et al., 2008) or have found stronger
effects for the severity of punishment than for the probability of detection
(e.g., Anderson & Stafford, 2003; Thielmann & Hilbig, 2018). One pos-
sible explanation for this discrepancy is the gap between these experimental
studies and real-world settings. Most research on dishonesty focuses on
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tasks in which people have limited opportunities to lie, meaning studies of
sustained deterrence are relatively rare (Gerlach & Teodorescu, 2022). In
real-world situations, however, decisions are often repeated, making an
understanding of sustained deterrence crucial for predicting dishonest
behavior outside of the laboratory.

Focusing on sustained deterrence, Teodorescu et al. (2021) manipulated
both the probability of detection and the amount of punishment, while
holding the expected punishment constant. The authors created environ-
ments in which participants repeatedly encountered temptations to increase
their payoffs by providing dishonest answers. Initially, participants provided
answers without external enforcement, allowing a baseline level of honesty
to be established. Later, an enforcement mechanism was introduced: parti-
cipants’ answers were checked with a certain probability, and dishonest
reports resulted in fines. The study compared two enforcement policies:
infrequent large fines versus frequent small fines. Both enforcement strategies
increased honesty, but frequent small fines were far more effective, especially
among the most dishonest participants in the no-enforcement phase.

These results suggest the frequency of enforcement is a stronger pre-
dictor of honesty than the severity of punishment. This pattern of results is
consistent with empirical studies of crime, which show crime rates are
more sensitive to the frequency of rule enforcement than to the severity of
punishment (Chalfin & McCrary, 2017; Doob & Webster, 2003; Nagin,
2013). Thus, studying environments with repeated temptations to lie
provides a more ecologically valid setting for understanding how external
enforcement shapes honesty.

In real-world contexts, the frequency of enforcement is not constant and
may vary across time and place. This scenario can result from adjustments in
enforcement resources, such as increasing or decreasing surveillance or shifting
focus to “crime hot spots” (Weisburd et al., 2023). As summarized in Table 1,
a critical question for future research is the extent to which dishonest behavior
adapts to changes in enforcement frequency. The findings of Teodorescu et al.
(2021) suggest individuals may be highly responsive to very low detection
rates, but less adaptive to changes when enforcement is moderate or high.
Interestingly, research on tax evasion has shown the experience of being
audited and punished shapes people’s decisions to cheat in the future. For
example, Kastlunger et al. (2009) found compliance decreases after being
audited. This behavior is referred to as the “bomb crater effect,” according
to which people tend to underestimate the likelihood of being punished
shortly after enforcement (Mittone, 2006; see also Plonsky et al., 2015).



.Jsueatr oy sogmsn( pud o, e SJATPq JO UIIOY ) Iopun 3o
{200z ‘eInpueg) JUITISEUISIP [eIOUT JATIOI[OD O) PLI] ALTUI—IDUIS
10 Ansnpur o) wr “S-o—syuatuonaud aannadwod A3y Mo 0]
3 jo uondoosrad paonpar 01 sped] Suneayd PIzZIUNNOI MOH 6
039 ‘syre ur 400&8 e ‘syx0ds ur JEO%.

e SAeM JUIQJIP UT J[ISIT SISAYTUETH SUNELIYD JO 2IMIND € MOF '§

a1y 031 uonerodood)
wox] KISaUOYSI(]
ur $9ss9001 dnoidenuy g'1°¢

suondodop douanpur (10puad

10 ANIqeYNULPT I} 3°9)  WMOIA, | 9T} JO SONSLIOLIETD ) Op MOF] “/
¢Ambo 103 suoneanowr Yim

odwos suoneanow SUIATIS-J[s AQ UIALIP uondaddp sI0p MOH ‘9

oouopuadopioyu] ['1°¢  ormonns diysuoneRy] 1°¢

¢KouaTuay sy

J10[dxa s109¢[01A Tenualod Op ‘0s JT puy (sonTeuad 2I9AS THIM PIOE] TDYM
JuTRDIOJUD Jo Aouanboy oy 9onpar s103eINPS PUE SIDIOJUID ME[ O(T G
$OOURIAP PISEIOUT

JO $109p2 aanedou Tenuatod ozrumumu juottystund jo sodA) YoM
Auouystund Jo pooyreyT o 10

uon22Iop JO pooyIRYI 3 ueIrodiur 10U ST 10308] YOIyM quatuysiund
U J[NS9I AJIIESS09U JOU SIOP IOTARY( ISIUOTSIP JO TOMIAIAP UM\ “C
JoImng Iedu o) U ureSe Jydned 3uraq Jo pOOYTA paAradIad

) OUWINUT IOTARY( ISQUOYSTP UT SULSeSuo JySned Suroq soop MOF ¢
¢(dniqe “sa renpeid “3-9) a8ueyd o Jo paads ap uo Surpuado(T.

(U8 *sa mof “3'9) saruanbayy juatedIoJU Jo d3uer Ay uo Jurpuada(]- Kysouo
¢Kouanboxy SUnowWoIJ UT JUIUIIIIOFUY souerduros
JUIUIIDIOJUD UT SISUBYD 0) IOTARYIQ ISQUOYSIP ST dandepe MOF] '] JO SSOUAATIOIPH YT, "1'1°C pue JuduwadIouyg '
suonsanb ysieasas uadp uondasqns uoIPag

‘'suonsanb yoieasas uadQ | 9|qel



(panunuo)

¢Lasouoy uo (disso3 o rearpy oy Surouorradxo AJorowa

uer 1oyaer) drssoS Jo 1081e) o3 SUTIO59q JO $IDS Y3 oI JBYA\ ST
s3uneayd aAaneroqe[[od 10y s1owred AJnuapr 0y pasn aq dissos ue)) ¢
¢hasouor 109e

pern disso8 oy ur souspuadopiarur Jo surened JUAIIPIP Op MOH €T
¢hasouoy 10age disso3 ojenooeur (A[enuajod) soop mOH ‘¢g

disson ¢'z'¢

SUONRULIOJ

1SN UT UOTssa1dX JO SULIOJ SNOLIEA S)I PUE UONOTD JO S[OX A STIBYA "[C
$30U JI ST T0—I0ISOUE UOUIIOD

o) pue sade 18913 IYI—SIATIL[OT SUTAT] ISISO[D INO TPIM PITLTS UIAD
Arenuod ‘sormyno ssoxoe Teruars 9doouod TRty [ESIOATUN © 3SnT) ST ")
snn 01 Sunnqrnuod s1030e) Aewnn pue Newurxoid Ay re YN 61
ssnn pue ‘oouerdurod

‘uonezirejod usomioq dIYSUONIE[OI ) UYIP oM UEd MOF] "]
¢PaATEOUO0D oq TnwmMdo Ue YONs Ued MOy pue

suonmnsur pue a7doad ueam19q 1sn1 Jo [2A9] [ermndo oYy STIRYAN L]

WOLL CTE

*AysouoysIp 2onpal 03 FuISpnuU-ULIOU dFeIdAJ] 0) MOE] ‘9]
*A1S9UOTSIP JO 1X9JUOD ) UT dI¢ SWIOU  AYONS,, MO "G
*A3SOUOSIP UT saFuetd

PUE SULIOU JBID0S UT sa3Ueyd UamIaq drysuone[or onueuk( "+

Kisouoy

(stp) \3 pa109ge a1e pue
109f€ SULIOU [EID0S MO [°C'€C

sdiysuoneror Surpurq
ony3 [eos Y], 7°¢

*JX9JUOD [eUONE[oT

A8 e ur A3SoUOysTp SUnEquIod Ul 9ANDIPS ST Judtystund 1oy ‘¢
‘(s)dmyszoquuota dnoi3 pue Lsouoysip jo sodA) meam1oq uondRINU] 7]
*Kasouoysip soouanpur uonisodurod 1opuad sdnoid mop ‘1]

Ksouoysi(]
ur $9ss9001 dnoidiouy ¢'1°¢



$KISOUOTSIP JO IOARJ UT SIUSWINGIE S U 0) aInsodxa 03 anp

SUTA] UoWIOM JO POOYTAYI] ) 9sedIOUT suonderaur dnois o] "G¢
JUQWI URY) UAWOM UT AISOUOT JUTSLIIOUT

uo 10edwr 1018918 € 2Ry UONIANIP Jo Aiqissod oYy sA0(] H¢

SurA]
UL SOOUAIPIP I9PUdD) 4°¢°¢C

sharerdos-oxd pue A1souoy uoamiaq parenats st duerduwiod MO “¢¢

Aperoos-o1 Isuredy
A1souo] FO Surper], ur
SOOURIPI(T [ENPIAIPU] "¢ ¢7¢C

$OTIIRUAp paje[aI-Teod Aq poure[dxo oq I01ARYq

1SOUOT[(SIP) UT SIOUIIIPIP [oAd[-u0s1od ued 99139p 1eym OJ, ‘7§
n.ﬂmow JueAdaI-Aysouoy(stp) Ienonied

Jo Anpiqereae o) Surareo1ad 10 ‘proae 10 urene o) AIIqe It

ur 3urAdr[eq ‘Surnpea o surra) ur JIp ojdoad op 20130p 1eYMm O, "¢
¢ (uonenirs

o uo Surpuadop) auo 1 Aq Afenuaod 10 ‘Aisouoysip £q
‘Aasouoy AqQ paied[Ioe] A[[e1ouad oIe s[eod IJI[-[eaI JO SpUry LY\ "0¢
sKasouory se

[ons syren) erowr Surdpopun swstuerdat Arenosiod o) o1 1Y M 67
SSPOYIOW JUIIIIP

Jo suod pue soxd o) oI Jeym pue ‘I A[Tep U AISQUOYSIp pue
Asouoy [nySurueowr o1n3ded 03 PaIIns 159q dIL SPOTPAUW YOI\ ST

sorwreuA ([
Arfeuosiog pue A1sQUOH g'¢ ¢

Jsuonoues Jo

SSOUAATIRR /ATIqeqold oty pue AIEdTI0 SIOYIO 03 SULIINJAI 2501
Aqreroadso ‘syarpoq Surdynsnl odeys s10108J 1X9)JUOI-[L10S YOI /T
¢(poq 10) 101ARYDq [eITROUN pIemo) o[doad durpur Afrenpeid
sjo1[eq Op 10 ‘sparpaq Surkynsnl adope spenprarpur [esryroun o "9g

suoneognsn(
pue ‘sjorpq ‘Areuosig 1°¢°¢ SOOUSIHIP [enpIAIPU] ¢°¢

suonsanb yoieasas uadp

uondasqns uondas
(puo2) ‘suonsanb yoiessas usadQ L s|qeL



(panuuod)

¢s1o130 Jo A3souoysip o[qegusnfun pue d[qegnsnl

Joo[1940 03 Aoudpual s a[doad sonpax A1souoy SurdIoJud SIO(T "9f
¢pagnsal st

I 9AQT[2q A9T]) TAYM SIIO JO AISOUOTSIP 1) Joo[Taao a[doad o(T "G
SPIUSIE dT8 SIATIUIOUT UIYM

$3UII9S 9ATBIOQER[[0S 1dNII0D UT UOWUO0D d10W §10ds puIq 21y
shasouoysip woyy Sunygouaq Afeuosiad mnoyim

Suoim op 03 painssaxd uaym syods purq moys ajdoad o ‘¢
¢purq Aeore ordoad oyeur jeatd s1o10 Surarsqo ue)) gy
$SITAUIUOITATUD

1dni10o ur o310w0 03 A[PYI 210w sjods pur[q [BINMPR 1Y ‘[

uonuIMY g'h'¢

¢1oA9] dnoid oty 18 19doax9Ied [eIOW B SE UOTOUNJ dOULUOSSIP STYI
UED MOV PUE ‘QOUBUOSSIP [EITYID JANII[[OD JINSEIUL 9M UED MOF] “(f
ssouareme—J[os pue AIqisia paared1ad Suruaydoy Aqa1atp
QOUBUOSSIP [EITID S JENPIATPUT Uk 95ea10UT sdN0IS Op SUONIPUOD Jeym
Iopu) 'q {USFESUSSIP 03 SUIPLI] ‘9OULUOSSIP [EITID S [ENPIATPUT
ue Jerad[e sdnoid op sUOHIPUOD JeyYM IOPU[) "B JOOUBUOSSIP [EIIID
30O 20oua1IadXo S [ENPIAIPUT UL 109 JUIWIA[OAUT dNoIS S0P MO "6¢
$9OURIINIOP WINWIIXEW JAJIYOE O) PIUIUIOD

90 JUSUIIDIOUS [EUINIXS PUE [BUIINIUL UBD MO (SI101[0d JUSWIIIOFUD
[EUI0IXO FUMSIXD JO SSOUIATIOND Y3 DULYUD (sand AIIISIA IO
SIOPUIUIAI [EIOTU SE [ONS) SWISIUBYII JUSUIIOIOJUS [EUIIUL UE)) Q¢
¢IOTARYDq ISQUOYSIP SUIA[OAUL

$JXQ)JUOD UI UOHBANOW JISULIIUI 90NPI SIANUIIUI [BUIAIXD O( "/§
JIUQUIIDIONUD [BUINIXD JO SIYIUIQ ) PUE dIUEUOSSIP

[BOT39 JO $ISOO [EUISIUL ) UIMIIq JO-IPEI 33 SI ILYA\ 9

Q0OURUOSSI(T [eITPY ['°¢

$3ss0001d 2AnIUB0)) §°¢



¢Lasouoystp aonpax/Kisouoy sowoid

0} pasn aq DS 03 paje[aI SUOIFaI UIleIq JO UOLR[NPOW UE)) 'GG
¢Kasouoystp 2onpai/Kisauoy

owrord 01 PIsn 9q SSIUSNOTISUOI-J[3s AJIPOq UT saSueyd ue)) "¢

A3souOH (S1p) parpoquuy "¢ ¢

¢8UIAT JO 10T AU puE [ONUOD

—J[os ueamiaq drysuoneppr ayp 109t urd] Jo Axodurod o sao(] g6
¢£19m0s UT A150U07 1978213 9)01I0Id 0) STOTUIATINUT JO JUIWJO[IAID
MO[Te A1SOUOY(STP) JO SIMBU QANINIUT A} UO SIYSISUT SULSIOWD O(T "ZS
SUINI) WO 1] [[93 03 SABAM MU JO JUdWdO2AdD

MOT[e AISUOT[(STP) JO INILU IATINIUT ) UO IDUIIOS ) SIOP PUY "[G
SUONORINUT ABM-0M) ITWRUAP ‘OuUN-[eaI 03 puedxo ‘wone[ost

ur S[enprarpur 3unsa) ur paurerqo Aeord£y ‘ssurpug 1uarmd o(J ‘()G
¢Kasouoy(stp) 01 Surpuodsar [eInaU pue ‘[EIOTARY]

“10da1-Jas ur AyrousSo1a3ar] ure[dxa pue J[NEJOP [EIOW $sISse AJqer[o1
01 AITATIOOUUOD 91eI$-SUTISAT 03 dANEUIANE Io[dITS & 9193 ST "6

I0TARTDq
PO[[OTIUOD SNSIOA dEUWIOINE
ue se AISQUOH] “$'H°¢C

¢3uneat]d Jo sed ur IFeWI-J[os §,9U0 JurureIuTew

ur systsse Je)d ss9001d aanTuS0o JuikjIopun AU ST IBYA\ ‘8t
*(¢sturrou Teroos uryim drqeadaooe

ST 781} SUrIowos 10 ‘o1 [ews,, €  ‘Sut] jou,, se 31 ma1a ojdoad
Op UdYA\) ¢ B St PIATRDIad ST Jeyas pue “oIf B SOININSUOD YA “/F

2andads1dg ¢v¢

suonsanb yoieasas uadp

uondasqns uondas
(p,2u0d) suonsanb youeasas usadQ L 9qel



(panunuo)

$OATIIV0D SB PAATEdIRd JT 90uR)ISTSII 0 wSTONIdOYs pasearour se yons
‘sa8poard A1souoy Jo seouanbosuod papudurun [enualod o) a1 Jeym
PUE ‘SONTUNUITIOD UTIIM IO ‘sookofduro pue s1oSeuewr ‘suoznm pue
SITOUWIUIOA0S TUIIMII] ISNI) [enINT 19350F saSpa[d Lisouor ue)) ‘g9
¢$938pard A1soU0Y JO $SOUIATIIIJO

) JIIOPUN JeY) SWISTUEYIIW [edrSojoydAsd a1y a1e JeyAN "19
$SSOUIATIONJO ITOT[) UTEIUTEWT O) PIJIOJUIII IO PIMIUT 9

so8pard Asouoy prnoys Apuonbory mor pue ‘owm ITM YSTUTWIP A1)
Op I0 ‘t11d) SUO[ AY) 1940 151819d s95pafd A1s9U0T JO $109739 o) O(T "9
soouerduwos aaoxdur

pUE UIPING SANENSTUTUIPE JT) ONPIT 0 SWIAISAS dATIRIISTUTIIPE

pue [e39] SunsIXo 0JuT PaleIdaur oq sodpoyd A1souoy ued MOE] ‘4G
¢$93pard A1soU0Y JO $SOUIATIIIO

oy douanpur (Suryewr-uorsoap aeard ssa orqnd ‘wonnodar yse)
‘Arroaas quotuystund '3°9) S1010T] [EUONIENITS JUIIIPIP Op MOH ‘G
¢IOTARD( ISAUOYSIP SUIONPIT UT ATIOIPD IO 1e (Surn

“eu1o] ‘Surprom ¢3-9) sa8pard A1souoy Jo ssudwA[R dYrdads YN /G
$SOTIID SSAUISN IO “DOTATIS

orqnd ‘Guniodar xe) se Yons ‘s)X)U0D PIOM-[edl snolrea ur sadpayd
A1souroy Sunuotuo[diT 01 SSOUIATION PUL SIATIIR] ) IE JBYM
pue ‘suomnenIIs AJI[-[edl 03 PIZI[LIdUS 9q SUNIAS A101eI0CER 10 JUIUO
Ul poAIdsqo saSpa[d A1souoy JO $109J0 913 UED JUIIX JBYM O, "9G

sa8payd ALIsouoy “1°G'¢

S10)0%J [BUOTIBNMIIS G'¢



¢$9701 UOTIDNP [YInSs

Ul 9JeWNISI] st PIAIdIad S[00) [y I UIYM PUE IOTABYI] [EITYID
S[enprarpur 3oedwr sjoo) Uonoap Ty Jo 20uasaId a3 soop MOH 99
STYS € yons Jo saduanbasuod

o) oIk JeY A\ (SIUASE [y PIEAO) S[ENPIAIPUL WOY AeME PIYIYS
Kysouoy(sip) 10§ Aqiqisuodsar pue owre[q o1k Aym puE UYA\ "G9
¢Kasouor] ojowrord 03 sorureudp dnoid

souanpur pue sdnoid uwroj ‘redrourtd Surdeuew e se ‘Ty s90p MO ‘9
ssruade

[V 3soUOysIp pue 1souoy Surredurod uaym SINOUITIAS 1090 )

s] "q¢sueuny Jo dnoid e souanpur syuaSe Ty Jo suoniodoid jmazoptp
op moH e 1 adeys suonisoduwod dnoid uarepp op moy pue
‘Kysouoy(stp) sdnoiS SoUINPUI IOqUISUT WIE] € SE ‘T SIOP MO "C9

ouUBIEPIUL [EDYNIY TC¢

suonsanb yoieasas uadp

uondasqns uondas
(p,2u0d) suonsanb youeasas usadQ L 9qel



The science of honesty 257

Furthermore, does the speed at which enforcement changes matter?
Comparing responses to abrupt versus gradual changes in detection prob-
ability could shed light on how sustained deterrence evolves. One pro-
mising avenue for addressing these questions is studies of decision-making in
dynamic environments (Hochman & Erev, 2013; Plonsky et al., 2015;
Teodorescu & Erev, 2014), which suggest people adjust their behavior
more quickly to abrupt than to gradual changes. Examining how changes in
the frequency of enforcement affect dishonesty could provide valuable
insights for policymakers and deepen our understanding of the processes
underlying dishonest behavior.

Finally, work on enforcement from a legal perspective highlights that in
real life, and especially in the context of serious crimes, detection does not
necessarily imply punishment (see Nagin, 2013). In laboratory settings,
these factors may be more confounded than in the real world, where the
detection of a lie and the determination and execution of punishment
are not givens. In addition, criminological research has found a difference
between objective and subjective deterrence, as people may over- or
underestimate the likelihood of being caught and punished (Decker et al.,
1993; van Rooij, 2016). Such research has examined how deviant decisions
update information after word of punishment (Apel, 2013), something
laboratory research on honesty and deterrence could also do.

In this context, we should remember deterrence is one of many
potential effects of punishment on behavior. We know punishment can
have both positive and negative effects on illegal or deviant behavior.
Positive effects that may reduce deviance include specific and general
deterrence (Nagin, 2013; Nagin et al., 2009), assurance of compliance
(Thornton et al., 2005), and signaling what the norm is van Rooi et al.
Negative effects that increase deviance include crowding out prosocial
norms (Gneezy & Rustichini, 2000), activating antisocial norms (Cialdini
et al., 2000), stigmatization (Feingold, 2021), and undermining legitimacy
in the case of procedurally unfair punishment (Tyler, 2006; Walters &
Bolger, 2019). Future research on honesty that seeks to understand the
effects of enforcement should consider these broader eftects.

2.1.1 From effective enforcement to compliance

An ongoing challenge for policymakers seeking to improve compliance
through effective enforcement is the trade-off between the likelihood of
detection and the severity of punishment. This dilemma arises from the
potentially counterproductive nature of harsh penalties. If enforcers
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perceive harsh penalties as unjust, their willingness to consistently enforce
rules may decrease (Feess et al., 2018), leading to reduced enforcement
activity and, consequently, a lower probability of detection. In this case,
several critical questions arise: Do enforcers actually reduce the frequency
of enforcement when faced with severe penalties? If so, do potential vio-
lators take advantage of this leniency and increase their dishonest behavior
when they expect severe punishment but perceive lax enforcement? The
interaction between those who enforce the rules and those who are
monitored remains an important area for further research.

Policymakers should prioritize building trust, enhancing legitimacy, and
fostering a regulatory environment that encourages voluntary compliance
while maintaining effective enforcement mechanisms for those less inclined
to comply. Although honesty is often viewed as a personal virtue, com-
pliance with laws and regulations is a social behavior influenced by indi-
vidual characteristics, social factors, and institutional contexts (Feldman,
2018). By understanding the complex interplay between personal honesty,
institutional trust, and compliance motivations, authorities can develop
more effective strategies to promote law-abiding behavior among diverse
populations (Becker, 1968; Frey & Jegen, 2001).

Adopting a responsive regulatory approach, as suggested by Braithwaite
(2002), involves tailoring regulatory responses to the motivations and beha-
viors of different individuals or groups, which can increase the likelihood of
policy success. For example, authorities might begin with a cooperative
approach and escalate enforcement only when faced with noncompliance.
This strategy helps build trust with those who are inclined to comply
voluntarily, while maintaining a deterrent effect on potential violators.

In summary, Fig. 2 illustrates the knowledge required to understand
how enforcement shapes honest behavior. As the figure further illustrates,
knowledge of honesty as a relational process is also required, which we
discuss in the next section.

2.2 Honesty as a relational process

Honesty is inherently relational, involving a dynamic interaction between
communicators—individuals, groups, or organizations—and the recipients
of the communication (Cooper, Cohen, Huppert, Levine, & Fleeson,
2023). What a communicator chooses to share and how they share it
significantly influences whether their audience forms accurate beliefs.
However, the responsibility for honesty does not rest solely with the
communicator, as they are only one side of the interacting parties. Effective
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honesty requires not only a communicator (the actor) but also a receiver
whose psychology, behavior, knowledge, skills, and abilities also affect the
likelihood that all parties involved in the communication will reach a
mutual understanding of the truth (Cooper, Cohen, Huppert, Levine, &
Fleeson, 2023; Ren et al., 2022).

In some cases, such as self-deception, the actor and the receiver may be
the same person, and the audience of the communication is oneself
(Schwardmann & Van der Weele, 2019; Von Hippel & Trivers, 2011).
This situation is unique. More commonly, the audience includes external
parties such as friends, family members, romantic partners (DePaulo &
Kashy, 1998; Levine & Cohen, 2018; Reinhardt & Reinhard, 2023),
colleagues, clients, and others with whom one interacts professionally
(Bourdage et al., 2018; Keep, 2009; Shell, 2021; Yagil & Medler-Liraz,
2014), shareholders (Yuthas et al., 2002), social media followers, and the
general public (Pennycock et al., 2020).

Viewing honesty as a relational process with its own relational motives
and consequences underscores why the dominant methods of studying
honesty over the past 15 years may be limited. Stylized experiments that
focus on binary decisions, such as lying to an experimenter or telling the truth
for a small monetary reward (Abeler et al., 2019; Gerlach et al., 2019), fail to
capture the complex social dynamics that influence honesty in real-world
interactions. These controlled experiments, which emphasize simplicity and
clean experimental designs, often ignore the intricate social and relational
contexts in which honesty and dishonesty naturally occur. As a result, these
studies treat honesty as an isolated individual choice, divorced from the
potential for detection and devoid of relational or reputational consequences.
This approach is useful for understanding how, when, and why people lie in
solitude, but it conspicuously sidesteps large, important questions related to
truth-seeking, authentic communication, and fostering mutual understanding
of truth in others (as discussed by Cooper et al., 2023 see Fig. 3).

The use of the sender-receiver game introduced by Gneezy (2005) may
be a first step in this direction. In this stylized game, the sender is given
private information and must report it to the receiver, either truthfully or
not. The receiver then makes a decision. The payofts for both the sender
and the receiver depend on the receiver’s decision. In a common variant,
the receiver must guess the true state of the world, with payoffs for both
players depending on whether this guess is correct (Erat & Gneezy, 2012).
This game has proven useful for studying some aspects of relational lying,
particularly sophisticated deception, in which the sender tells the truth with
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Fig. 3 A Multidimensional framework of honest behavior. Notes: “Honest content”
refers to the accuracy of the content a communicator shares. “Honest disclosure”
refers to the amount and depth of disclosure by the communicator. “Honest delivery”
refers to the manner in which the communicator shares or discloses information.
“Intellectual honesty” refers to the process by which a communicator develops,
validates, and updates their beliefs. Reprinted from Cooper, B., Cohen, T. R, Huppert, E.,
Levine, E. E., & Fleeson, W. (2023). Honest behavior: Truth-seeking, belief-speaking, and
fostering understanding of the truth in others. Academy of Management Annals, 17(2),
655-683, printed with permission from the Academy of Management.

the intent to deceive and expects the receiver not to believe him (Cohen,
Gunia, Kim-Jun, & Murnighan, 2009; Blazquiz-Pulido et al., 2024; Sutter,
2009). However, numerous other aspects of relational lying remain
unexplored and could be further explored using this or other games as basic
tools.

To advance our understanding of honesty in everyday life, adopting
research methods that reflect the relational nature of honesty is critical.
Adopting such methods means examining how people navigate truthfulness
in ongoing relationships, considering factors such as relationship history,
social norms, and the potential long-term consequences of honesty or
dishonesty. It also means exploring how honesty is maintained or com-
promised in different relational contexts, such as families, workplaces, or
broader social networks, and how different stakeholders interpret and
respond to honest or dishonest communication.

By recognizing honesty as a dynamic, contextual process rather than a
static, isolated act, we can gain deeper insights into the factors that promote
or inhibit truthful communication. This broader perspective not only
enriches our theoretical understanding, but also has practical implications
for designing interventions and policies to promote honesty and trust in
various social and organizational settings.
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A systematic review of 169 empirical studies of honesty and dishonesty in
management, organizational behavior, applied psychology, and business
ethics conducted between 2000 and 2021 found nearly three-quarters of the
articles focused primarily on “the accuracy of the content a communicator
shares” (i.e., honest content) (Cooper et al., 2023). Far fewer studies
examined other critical dimensions of honesty, such as “the amount and
depth of disclosure by the communicator” (i.e., honest disclosure), “the
manner in which the communicator shares or discloses information” (i.e.,
honest delivery), and “the process by which a communicator develops,
validates, or updates his or her beliefs” (i.e., intellectual honesty). If a similar
review were conducted in the field of social-personality psychology, we
would likely observe the same trend: an overwhelming focus on the ante-
cedents of accurate versus inaccurate reporting, with much less attention paid
to the nuanced ways communicators can foster false beliefs in their relational
partners through both verbal and nonverbal strategies beyond outright lying.

These overlooked strategies include dodging, deflecting, hedging,
remaining silent, omitting key information, avoiding certain topics, and
neglecting to fact-check. Such behaviors—strategic or inadvertent—can
contribute significantly to misunderstandings and misinformation in
interpersonal relationships (Bitterly & Schweitzer, 2019; Levine, Roberts,
& Cohen, 2020). The role of the recipient of communication is equally
important: when recipients fail to ask questions, raise concerns, or exercise
due diligence, they may inadvertently contribute to the perpetuation of
false beliefs and unchallenged dishonesty.

A growing body of research suggests that whereas communicators often
view these indirect tactics as less unethical than outright lying, recipients do
not (see also Levine et al., 2018; Park & Klein, 2024; Levine & Duncan,
2020). Recipients tend to be highly sensitive to whether a communicator is
intentionally fostering misunderstanding, regardless of the specific tactic
employed. For example, communicators may view prosocial lies of omis-
sion—such as withholding inconvenient truths—as more acceptable than
prosocial lies of commission, in which false information is actively provided.
Recipients, however, often take the opposite view and perceive omissions as
equally, if not more, deceptive.

Similarly, when communicators choose to “ghost” a relationship
partner—effectively ending communication without explanation—they
may believe they are sparing the other person’s feelings by avoiding a
difficult conversation. However, those who are ghosted typically do not
interpret this action as kind or considerate, and instead may experience
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increased confusion and distress. These dynamics underscore the important
role that relationships and different perspectives play in shaping judgments
of (dis)honesty.

In sum, the dominant focus of research on honest content overlooks the
complex relational processes through which honesty and dishonesty
manifest. By broadening the scope of inquiry to include the subtleties of
honest disclosure, delivery, and intellectual honesty, scholars can gain a
more comprehensive understanding of how (dis)honesty operates in
interpersonal and organizational contexts. This holistic perspective is
essential for developing effective interventions and policies to promote
honest and transparent communication.

2.2.1 Motives for (dis)honesty

Understanding honesty as a relational process illuminates the diverse
motives that drive both honest and dishonest behavior. In controlled
laboratory settings, participants often lie for self-interested reasons or to
achieve mutual benefits, as seen in corrupt collaboration paradigms (Weisel
& Shalvi, 2015, pp. 20-22) and research on the interindividual-intergroup
discontinuity effect (Cohen, Gunia, Kim-Jun, & Murnighan, 2009;
Wildschut & Insko, 2007). In particular, group decisions tend to be
influenced by motivations such as greed and strategic considerations aimed
at maximizing collective outcomes. In addition, fear and distrust often lead
to deceptive behavior, driven by the belief that one will be met with similar
distrust from others (Cohen et al., 2009; Sutter, 2009; Wildschut & Insko,
2007) or simply because cynical beliefs provide a particularly powerful
justification (Hilbig et al., 2022).

Outside the laboratory, however, the motives for lying extend far
beyond self-interest and fear. Individuals often engage in dishonest beha-
vior due to complex relational factors, including spite (Erat & Gneezy,
2012), competitiveness (Hilbig et al., 2024), loyalty (Hildreth & Anderson,
2018; Thielmann et al., 2021), prosocial intentions (Klein et al., 2017,
Levine & Schweitzer, 2014, 2015; Wiltermuth, 2011), harm avoidance
(Levine, 2022), and paternalism (Lupoli, Levine, & Greenberg, 2018).
Although these motivations can be studied in experimental settings, fully
understanding why people choose to act on them requires acknowledging
the role of relationships in shaping communication.

Lies motivated by relational concerns often lead to more nuanced
outcomes than those motivated by self-interest. For example, lies that are
perceived as unambiguously prosocial—helping the recipient without
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causing harm—are generally considered ethical (Levine & Schweitzer,
2014) and may even increase trust (Levine & Schweitzer, 2015). By con-
trast, self-serving lies are typically viewed as unethical and detrimental to
trust. However, not all prosocially motivated lies are perceived positively.
When a communicator lies to benefit the recipient but lacks sufficient
understanding of the recipient’s preferences, the lie is perceived as pater-
nalistic rather than prosocial. For example, offering false hope to a patient
who values optimism over realism might be seen as a clearly prosocial act.
However, offering the same false hope to a patient who has not expressed
such a preference will be seen as paternalistic. Paternalistic lies, like self-
interested ones, are often judged to be unethical and are more likely to be
punished (Lupoli et al., 2018). This distinction highlights the importance of
a communicator’s awareness of the recipient’s preferences in shaping
judgments of dishonesty.

Context also plays a critical role in judgments of dishonesty. Recent
research suggests people are more likely to condone dishonesty that prevents
unnecessary harm. Judgments of unnecessary harm are based on two key
inferences: the extent to which honesty would cause immediate emotional
harm to the recipient, and whether it holds potential for long-term learning
and growth (i.e., its instrumental value). When honesty is perceived as causing
emotional harm without offering instrumental value, people are more likely
to view it as causing unnecessary harm, thereby justifying dishonesty as the
more ethical choice. Certain contexts are particularly conducive to judgments
of unnecessary harm; for example, when the recipient is unable to understand,
respond to, or learn from painful information, providing it may be seen as
unnecessarily harmful. Consider the scenario of giving someone negative
performance feedback: although critical feedback can cause emotional distress,
it also provides an opportunity for the recipient to learn and improve in the
future (Abi-Esber et al., 2022; Fulham et al., 2022). In cases where the
recipient cannot benefit from such feedback, false praise may be seen as the
more ethical response (Levine, 2022).

2.2.2 The case of corrupt collaboration

An important example of the relational aspect of dishonesty is corrupt col-
laboration, or the use of joint acts of dishonesty to achieve personal gain
(Leib et al., 2021; Weisel & Shalvi, 2015). The main finding in this line of
work is that collaborative settings, in which agents work together toward
common goals and can benefit from each other’s dishonest behavior, are
particularly prone to excessive levels of dishonesty. For many people,
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collaboration as a noble cause seems to offset the moral costs of dishonest
behavior, allowing them to be dishonest while maintaining a reasonable
moral self<image. In this view, cooperation and honesty can be seen as moral
currencies that can be traded for one another (Weisel & Shalvi, 2022).

The notion of tradable moral currencies fits well with the relational
aspects of (dis)honesty highlighted in the current framework. When
multiple people are involved in acts of (dis)honesty, determining the total
moral “value” of such acts naturally requires taking into account the
welfare of all the agents involved. In this view, even acts that are at face
value immoral, for example, because they involve lying or harming others,
may ultimately be judged as morally acceptable by both decision-makers
and others, depending on the outcome of the moral calculus.

An understudied, relational aspect of corrupt cooperation is the role of
collaborators’ group affiliations. What are the dynamics of corrupt coop-
eration among members of different groups? How do group characteristics,
whether actual or perceived, and intergroup relations affect corrupt
cooperation? Dorrough et al. (2023) examined similar questions in the
context of bribery, and seeing what patterns emerge with respect to corrupt
collaboration would be interesting.

One of Weisel and Shalvi’s (2015) findings is that dishonesty is most
prevalent when both members of a dyad stand to gain equally from col-
laborative dishonesty, as opposed to situations where dishonesty is more
profitable for one dyad member than the other. The notion that symmetry
between dyad (or group) members can encourage dishonesty can be
applied and tested in the current framework by examining symmetric and
asymmetric enforcement mechanisms (see Fig. 2) in the context of corrupt
collaboration. Both the probability of detection and the severity of pun-
ishment can vary across potential collaborators. A simple hypothesis, based
on the results of Weisel and Shalvi (2015), is that dishonesty will be more
prevalent when enforcement is identical for all participating agents than
when it is asymmetric. Testing the effect of asymmetric enforcement on
corrupt collaboration is not just an intellectual exercise; because collabor-
ating agents may be of different ranks, members of different organizations,
have difterent levels of access to legal recourse, or be of different nation-
alities, considering asymmetric enforcement mechanisms can add a layer of
external validity to future work.

A related avenue for future work can build on the work of Teodorescu
et al. (2021), who systematically varied the frequency and severity of
punishments in an individual (dis)honesty task and found frequent small
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fines were a stronger deterrent to dishonesty than infrequent large fines.
Testing whether the corrupting power of cooperation renders such dif-
ferences between enforcement mechanisms would be interesting.

3. Using our novel framework to reevaluate the science
of honesty

As highlighted in Fig. 2, the current review focuses on the interplay
between enforcement and the relational aspects of (dis)honesty. In Section 3,
we assess how such a perspective can shed new light on five major strands of
knowledge in the study of (dis)honesty. We do so by reviewing the state of
the art in each of these strands of knowledge and highlighting open ques-
tions. These strands of knowledge about (dis)honesty include relationship
structure, relationships features, individual differences, cognitive processes,
and situational factors.

3.1 Relationship structure

3.1.1 Interdependence
Interpersonal interdependence refers to “the ways in which two individuals
influence each other’s outcomes in the course of their interaction”. In the
context of (dis)honesty, interdependence occurs when two individuals
influence each other’s decisions and outcomes in situations involving
potential deception or truthfulness. According to interdependence theory
(Kelley et al., 2003; van Lange & Balliet, 2015), interdependent situations
are characterized by six key characteristics: (a) dependence: the extent to
which one’s outcomes are dependent on the actions of one’s interaction
partner; (b) power: the extent to which one has control over one’s own
and one’s partner’s outcomes; (c¢) conflict: The extent to which the best
outcome for an individual results in a worse outcome for their partner;
(d) coordination: how one individual’s behavior affects the partner’s actions
and, consequently, one’s own outcomes; (e) future interdependence: the
impact of current behaviors on both partners’ future interactions and
outcomes; and (f) information certainty: the degree to which both partners
are aware of each other’s preferences and the consequences of their actions.
The two types of dishonesty we consider—individual and relational—
differ significantly along these dimensions. Individual dishonesty occurs
when a person lies to benefit themself at the expense of others, as in the
classic die-rolling task, where participants may misreport the outcome of a
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private die roll for personal gain (Gerlach et al., 2019; Shalvi et al., 2011).
This form of dishonesty is characterized by low interdependence and
coordination, because the actions of others do not affect one’s own out-
comes. It also exhibits high levels of power and contlict, because the
individual’s financial gain is solely under their control and comes at the
expense of others.

By contrast, relational dishonesty, such as collaborative dishonesty,
involves two or more individuals jointly engaging in dishonest acts, such as
in the dyadic die-rolling paradigm (Leib et al., 2021; Weisel & Shalvi,
2015) or bribery behavior (e.g., Dorrough et al., 2023). This form of
dishonesty demonstrates a high degree of interdependence, where the
actions of the other influence the outcomes of each participant. It is
characterized by high interdependence (the monetary reward in colla-
borative tasks depends on both participants’ reported outcomes, making
each person’s payoft dependent on the other’s behavior), high coordination
(success requires the coordination of dishonest actions; see Dorrough et al.,
2023; Sciga’ra et al., 2019; Zickfeld et al., 2023), low conflict (the best
outcome for an individual is directly linked to the best outcome for his or
her partner, resulting in shared interests and reduced conflict), and shared
power (control over the final outcome is shared between both partners, as
each influences the other’s potential rewards).

Although evidence shows interdependence influences dishonest beha-
vior (e.g., Weisel & Shalvi, 2015; but see Zickfeld et al., 2023), research is
still in its early stages, particularly regarding the role of future inter-
dependence and information certainty. For example, how collaborative
dishonesty evolves over longer periods of time, such as months or years,
remains an open question. Although experimental settings can simulate
collaborative dishonesty, such behavior in real-world contexts may be
driven by factors such as mutual trust, partner vulnerability, or the threat of
retaliation—elements that typically develop over time.

In addition, how physical proximity versus online interaction aftects the
propensity to engage in collaborative dishonesty is unclear. Greater trust
and rapport may develop in face-to-face interactions, potentially increasing
the likelihood of dishonest collaboration. Conversely, face-to-face inter-
actions may also increase shame and reputation concerns, limiting the
extent of dishonest collaboration. Future research should also examine how
individuals’ preferences, along with those of their interaction partner, shape
the development of collaborative dishonesty over time, and whether these
preferences change based on prior experiences with dishonesty.
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Finally, examining how factors such as group membership or stereo-
typing affect individuals’ levels of honesty over time would be valuable.
Understanding the dynamics of collaborative dishonesty in long-term
interactions could inform the development of interventions aimed at
reducing dishonest behavior in such contexts. By exploring these dimen-
sions of interdependence, future studies can provide a more nuanced
understanding of how and why dishonest behavior emerges and persists in
both individual and collaborative settings.

3.1.2 Intragroup processes in dishonesty: From cooperation to culture
Focusing on the intra-group processes that shape collaborative dishonesty,
Zanetti and Butera (2023) conducted a series of interviews that revealed
individuals often recall acts of collective cheating as complex, highly
organized group activities. Such cheating behaviors are often premeditated,
with accomplices selected from close associates, making cheating, in some
cases, a routine practice. Group members carefully assess potential risks and
establish concealment strategies, including codes of silence, to protect their
misdeeds. Notably, these cheating events, particularly in academic settings,
are remembered not only as acts of dishonesty but also as opportunities for
cooperation, loyalty, and group cohesion. This shared experience con-
tributes to the formation of a collective identity, providing a psychological
basis for justifying their dishonest actions as part of group solidarity.

The role of shared identity in facilitating dishonesty is further supported
by experimental research by Rullo et al. (2024). Their studies showed
participants were more likely to cheat when their group members shared a
common identity, such as a national identity, than when they did not. In
addition, participants were more likely to cover up the dishonest actions of
a group member who shared their identity than those who did not. This
finding suggests working with individuals who are perceived as similar
encourages not only the act of cheating, but also the enforcement of a
collective code of silence to protect fellow cheaters.

The tendency to prioritize and protect similar others in dishonest
contexts parallels a broader adherence to certain value systems, as evidenced
by Pulfrey et al. (2018) research on benevolence values. These values,
which emphasize the welfare of close in-group members, predict positive
attitudes toward collective cheating and even active participation in such
behaviors, particularly in competitive settings. Conversely, Pulfrey and
Butera (2013) found individual cheating behavior is positively associated
with self-enhancement values, such as power and achievement, which are
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prevalent in neoliberal societies. On the other hand, adherence to self-
transcendence values, such as universalism, which emphasizes the well-
being of all humans and the natural world, negatively predicts individual
cheating behavior (Pulfrey & Butera, 2016).

Cultural factors, both at the local and national level, significantly
influence the prevalence of cheating. To better understand and measure
these cultural influences, Zanetti and Butera (2025) developed the
Culture of Collective Cheating Scale. This instrument is designed to
capture the extent to which a collective culture of cheating exists within
a particular institution or organization. It provides valuable insights into
the tacit approval of dishonest behavior within specific cultural contexts
and serves as a practical tool for educators, managers, and consultants.
Stakeholders can use the scale to diagnose their organization’s cheating
culture and develop targeted interventions to reduce dishonesty.

An important question is: when do cheating and dishonesty become
part of an organizational culture? Such an organizational culture consists of,
and should be analyzed as, an interplay of explicit and implicit structures,
values, and practices that are shared and transmitted among organizational
members (see Schein, 2010; Tobsch et al., 2024). The fact that cheating
exists collectively in an institution or organization does not mean it is part
of its culture. For cheating to become part of an organization’s culture, the
organization would have to have accepted cheating in its values and
transmitted as a norm to new members of the organization. Distinguishing
organizational characteristics or practices from organizational culture is
important because culture refers to something that is deeply rooted, not
easily visible or known, even by organizational members, and very difficult
to change (see Tobsch et al., 2024).

The body of research on intragroup processes underscores the impor-
tance of considering not only individual motives, but also the broader social
and cultural contexts that facilitate and perpetuate dishonest behavior.
Understanding the intricate web of group dynamics, shared identities, and
cultural values that underlie collective cheating is critical to developing
effective strategies for addressing dishonesty in various institutional settings.
This research also draws attention to the understudied area of collective
processes in cheating (see Fig. 2). In terms of enforcement, the available
evidence points to two possible outcomes. On the one hand, cooperation
in cheating may reduce enforcement by reducing the likelihood of whis-
tleblowing (Rullo et al., 2024). On the other hand, in the case of
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enforcement, the consequences may appear less severe, due to the diffusion
of responsibility within the group (Zanetti & Butera, 2023).

3.1.3 Intergroup processes in dishonesty

Dishonesty occurs not only between difterent individuals in a group, but
also across group boundaries. Although in real life, dishonest acts often
involve multiple groups (e.g., bribery across national borders), research on
this topic is still scarce. In fact, although an emerging stream of research on
collective dishonesty exists (for a meta-analysis, see Leib et al., 2021),
intergroup dishonesty has only recently been studied. In a large-scale
multinational study by Dorrough et al. (2023), participants from different
countries interacted in a bribery game in mixed-national pairs. Results
show people offer disproportionately more bribes to interaction partners
from countries with a high (vs. low) reputation for foreign bribery, as
measured by macro-level indicators of corruption perceptions (e.g., the
BPI). People largely share country-specific expectations about the level of
acceptance of bribery in other countries. However, these expectations are
negatively correlated with actual levels of bribe-taking, suggesting shared
but inaccurate stereotypes about bribery propensities. Findings also suggest
more than one’s own national background and the national background of
one’s interaction partner shape people’s willingness to engage in bribery,
highlighting the importance of expectations and stereotypes for dishonest
behavior. In this research, the decision context was highly relational with
low enforcement (see Fig. 2). Future research can implement different
punishment institutions (i.e., high enforcement) and test their effectiveness
in combating dishonest behavior in the form of bribery and beyond.

In addition, the role of gender in corruption research has received
considerable attention (Kubbe & Merkle, 2022). However, similar to the
national group membership of the opposing party, the gender composition
of the group with which one interacts has not yet been examined. This task
is left for future research. The same is true for other instances of dishonest
behavior (e.g., lying, cheating) and other category memberships (e.g.,
high-status vs. low-status groups).

Psychological science tends to test the generality of phenomena, but
showing how phenomena vary as a function of context is equally important.
An open research question in (dis)honesty is the role of context and how a
culture of cheating manifests itself in different ways at work, in sports, at
school, in the arts, and so on. Indeed, research has shown a culture of cheating
(vs. not cheating) affects moral disengagement (Zanetti & Butera, 2024).
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Showing how routinized cheating leads to reduced feelings of guilt, and how
highly competitive environments—for example, in industry or science—can
lead to collective moral disengagement (Bandura, 2002)—for example, in the
form of beliefs that “the end justifies the means”—would be interesting.

3.2 Relationship features

3.2.1 Social norms

Social norms form the backbone of our societies, guiding both selfish and
cooperative behavior and enabling the formation of social bonds. These
norms are often maintained through credible enforcement mechanisms and
are crucial in influencing individual decisions, particularly in the context of
deviant behaviors such as lying and dishonesty. How do social norms affect
and are affected by lying?

Norms are properties of an individual’s relevant reference group, which
are people who are important to the decision-maker in a particular situa-
tion (Bicchieri, 2006; Krupka & Weber, 2013; Fehr & Schurtenberger,
2018; Bicchieri & Dimant, 2019; Cohn et al., 2019, 2022). People often
observe and imitate these reference groups, interpreting their intentions
and sometimes justifying their own actions and the underlying social norms
in self-serving ways (Bicchieri et al., 2023). This process highlights the
importance of understanding how norms and compliance evolve, parti-
cularly in settings where individuals can choose which norms to learn and
follow (Dimant et al., 2024).

Peer behavior influences one’s choices through at least one of two
channels that follow from Bicchieri (2000): empirical expectations (what
others do) and normative expectations (what others approve of). For
example, when people know their peers also lie or engage in deviant
behavior, they are more likely to behave in a similar way, expressing a form
of conditionality (Bicchieri et al., 2022). Sometimes, however, people are
unable to fully observe their peers or are not observed by their peers. Such
environments are characterized by the anonymity of actions, which hinders
the enforcement of social norms and thus facilitates the spread of dishonesty
(Dimant et al., 2020; Kajackaite & Gneezy, 2017).

Importantly, the lack of observability and norm enforcement creates
moral space through which deviance can spread (Bolton et al., 2021). As
noted above, people use self-interested justifications to determine how
much to lie and strive to maintain a positive self~concept even when
engaging in dishonest behavior (Bicchieri et al., 2023). When individuals
had multiple opportunities to roll a die and report the outcome, they
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were more likely to lie by reporting a favorable but unobserved outcome.
These findings suggest lying feels more justified when individuals can
convince themselves they are reporting a possible outcome rather than
fabricating it entirely (Shalvi et al., 2011). At the same time, some wiggle
room remains in terms of what social information one is exposed to. In
experiments in which participants were allowed to choose their sources of
information about prevailing social norms, they showed a bias toward
more lenient information (Dimant et al., 2024). This bias was stronger
among those who had already lied, suggesting individuals actively seek
out information that justifies their dishonest behavior. This selection bias
in information acquisition can have significant implications for the for-
mation and influence of social norms (Dimant et al., 2024; see also
Maggian & Villeval, 2016).

Finally, social norms can be a fragile construct. Social-norm enforce-
ment is essential for maintaining social order and reducing the occurrence
of dishonesty (Buckenmaier et al., 2021). Norm-enforcement behavior can
be influenced by norm nudges, which can change individuals’ perceptions
of what behaviors are acceptable. For example, providing normative
information about the inappropriateness of lying can increase the perceived
inappropriateness of the behavior, thereby increasing the likelihood of
norm enforcement through punishment (Bicchieri et al., 2021; Dimant &
Gesche, 2023). Similarly, Capraro and Vanzo (2019) demonstrated the use
of morally loaded language can influence people’s honesty in decision-
making contexts, highlighting the power of framing in ethical behavior.

3.2.1.1 Reducing dishonesty via norm nudging
Norm nudging leverages social expectations to change behavior by influen-
cing what people believe others will do or approve of (Bicchieri & Dimant,
2019). This method has been shown to be effective in a variety of related
contexts, such as tax compliance and the enforcement of honesty norms
(Hallsworth et al., 2017). For example, informing taxpayers about the high
compliance rates of their peers increased tax compliance rates. These exam-
ples illustrate norm nudging can be a powerful tool for promoting honesty.
An important aspect that determines the effectiveness of norm nudging
is the relevance of the peer group and the context in which the behavior
occurs. For example, one study found hotel guests were more likely to
reuse towels when they were informed that previous guests in their room
had done so. This finding suggests that the closer the reference group is to
the individual’s context, the more effective the norm nudge will be
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(Goldstein et al., 2008). However, norm nudges do not always produce
positive behavior change, and the effectiveness of such interventions can
vary significantly depending on how the norm information is framed
(Bicchieri & Dimant, 2023). In a study examining the effects of norm
nudges on lying behavior, Dimant et al. (2020) found framing the norm
message positively (e.g., “the majority did not cheat”) or negatively (e.g.,
“a minority did cheat”) had no significant effect on participants’ dishonesty
and was indistinguishable from a no-information control condition. This
finding suggests norm nudges may not always be sufficient to change
existing norms, especially when those norms are already well established
(Dimant, 2024; Gelfand et al., 2022).

In sum, social norms play a critical role in guiding behavior and
maintaining social order. Understanding how norms influence deviant
behavior and developing effective interventions can foster a more honest
and cooperative society. Although existing research has provided valuable
insights into the role of social norms in deviant behavior, several gaps
remain. For one, future research should examine how norms form endo-
genously through the selection of information in social contexts and how
this process influences behavior. In addition, more research is needed to
examine the long-term effects of norm nudges and the conditions under
which they are most effective. This examining includes how different
framing strategies and the presence of group identity influence the effec-
tiveness of these interventions.

Finally, in addition to direct effects on social norms and behavior, the
relationship between deviance, lying, and political polarization is of growing
importance in today’s political climate. Research suggests political polariza-
tion may exacerbate the spread of deviant behaviors such as lying, because
individuals may selectively seek out and trust information that is consistent
with their political beliefs, thereby reinforcing dishonest behaviors within
their in-groups (Dimant et al., 2024; Dimant, 2024). This phenomenon is
exacerbated by the existence of echo chambers and filter bubbles, where
exposure to homogeneous sources of information can reinforce partisan
views and justify dishonest actions toward out-groups (Bursztyn et al., 2020).
Understanding these dynamics is critical to designing interventions that
promote honesty and cooperation across political divides. Importantly, to
successfully harness the power of social norms and norm nudges to curb
dishonesty, we need to develop new measurement approaches that capture
the nuances of social norms. Existing measurement approaches (e.g.,
Bicchieri & Chavez, 2010; Krupka & Weber, 2013) are useful in capturing



The science of honesty 273

the average or most common behavior/opinion in a given context. How-
ever, the new generation of social-norm-elicitation techniques (e.g.,
Dimant, 2023; Panizza et al., 2024) also capture more nuanced aspects of
social norms, such as tightness, looseness, and polarization.

Taken together, understanding the shape of social norms, the
mechanisms underlying norm adherence, and their enforcement in dif-
ferent contexts can help design more effective interventions to promote
sustained honesty (Dimant & Shalvi, 2022).

3.2.2 Trust

The previous sections show that although humans often portray themselves
as moral beings, their actions often contradict this self-image. As we have
seen, people engage in dishonesty, form fraudulent alliances, and disregard
social norms. However, the extent of such behavior is influenced by
numerous factors, including individual differences, the likelihood of being
caught, and cognitive factors such as mental capacity and the (lack of)
energy required to deceive. Given the prevalence of dishonest behavior,
how can people still trust each other?

Trust is defined in terms of capabilities (the belief that the trusted
individual is competent to perform a task) and encapsulated interests
(the expectation that the trusted individual will consider the interests of
others). Seligman (2000) described trust as “a kind of belief in the other’s
benevolence, given the opacity of the other’s intentions and calculations.”
Similarly, Russell Hardin (2002) defined it as the expectation of “encap-
sulated interest,” that is, the understanding that acting on one’s behalf is in
the trusted person’s interest. This logic sounds rather “sophisticated. In fact,
some trust decisions that people have to make in their lives are made after
extensive thought and careful consideration. Most of the time, however,
we make trust decisions in a split second, based on gut feelings rather than
rationality (Li et al., 2022; Snowden et al., 2022).

Using a trust game, Engelmann and Herrmann (2016) showed chim-
panzees place more trust in their partners when interacting with friends
than with non-friends. Based on this and a handful of other studies, we can
conclude that trust within close relationships is not a uniquely human trait.
But what about trust in complete strangers? Observational studies in the
wild show chimpanzees and our other close relatives, namely, bonobos,
behave quite differently in encounters with unfamiliar conspecifics, with
the former generally being more aggressive than the latter (Hare et al.,
2012), although other socio-ecological factors (e.g., gender, ingroup-
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outgroup, available resources) somewhat blur this species difference
(Mouginot et al., 2024). Studies of human hunter-gatherers show that,
compared with chimpanzees living in the same Congolese rainforest,
humans travel greater distances and trade with other groups (Jang et al.,
2019). However, their interactions with strangers are minimal compared
with people in WEIRD countries (Westernized, Educated, Industrialized,
Rich, and Democratic).

Humans naturally organize themselves into groups and subgroups, but
our WEIRD society has become extremely layered due to globalization
and digitization. Permissions, registrations, benefits, rules, acts, laws,
inspections, and repercussions, but also the sharing of experiences via social
media, ensure people and institutions strive to maintain their reputations.
In the Netherlands, for example, a daycare provider must have completed
training as a childcare worker and clear a criminal record check before
being allowed to care for other people’s children. The complexity of our
soclety 1is strange, but on an evolutionary timescale, it has helped reduce
aggression and foster trust and large-scale cooperation, even with strangers
(Pinker, 2012). Research on non-human primates and non-WEIRD
societies is extremely scarce. But if we are to better understand the precise
societal, cultural, ecological, and evolutionary drivers of trust, comparative
research is essential. Such a line of research would open up opportunities
for cross-disciplinary collaborations between psychologists, anthropologists,
ecologists, primatologists, and behavioral economists.

The above has provided some explanations for why humans, although
we often cheat each other, still trust on a large scale. The question of why
we feel more comfortable sitting next to person A on the train than person
B remains open. A crucial factor here is what we see in their faces. To
explore which facial features inspire trust, the researchers used a technique
called “reverse correlation” (Dotsch & Todorov, 2012). Participants were
shown the same grayscale face on a computer 1000 times, each time with a
different noise filter, namely, a random pattern of pixels. They saw two
faces at the same time and had to decide which looked more trustworthy,
the left or the right. The pixel patterns changed the faces slightly each time.
Overlaying all the pixel patterns deemed trustworthy created a baby face
with a round jawline, large pupils under light eyebrows, a high forehead,
and slightly upturned corners of the mouth (Dotsch & Todorov, 2012;
Frisanco et al., 2023). Conversely, superimposing the untrustworthy pixel
patterns resulted in a grumpy blockhead, the stereotypical “untrustworthy
person.
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Follow-up research showed people were more likely to trust people
with a baby face. In fact, people need only 33 ms to categorize a face as
“trustworthy” or “untrustworthy” (Todorov et al., 2009). But the story
does not end there. Although we might be more inclined to entrust our
child to a person with a childlike face and friendly expression, we tend to
trust politicians with features that convey dominance and competence: a
square jaw, eyes that are not too wide, high cheekbones, and preferably
some attractiveness (Laustsen & Petersen, 2018). Research shows these
facial features significantly influence election outcomes. Our primate brains
often struggle in our modern society. The associations, biases, and ste-
reotypes we consciously or unconsciously hold make us less likely to trust a
female politician or a male daycare worker. These undesirable evolutionary
“leftovers” are reinforced by what we see and become accustomed to on a
daily basis. Importantly, we need to remember that although the way
humans live today is unique, our genome evolved in small, close-knit
groups where encounters with strangers were rare.

In addition to static facial features, emotional expressions are also critical in
assessing trust. Many studies have shown people with a smile are more trusted
than those with a frown, and that even subtle cues such as blushing (Dijk et al.,
2011), pupil dilation (Kret & de Dreu, 2019), or direct gaze (Kreysa et al.,
2016) can make one appear more trustworthy. Emotional expressions are often
imitated by others, and people even synchronize their physiological states.
Synchronization helps predict each other’s behavior, which is why various
studies have shown mimicry and synchrony promote trust (Kret & Akyliz,
2022). After decades of silence following Levenson and Gottman’s (1983)
seminal paper on physiological coupling in couples, new statistical methods
and affordable equipment have revitalized the field of social neuroscience.
Research has shown people mimic pupil size and that mimicking pupil dila-
tion has prosocial consequences, including an increase in trust (Kret et al.,
2015). By combining eye tracking, psychophysiological measures, and fMRI,
researchers revealed the importance of the theory of mind network for this
link between pupil mimicry and trust. Every year, new products, such as
wearables that measure physiological responses or brain activity, enter the
market. These innovations allow researchers to study the precursors of trust
decisions during real-life interactions, with a focus on physiological synchrony
and hyper-scanning. One of the most challenging and exciting research
questions we face is understanding how the intricate choreography of emo-
tional expressions between interaction partners influences mutual trust.
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3.2.3 Gossip

Our framework (Fig. 2) highlights the need to explore understudied areas
related to enforcement and the need to examine decision contexts that are
relational rather than solitary. Research on gossip relates to both of these
recommendations. Gossip is defined as communication between a sender
and receiver about an absent person (i.e., the gossip target; Dores Cruz
et al.,, 2021). When the opportunity to engage in dishonest behavior arises,
the possibility that others will gossip about such behavior implies, in the
terminology of our framework, that the behavior can be detected and
punished by others (i.e., gossip can be viewed as a form of coercion) and
that the decision context involves others (i.e., the presence of gossip makes
the context relational). Taken together, reviewing research on the influ-
ence of gossip on (dis)honesty is valuable here.

Gossip allows individuals to learn about the behavior of others without
directly observing them, and as such, researchers have argued it is an essential
mechanism explaining human cooperation (Nieper et al., 2022; Wu et al.,
2016). Through gossip, receivers can learn whom to trust and cooperate
with and whom to avoid or punish (Dores Cruz et al., 2021; Sommerfeld
et al., 2007), thus allowing for indirect reciprocity (cooperating with those
who cooperated with others; Nowak, 2006) and partner selection (choosing
group members who are known to be reliable partners, Capraro et al., 2016).
Therefore, for potential gossip targets, the possibility of being gossiped about
should lead to reputational concerns (i.e., concerns about others’ evaluations
of one’s qualities or characteristics; Caldwell, 1986), which in turn should
make them more likely to behave in ways that lead to a positive reputation
(e.g., Beersma & van Kleef, 2011; Wu et al., 2016).

Linking gossip to honesty, the possibility of being the target of gossip
should, in principle, lead people to behave more honestly due to reputa-
tional concerns. To examine the functioning of gossip as an enforcement
mechanism, Nieper et al. (2025) used the aforementioned die-rolling task.
Participants who received reports about the behavior of dice rollers and
were able to gossip about them to other participants largely portrayed
gossip targets as honest or dishonest, consistent with the dice roll reports
they received: die roll averages were strongly correlated with gossip
describing the gossip target as dishonest. Moreover, gossip recipients used
gossip as a valid source of information: those portrayed as dishonest were
trusted less than those portrayed as honest. In addition, and central to the
framework presented here, dice rollers’ honesty increased when they knew
the participant observing their dice rolls could gossip about them to
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another participant with whom they would interact later in the experi-
ment, whereas mere observation without the possibility of gossiping did
not increase honesty. The effect of (potential) gossip on honesty was
partially mediated by reputational concern.

Although these findings suggest the (possibility of being the target of)
gossip can have a positive effect on honesty, and thus on the success of
gossip as an enforcement mechanism, results from the second study by
Nieper et al. (2025) show this effect is limited to situations in which gossip
receivers can influence the outcomes of gossip targets. Specifically, the
ability of observers of dice rolls to gossip to someone who could not
influence the participants’ monetary outcomes in a follow-up task did not
increase the honesty of the dice rollers, whereas it did when observers were
able to gossip to someone who could directly influence the dice rollers’
monetary outcomes in that task. Similarly, Huber et al. (2023) found no
effect of a manipulation that combined observability and non-con-
sequential gossip on honesty in the dice-rolling task. Thus, the possibility of
being the target of gossip appears to affect honesty only when gossip is
directed to receivers who can impose consequences on potential gossip
targets, suggesting gossip is particularly effective as an enforcement
mechanism when it can lead to actual punishment of the gossip target by
gossip receivers.

Interestingly, in addition to acting as an enforcement mechanism against
dishonesty, gossip itself can reflect dishonesty. People can lie in their gossip
and this is more likely to happen when it is personally beneficial (Dores
Cruz et al., 2024; Peters & Fonseca, 2020). Therefore, an important
question for future research is to what extent gossip needs to be accurate in
order to stimulate honest decision-making. If decision-makers know gossip
about them may be inaccurate, and if they know gossip recipients know
this, will they still behave more honestly? An agent-based simulation study
by Testori et al. (2022) suggests such inaccuracy can counteract the positive
effects of gossip on group cooperation via indirect reciprocity and/or
partner selection. Although research has shown that even when receivers
knew gossip statements may contain inaccurate information, the gossip still
affected their evaluations of targets (Baum et al., 2020), whether and how
(potentially) inaccurate gossip affects the behavior of targets is unclear.

Related to the potential effects of gossip inaccuracy, the influence of the
interdependence structure between the three members of the “gossip triad”
(the sender, the target, and the receiver) represents another interesting
avenue of research. Although the results discussed above show the
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possibility of being the target of gossip increases honesty, we do not cur-
rently know whether it does so under different interdependence structures.
Results from the second study by Nieper et al. (2025) show gossip increases
honesty only when the outcomes of gossip targets depend on the decisions
of gossip receivers, but the effects of other patterns of interdependence in
the gossip triad, such as when an observer who can gossip about one’s
behavior would benefit from lying, or when a gossiping observer is an ally
or an enemy of the gossip receiver, are still unclear.

In a situation where a gossiper could benefit from a target’s dishonesty
(see Weisel & Shalvi, 2015), negative gossip might portray the target as
dishonest when they lie, but as uncooperative when they behave honestly.
Thus, if targets are primarily concerned about their reputation as honest
people, gossip in this situation should lead to more honest decisions, but if
targets are primarily concerned about their reputation as good cooperators,
gossip should lead to more lies. Nieper et al. (unpublished manuscript)
investigated how gossip affects the behavior of potential targets in this
situation. Their preliminary results, based on Bayesian statistics, showed a
null effect of gossip. However, they found the eftect of gossip was moderated
by the target’s personality, such that gossip led to more honest reports for
targets who scored low on honesty-humility. An interesting possibility that
future studies could explore is that individuals with nefarious goals may use
gossip about others’ honesty versus dishonesty as a way to identify potential
partners for collaborative cheating. Thus, although gossip generally appears
to promote honesty, it may ironically enable dishonesty to the extent that it
allows individuals to identify future partners in crime.

Finally, many studies examining the effects of gossip on target behavior
have examined the possibility or threat of gossip rather than becoming the
victim of gossip (see, e.g., Beersma & van Kleef, 2011; Fehr & Sutter,
2019). Research has shown the experience of being the target of gossip
leads to reduced feelings of social inclusion and withdrawal (Martinescu
etal., 2021). Testing the effects of actual, rather than anticipated, gossip on
honesty would therefore be interesting.

3.3 Individual differences

3.3.1 Personality, beliefs, and justifications

Research has firmly established notable interindividual differences in whether
and to what extent people engage in unethical behaviors such as dishonesty,
and that this variation can be explained by personality traits (for a review, see
Hilbig, 2022). In particular, the honesty-humility dimension from the
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HEXACO model of personality structure (Heck et al., 2018; Hilbig &
Zettler, 2015; Zettler et al., 2020) and the common core of so-called “dark”
traits (e.g., narcissism or psychopathy), the “dark factor of personality”
(hereafter “D”; Moshagen et al., 2018; Moshagen et al., 2020). These two
traits not only predict lying in anonymous, individual settings, but have also
been shown to predict how consistently individuals tell the truth or lie in
such contexts over time (Thielmann et al., 2024). Similarly, as noted in the
introduction, research has well established that people who lie rely on self-
preserving justifications to avoid threats to their moral self-image.

Until recently, however, these two approaches to understanding dis-
honesty—personality traits and justifications—have typically been studied
in isolation. With the goal of integrating these lines of research, Hilbig et al.
(2022) proposed that certain beliefs associated with the D factor of per-
sonality explicitly defined as “the general tendency to maximize one’s
individual utility—disregarding, accepting, or maliciously provoking dis-
utility for others—are accompanied by beliefs that serve as justifications”
(Moshagen et al., 2018, p. 657, emphasis added) promote the subjective
justification of disutility, essentially acting as an accelerant that operates on
the underlying motivation, namely, the trait. In other words, individuals
who are more motivated and more likely to lie (those high in D) are
expected to hold beliefs that allow them to construct justifications for
dishonesty and thereby mitigate threats to their moral self-image.

Prominent among such beliefs inherent in D are those related to superiority,
special status, and outstanding deservingness, which is relatively unsurprising
given that traits such as grandiosity, narcissism, psychological entitlement, or
self-centeredness can all be considered mere manifestations of D (Hilbig et al.,
2023; Scholz et al., 2024). However, D is also associated with a much broader
set of beliefs that may justify dishonesty. For example, those high in D hold
hierarchy-related beliefs (especially social-dominance orientation and/or
authoritarianism; Moshagen et al., 2024) and relativism-related beliefs (such as
normlessness or negative reciprocity norms), both of which operate on
injunctive social norms (called normative expectations in Section 3.2.1), the
former justifying dishonesty in terms of its necessity (for the in-group or as
demanded by some authority) and the latter in terms of ambiguity and con-
ditionality, and thus the absence of a norm. Most importantly, however, D is
strongly associated with various distrust-related beliefs (such as a competitive
worldview or cynicism, i.e., “everyone does it”) that invoke a descriptive social
norm (called empirical expectations in Section 3.2.1) and thus justify dishonesty
by its prevalence (e.g., Gichter & Schulz, 2016; Lopez-Pérez, 2012; Schultz
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et al., 2007; see Section 3.2.1). Experiments (Hilbig et al., 2022) have shown
individuals high in D are more likely to predict others will be dishonest (i.e.,
cynicism, measured in an incentive-compatible manner; i.e., participants
received bonus payoffs for correct predictions about others’ dishonesty). In
turn, these individuals are more likely to judge dishonesty as justifiable, and
ultimately more likely to engage in dishonesty themselves, supporting the
notion that the (cognitive) mechanism by which personality is expressed (see
Section 3.3.2) involves the construction of justifications from beliefs.

In related work using a complex moral-dilemma paradigm, Ng et al.
(2022) tfound individual differences in deontological norm adherence
negatively predicted cheating in a coin-toss paradigm, regardless of whe-
ther cheating was for personal gain or the greater good. By contrast,
individual differences in utilitarian welfare maximization did not predict
cheating regardless of whether it served personal gain or the greater good.
Although not of primary interest, the two studies also included the hon-
esty-humility subscale of the HEXACO inventory, which negatively
predicted cheating for personal gain but not cheating for the greater good.

Perhaps one of the most fundamental open questions in this regard is
essentially ontological: do individuals who are initially inclined toward
dishonesty successively adopt increasingly strong and varied specific beliefs
(e.g., cynicism or social-dominance orientation) to protect their moral self-
image, or do individuals initially hold or acquire (e.g., through experience
and exposure) certain beliefs that then gradually incline them toward
unethical behavior? Whether and which social contexts and experiences
shape these beliefs, especially those related to the honesty of others and the
likelihood and eftectiveness of sanctions, remains unknown (see Fig. 2). For
example, cynical beliefs include the agreement that “most people aren’t
really honest for a desirable reason; they’re afraid of getting caught”
(Chowdhury & Fernando, 2014), and relativistic beliefs assert that “if
something works, it doesn’t matter whether it’s right or wrong” (Kohn &
Schooler, 1983). Thus, the very beliefs that link personality traits to dis-
honest behavior appear to be directly related to the two major dimensions
identified in the framework above. Thus, an important task for future
research is to determine not only how the likelithood of sanctions and the
social context shape dishonest behavior (as in Fig. 2), but also how related
experiences play into the very beliefs that link personality traits to dishonest
behavior.
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3.3.2 Honesty and personality dynamics

In personality science, an exciting recent line of research on honesty has
emphasized personality dynamics (Furr & Funder, 2021; Rauthmann,
2021). Whole Trait Theory, for example, posits that traits include both
consistent patterns of behavior (a descriptive aspect) and the underlying
psychological mechanisms (an explanatory aspect) that cause these patterns
(Fleeson & Jayawickreme, 2021). A dynamic perspective recognizes people
regulate honesty based on situational contexts and individual goals, emo-
tions, and cognitive processes.

By considering honesty from this perspective, dynamic personality
accounts acknowledge that although some individuals may be inclined to be
honest, due to stable personality traits, their honesty may vary meaningfully
depending on specific contexts. For example, a person may be generally
honest but lie when he or she perceives a threat to his or her self-image or
relationships. Such variability arises from psychological processes such as
motivations, values, and beliefs that are activated in different contexts. Thus,
dynamic accounts of personality provide a perspective for understanding
how consistent patterns of honesty emerge over time while also accounting
for flexibility in honesty across contexts in daily life.

The framework outlined in Fig. 2 can be viewed through the lens of
personality dynamics. First, enforcement can be broadly interpreted as “the
perceived likelihood of one or more consequences occurring and triggering
a sanction” and thus in terms of goal-directed decisions. Actors’ beliefs
about the likelihood of lie detection and subsequent enforcement appear to
be most relevant when actors worry about undesirable interpersonal or
relational consequences that may occur if others detect their dishonesty.
This view can be extended in at least two ways. First, lie detection might
produce desirable consequences (e.g., being “caught” lying to help another
person might produce appreciation and praise). Second, dishonesty may
produce undesirable consequences that are not interpersonal or relational.
For example, if an agent views dishonesty as immoral, her dishonest
behavior might produce the undesirable intrapersonal consequence of
seeing herself as immoral, even if no one else detects it.

This extended view suggests that when deciding whether to lie in real-life
contexts, actors are likely to consider the likelihood that doing so will produce
both (a) 21 desired consequence and (b) =1 undesired consequence. When
viewed as goal directed (consistent with dynamic approaches such as Whole
Trait Theory, which views flexibility in moral behavior as intentional),
decisions to act (in)honestly arise from weighing the likelihood of competing
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outcomes and the relative desirability of those outcomes. Greater likelihood of
detection thus means one or more consequences (most likely, but not only,
undesirable interpersonal consequences) are more likely to occur.

Second, the dynamic approach can also frame the “decision setting” facet
of Fig. 2 broadly in terms of attention to the relational context of the honesty-
relevant situation. This approach emphasizes the importance of different
contextual factors in shaping (in)honest behavior, consistent with dynamic
accounts of personality. Varying relational factors can manifest themselves in a
variety of ways, including variation in the types of consequences that are
possible, changes in the relative importance of consequences, and shifts in the
likelihood that particular consequences will occur.

These two facets call for the study of honesty through the lens of goal-
oriented personality dynamics outside the laboratory. Goals, which reflect
important differences among people but are also highly contextualized, are
an important part of dynamic approaches to personality (Jayawickreme
et al., 2017). Particular goals (e.g., financial reward, avoidance, of inter-
personal sanction) are activated more frequently in some situations than in
others. Similarly, certain goals are more highly valued, viewed as more
achievable, and perceived as more possible for some individuals than for
others. To fully understand an individual’s (dis)honesty, we need to
understand both the situational factors that shape the availability and
achievability of (dis)honesty-relevant goals and the personality factors that
shape which goals are considered desirable and attainable (by some people).

This perspective has both methodological and conceptual implications.
Methodologically, insights into (dis)honesty will emerge from studying
individuals’ honesty-relevant goals, perceptions, beliefs, and behaviors as
they move from situation to situation. An extremely useful approach to do
so is through intensive assessments such as experience sampling methods
(ESM, e.g., Meindl et al., 2015), which provide the opportunity to effi-
ciently and quickly “observe” many individuals in many real-life situations.
Indeed, consistent with the dynamic approach, recent work has used
intensive measurement to assess the frequency of honest behavior and the
psychological processes, such as motivations and beliefs, that drive that
behavior. One challenge here (depending on how dishonesty is defined) is
a potentially low base rate of dishonesty in daily life, or at least dishonesty
that is more than trivial (e.g., something more than “I’'m feeling fine today,
thank you” when, in truth, one is feeling slightly less fine than usual that
day). If meaningful or significant dishonesty is relatively rare in everyday
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life, researchers will need to consider which types of dishonesty are of
interest and (potentially) how to study a phenomenon with a low base rate.

Conceptually, the dynamic perspective highlights several important
questions. First, and most generally, what are the mechanisms underlying
moral traits such as honesty (Sun & Smillie, 2024)? Second, what kinds of
real-life goals are generally facilitated by honesty, by dishonesty, or
potentially by both (depending on the situation)? Third, to what extent do
people differ in their valuing, believing in their ability to achieve or avoid,
or perceiving the availability of certain (dis)honesty-relevant goals? Fourth,
to what extent can person-level differences in (dis)honest behavior be
explained by goal-related dynamics?

3.3.3 Care for honesty vs. pro-sociality

As noted above, one of the most established trait predictors of honesty is
honesty-humility from the HEXACO personality model, which represents
“the tendency to be fair and genuine in dealing with others” (Ashton &
Lee, 2007, p. 156) and thus the link between honesty and prosociality. An
open research question in this context, which has recently received
increasing attention, is whether the relationship between honesty-humility
and honest behavior remains robust when the latter conflicts with proso-
ciality, that is, when being dishonest is associated with increasing the
welfare of others, that is, being prosocial. As defined above, honesty-
humility involves both fairness and sincerity; thus, individuals high in
honesty-humility should be torn between honesty and prosociality
whenever the two behaviors remain in conflict. In a recent attempt to
address this question, Thielmann et al. (2024) manipulated who benefited
from an individual’s dishonesty: the individual, a “non-needy” other (e.g.,
another participant with an average household income), or a “needy” other
(e.g., another participant with a household income below the poverty line).
In the latter two conditions, dishonesty is purely prosocial because only
another person benefits from an individual’s lie. In turn, helping someone
in need arguably involves a stronger moral imperative than helping a non-
needy stranger; thus, individuals motivated by prosociality should feel
particularly drawn to dishonesty when they can help a needy other.
However, regardless of how morally imperative lying was, the positive
relationship between honesty-humility and honesty remained robust,
suggesting dispositionally honest individuals prioritize honesty over pro-
sociality when the two conflict.
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Evidence on the relationship between honesty-humility and colla-
borative dishonesty paints a similar picture. In one study, honesty-humility
showed a negative relationship with collaborative dishonesty, regardless of
whether individuals faced a fully honest or dishonest counterpart (Scigala
et al., 2019). Similarly, honesty-humility predicted honest behavior in the
Unethical Loyalty Game (Seidl et al., 2024; Thielmann et al., 2021). In this
game, individuals in the role of witness can lie to cover up a transgressor’s
dishonesty and thus be unethically loyal. Unethical loyalty confers a benefit
on the transgressor (as well as the witness) and can therefore be considered
prosocial. Abstaining from unethical loyalty (i.e., being honest about the
transgressor’s dishonesty), on the other hand, leaves the transgressor (and
the witness) empty-handed. In both a laboratory (Thielmann et al., 2021)
and an online (Seidl et al., 2024) version of this game, honesty-humility
was negatively related to unethical loyalty, meaning individuals with higher
levels of honesty-humility were more likely to refrain from lying to
improve another person’s outcome.

Overall, the evidence suggests dispositionally honest individuals—as
reflected in trait levels of honesty-humility—value honesty over prosociality.
On the other hand, in most studies examining individual differences in pro-
social lying, the prevalence of dishonesty was above zero even among indi-
viduals high in honesty-humility (see also Scigala et al., 2020). In other words,
even people who tend to be honest sometimes lie when doing sot benefits
others, and this tendency seems to be especially true when lying has a colla-
borative aspect (see, e.g., Thielmann, Hilbig, Klein, et al., 2024). Future
research is needed to provide a more systematic understanding of how dif-
ferent individuals weigh honesty versus pro-sociality in different contexts (e.g.,
solitary vs. relational settings; see Fig. 2) as a function of their personality traits.
Moreover, all previous studies implemented paradigms in which lying
remained anonymous to others, except for the interaction partner (in some
cases). Thus, in line with the above framework (Fig. 2), another avenue for
future research might be to examine how personality manifests in prosocial
lying when enforcement is high, for example, because dishonesty can be
detected (and potentially punished) by uninvolved parties.

3.3.4 Gender differences

Since the seminal observation that men are more likely than women to tell
self-serving lies in everyday contexts (DePaulo et al., 1996), behavioral sci-
entists have extensively used economic games to explore potential gender
differences in the propensity to lie for personal gain (Kennedy & Kray, 2022).
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Early research by Dreber and Johannesson (2008) confirmed that, on
average, men lie more than women. This finding has been replicated in
several studies (Babin & Chauhan, 2024; Capraro et al., 2019; Conrads
et al.,, 2013; Elaad et al., 2024; Friesen & Gangadharan, 2012; Mufoz
Garcia et al., 2021; Ruffle & Tobol, 2017). However, other studies have
not found significant gender differences in lying (Childs, 2012; Ezquerra
et al., 2018; Lundquist et al., 2009; Alfonso-Costillo et al., 2022). One
study even found women lie more than men (Ruffle & Tobol, 2014).

Given this variability, considering meta-analyses that aggregate findings
across multiple studies to provide a more comprehensive picture is useful.
Capraro (2018) conducted a meta-analysis of 4173 decisions in a sender-
receiver game and found men were more likely than women to tell selfish
lies. A subsequent, larger meta-analysis by Gerlach et al. (2019), which
included over 40,000 observations from the sender-receiver game, matrix
task, die-roll task, and coin-flip task, confirmed this trend. They found men
are generally more dishonest than women, with an estimated 4-percentage-
point difference in honesty. The experiments included in these meta-
analyses were primarily conducted in Western societies. However, a recent
working paper suggests gender differences in honesty may be culturally
shaped. Whereas women are more honest than men in Western societies,
this pattern does not hold in several non-Western contexts, partly due to
differing social norms (Graf et al., 2024).

3.3.4.1 Gender difference in self-serving dishonesty: Other-regarding preferences
or intrinsic cost of lying?

Why are women more honest than men? Is the reason that they have a

higher intrinsic cost of lying, reflecting a greater moral aversion to dis-

honesty? Or is the reason that they are less selfish, that is, they care more

about the other person’s or the experimenter’s payoft?

Dictator game studies have shown women tend to give more than men
(Branas-Garza et al., 2018; Donate-Buendia et al., 2022; Engel, 2011; Rand
et al., 2016). This finding suggests women may indeed be more concerned
with the payofs of others, which may partly explain their lower levels of self-
serving dishonesty. Consistent with this view, one study found social-value
orientation mediates gender differences in lying (Grosch & Rau, 2017).

To examine whether the intrinsic cost of lying also plays a role, con-
sulting the literature on gender differences in lying that benefits another
person, known as white lies, is useful (Erat & Gneezy, 2012). White lies can
be categorized into altruistic white lies, which help another person at a cost
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to the liar, and Pareto white lies, which benefit both the liar and the
receiver. If women have a higher intrinsic cost of lying, we should observe
higher levels of honesty among women in these contexts as well.

In the case of altruistic white lies, initial evidence suggests women tend
to tell more altruistic white lies than men (Erat & Gneezy, 2012). How-
ever, Biziou-van-Pol et al. (2015) did not replicate this finding and instead
found women tell fewer altruistic lies than men. Another study found no
gender differences in lying when the benefit goes to a charity (Babin &
Chauhan, 2024). A meta-analysis of 2940 decisions in a sender-receiver
game found women are significantly less likely than men to tell altruistic
white lies (Capraro, 2018). These findings suggest women’s lower levels of
self-serving dishonesty cannot be attributed solely to other-regarding
preferences but is partly due to a higher intrinsic cost of lying.

In the context of Pareto white lies, Erat and Gneezy (2012) found that,
on average, men lie more than women. However, Cappelen et al. (2013)
did not replicate this finding and did not observe gender differences. An
internal meta-analysis of 1615 decisions found a marginally significant
tendency for men to tell more Pareto white lies than women (Capraro,
2018). However, this meta-analysis is limited by its small sample size and
internal nature, which reduces its statistical power.

Research on white lies suggests gender differences in self-serving lying
cannot be explained solely by gender differences in other-regarding pre-
ferences. Two pieces of evidence further support this view. D’Attoma et al.
found women in five countries tended to report more income than men in
tax-compliance experiments, even though no consistent gender differences
in prosociality in these countries were present. Leib et al. (2021) conducted
a meta-analysis of cooperative dishonesty and found groups with higher
proportions of women tended to be more honest.

In sum, existing research suggests gender differences in self-serving
lying are likely due to a combination of factors: men tend to be more self-
interested and have a lower intrinsic cost of lying than women.

3.3.4.2 Heterogeneity in gender differences: Probability of detection and
group interactions

The observed gender differences in self-serving lying hold on average, but
considerable heterogeneity exists. Given the conceptual framework in
Fig. 2, an important potential source of heterogeneity may be enforcement
mechanisms, specifically the likelihood that a lie will be detected.
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Theoretically, the risk of detection might reduce lying especially among
risk-averse individuals. Because women are generally more risk-averse than
men (Byrnes et al., 1999), the risk of detection might increase honesty
more among women. However, experimental evidence is scarce. To our
knowledge, no studies have specifically examined gender difterences by
experimentally manipulating the probability of detection. One study
examined gender differences at a fixed detection probability of 0.5 and
found women were 9% point more honest than men (Lohse & Qari, 2021).
Given the overall 4-percentage-point gender difference in lying estimated
by Gerlach et al. (2019), this finding could, at best, be seen as preliminary
evidence supporting the theoretical prediction that detection probability
may increase gender differences in lying. Future research should explore
this possibility more thoroughly.

Other important sources of heterogeneity lie in the relationships
between actors. As discussed in the previous section, whether gender
differences exist in the telling of Pareto white lies remains unclear.
Investigating this possibility further is an important direction for future
work. Another important aspect to consider is group interactions. Previous
research has shown groups are more likely to lie than individuals, primarily
due to two mechanisms: communication and learning about norm com-
pliance. Communication can expose individuals to arguments in favor of
norm violation, which can change expectations about norm compliance
and subsequently affect behavior (Kocher et al., 2018). These mechanisms
may affect women and men differently. Because the intrinsic costs of lying
are generally higher for women, group interactions that reduce these costs
could lead to increased dishonesty, particularly among women. In support
of this view, Kocher et al. (2018) found group interactions increased dis-
honesty primarily among women. Furthermore, Muchlheusser et al. (2015)
found all-female groups lie less frequently than all-male and mixed-gender
groups, with the latter two groups exhibiting similar levels of dishonesty.
Taken together, these findings suggest a possible explanation: group
interactions may increase the likelihood that women will lie by exposing
them to men’s arguments in favor of lying. Future research could test this
hypothesis.

3.4 Cognitive processes

3.4.1 Ethical dissonance
Ethical dissonance is the psychological tension between the temptation to
act unethically for personal gain and the desire to maintain a moral self-
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image (Barkan et al., 2015). This unique form of cognitive dissonance
(Elliot & Devine, 1994; Festinger, 1962) involves violations of absolute
moral values that pose a significant threat to self-integrity. Unlike typical
dissonance, ethical dissonance cannot be resolved by adjusting one’s atti-
tudes to match the (unethical) behavior, because doing so would imply a
decline in moral standards and further threaten one’s self-image (Barkan
et al.,, 2015; Hochman et al., 2016).

Ethical dissonance can either be anticipated when contemplating an
unethical action, such as lying (pre-violation), or experienced after an une-
thical action has occurred (post-violation). Acting as an internal gatekeeper, if
the threat of anticipated dissonance is strong enough, it can deter unethical
actions. However, people often use preemptive justifications by reframing
unethical actions to fit within moral boundaries in a way that avoids the
dissonance (Ayal, 2020; Shalvi et al., 2015). Examples include blurring ethical
boundaries (e.g., claiming “there is no specific victim”), relying on negative
social norms (e.g., “everyone does it”), or even justifying actions as altruistic
when cheating benefits others (e.g., Hochman et al., 2021; Levine & Lupoli,
2022; Shuster et al., 2024; Weisel & Shalvi, 2015, 2022).

When dissonance is experienced following dishonest behavior, it poses a
direct threat to people’s moral identity (Aquino & Reed, 2002). In such
cases, people can reduce dissonance and restore the paradoxical state of doing
wrong while feeling moral (Gneezy et al., 2014; Shalvi et al., 2015). Fre-
quently, corrections for experienced ethical dissonance involve moral-
cleansing strategies aimed at righting the wrong and restoring the self-image
(West & Zhong, 2015). Examples include donations, confessions, or pro-
social activities. These atoning behaviors can lead to two patterns: moral
bolstering, in which ethical behaviors continue, or moral licensing, in which
the earned “moral credentials” justify future unethical behaviors, as if bal-
ancing a moral account (Effron & Helgason, 2023; Gneezy et al., 2014; Peer
et al., 2014; Sachdeva et al., 2009). Finally, when ethical dissonance persists,
people may distance themselves from their wrongdoing by adopting stricter
moral standards and judging others harshly to maintain a virtuous public
image (Berndsen & Gausel, 2015; Kennedy & Schweitzer, 2018).

3.4.1.1 Ethical dissonance and enforcement

Ethical dissonance is an internal cost of misconduct that is expected to
occur independently of external detection. However, important interac-
tions occur between internal ethical dissonance and the external detection
and enforcement of disciplinary policies for misconduct.
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First, the internal moral gatekeeper created by anticipated ethical dis-
sonance can be combined with external detection to deter dishonesty. To
strengthen this internal barrier, blocking the avenues of justification that
reduce moral tension is essential (Ayal, 2020). Moral reminders, increased
visibility, and fostering self-involvement and identification are all effective
strategies for internal enforcement (Ayal et al., 2015; Peer et al., 2024). For
example, Zickfeld et al. (2024) found honesty oaths—particularly those that
specify unethical behavior and increase self-engagement—reduced dis-
honesty. As another example, a field study focused on train passengers in
France showed posters with visibility cues (e.g., eye images) combined with
social norm messages reduced fare evasion and lying (Ayal et al., 2021).

Second, increased ethical dissonance may make concealing guilt more
difficult for offenders. Folklore suggests guilt is visible (“liar, liar, pants on fire”),
and recent studies show lie detectors based on physiological arousal are more
effective when ethical dissonance is active (e.g., lying for personal gain without
justification) than when dissonance is dulled by altruistic justifications
(Hochman et al., 2021).

An open question concerns a possible trade-off between ethical dis-
sonance and detection. Specifically, external enforcement may reduce
ethical dissonance because external incentives often undermine intrinsic
motivation (Cerasoli et al., 2014; Deci, 1971; Ryan & Deci, 2000). This
effect suggests that when detection is highly likely, ethical dissonance may
be reduced. In addition, frequent detection may facilitate disengagement
from internal moral values and replace them with practical and cynical
criteria (Teodorescu, 2021). Similarly, punishment may lead to disen-
gagement from the moral self (“I have paid my debt to society”) rather than
maintaining responsibility (“I will carry this guilt for the rest of my life”)
(Moore, 2015). Understanding the potential trade-off between internal
ethical dissonance and external coercion could provide valuable insights.

3.4.1.2 Relational decisions and ethical dissonance

A critical factor in dishonest behavior is whether an individual acts alone or in
concert with others. The involvement of others in the same unethical act can
have opposing effects. On the one hand, groups can reduce an individual’s
ethical dissonance. Groups often provide a sense of anonymity and diffusion
of responsibility, both of which can reduce the ethical dissonance (anticipated
or experienced) associated with unethical behavior (e.g., Choo et al., 2019;
Weisel & Shalvi, 2015). Another factor that contributes to reduced ethical
dissonance is the group mechanism of persuasion. Exposure to others’
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rationalizations and alignment with negative norms provides additional jus-
tifications and reinforces the rationalizations one may already hold for une-
thical behavior (e.g., Janis, 2008; Bicchieri, 2005; Cialdini et al., 1991).

Conversely, groups may increase an individual’s ethical dissonance. The
presence of others can increase one’s sense of visibility and self-awareness,
potentially amplifying ethical dissonance and promoting peer monitoring
(Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Duval & Wicklund, 1973; McKimmie, 2015).

The contrasting effects of group participation on an individual’s
ethical dissonance provide a valuable direction for future research.
Studies could explore optimal “choice architectures” (Thaler & Sunstein,
2021) and identify strategies that promote the benefits of cooperation
without incurring the costs of increased dishonesty (e.g., Bazerman &
Tenbrunsel, 2011).

3.4.2 Attention

Eye-movement research has recently found dishonesty correlates with
distinct patterns of attention and information processing (see Fiedler &
Glockner, 2015; Fosgaard et al., 2021; Hochman et al., 2016). One of these
patterns is the “ethical blind spot”—a biased attentional tendency to focus
on tempting and self-serving information at the expense of honest infor-
mation (Bazerman & Tenbrunsel, 2011; Leib et al., 2019; Pittarello et al.,
2015; Pittarello et al., 2016; Pittarello et al., 2019). To overlook what is
right without feeling guilty (see Mazar et al., 2008), people need sufficient
cognitive flexibility (Ayal et al., 2021; Hochman et al., 2021; Kunda, 1990;
Peleg et al., 2021), which is facilitated by ambiguous situations where the
distinction between right and wrong is unclear (see Hochman et al., 2016;
Pittarello et al., 2015; Shalvi et al., 2011).

Building on our framework proposed in Fig. 2, blind spots have so far
mainly been studied in situations where individuals act alone and in private
settings. Thus, whether and to what extent blind spots would emerge in
relational settings where the presence of others and perceived social norms
guide behavior remains unclear (see Ayal et al., 2021; Lois & Wessa, 2021).
Given that real-life ethical decisions are made in social contexts (Peleg
et al., 2019), answering such a question is critical.

At the macro level, Dorrough et al. (2023) found more people offer
bribes to individuals from countries perceived to be highly corrupt than
from countries with lower perceived corruption. Gichter and Schulz
(2016) showed countries with higher levels of corruption tend to have a
higher prevalence of rule violations. Finally, a cross-cultural study by
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Aycinena et al. (2022) found, perhaps counterintuitively, people cheated
the most when the perceived social norm was that a small lie was just as
unacceptable as a big lie. Given that norms shape people’s moral percep-
tions (Ayal et al., 2021), future research should examine whether relational
environments in which dishonesty is more prevalent provide individuals
with sufficient cognitive flexibility to disregard ethical choices without
compromising their self-concept.

At the micro level, Vives et al. found unethical behavior perpetrated by
in-group members (but not by out-group members) increased immoral
behavior. In addition, Ayal et al. (2021) found that a sign at the entrance of
a train station in France stating that the majority pay for their train ticket
reduced fare evasion by 50%. Clearly, the presence of others (either
implicitly or explicitly), as well as the relational context that highlights
people’s interactions with each other, is important. But how would this
affect blind spots? One possibility is that observing others breaking the rules
would license people to cheat and increase blind spots. Another possibility
is that it would make morality more salient (see Becker, 1968), which in
turn may counteract blind spots and increase honesty (see Pittarello et al.,
2019). Both alternatives can shed light on how the immediate environment
and the nature of relationships between individuals shape attention toward
moral norms.

Social relationships can also influence ethical behavior through social
pressure and shared incentives (see Zanetti & Butera, 2023). However,
whether people would ignore ethical considerations if they were pressured
to cheat without personal gain is unclear. Thus, their attention to ethical
norms may not align with their actual behavior, suggesting a disconnect
between social influence and individual decision-making, a topic worthy of
further investigation. In addition, shared interests within relationships may
exacerbate ethical blind spots. Weisel and Shalvi (2015) found people
engage in “corrupt collaboration” when their incentives align, compared
with when they diverge. One can reasonably hypothesize ethical blind
spots are more likely to emerge in situations where people’s dishonest
interests are aligned.

Finally, understanding the attentional process underlying moral behavior 1s
crucial to our ability to detect and deter dishonesty. For example, Hochman
et al. (2021) found people who cheated a lot to benefit others were less likely to
be identified as cheaters in a lie-detection test than people who cheated a little
to benefit themselves. These findings suggest good “reasons” may lead to guilt-
free cheating behavior. As presented in our theoretical framework (see Fig. 2),
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much of this research has been conducted in “low” enforcement settings. An
intriguing possibility would be to examine whether imposing fines of different
sizes and frequencies for failing to report others’ misbehavior would still lead
people to fail to detect cues indicating dishonesty, even when such dishonesty is
justified (e.g., prosocial lying).

In addition to practical implications, this research may shed light on
how ethical blind spots may reduce our ability to detect deceptive beha-
vior. Ultimately, this line of work has the potential to create effective
interventions to correctly detect immoral acts by individuals.

3.4.3 Perspective

The common explanation for why people lie is that, while people want to
achieve the more advantageous outcome, they also want to maintain their
self~-moral image. However, this explanation leaves open the question of
what underlying cognitive process helps people maintain their self-image
when they lie. More generally, one might ask how dishonest people view
their behavior. Would a person who lied about a false outcome think of his
or her action as “not lying” if that counterfactual outcome had been
observed? Or perhaps this lie is a “little lie” —one that is within the norms?
Of course, answering these questions requires addressing the question of
what constitutes a lie and what is perceived as a lie.

Two lines of research have examined the question of what constitutes a
lie. Although these two lines of research have produced consistent results,
the underlying mechanisms are more complex than they appear at first
glance. On the one hand, research by Bicchieri et al. (2022) suggests lying
is more closely related to distorting beliefs about descriptive norms—what
others actually do—than to revising prescriptive or ethical norms about
what should be done. Their findings suggest believing that many people lie
does not necessarily mean one now views lying as ethical. Instead, people
may engage in dishonest acts based on a biased perception that such
behavior is widespread and conforms to a misperceived descriptive norm,
even while their beliefs about moral standards remain intact. This finding
suggests the underlying psychological mechanism of dishonesty stems more
from conforming to perceived social norms than from actively reshaping
one’s ethical beliefs.

On the other hand, research by Mazar et al. (2008) on self-concept
maintenance theory posits that people use moral flexibility and rationali-
zation to allow dishonest behavior that violates ethical norms, but only to
the extent that it still allows them to maintain a positive self-concept as an
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honest person. The underlying process is to adjust one’s ethical standards
through motivated reasoning just enough to rationalize some unethical acts
as morally permissible, while avoiding a complete shattering of one’s moral
self-image. Thus, self-deception about the ethicality of the behavior itself,
rather than just perceptions of the descriptive norm, enables people to cheat
within reasonable limits.

Several findings can be interpreted as supporting the latter account.
Schurr et al. (2012) examined the eftects of different choice procedures on
dishonest behavior. In one of their experiments, participants played a
20-question trivia game in which they were shown the correct answers
before being asked to report whether they knew the answers, while the
experimenters had no way of detecting whether a particular participant was
lying. Participants earned money each time they claimed to have known the
correct answer, with higher payouts for difficult questions. The experiment
manipulated the perspective of choice: participants in the narrow-perspective
condition chose between an easy and a difficult question before each trial,
whereas those in the broad-perspective condition decided in advance how
many easy and difficult questions they wanted to answer in the 20 trials.
Consistent with the self-concept maintenance account, the study found that
in the narrow-perspective condition, when faced with a sequence of
20 repeated continuous choices between easy and difficult questions, parti-
cipants were more likely to choose difficult (more profitable) questions and
more likely to report knowing the correct answers than in the broad-per-
spective condition. Thus, despite the identical nature of the task in both
conditions, the higher rate of dishonesty in the narrow-perspective condition
suggests participants did not change their ethical norms, but rather used a
flexible perception of lying to justify their behavior. Rilke et al. have
reported similar findings.

3.4.4 Honesty as an automatic versus controlled behavior

Several lines of research have proposed cognitive control is crucial in
resolving this conflict between serving self-interest and maintaining an
honest self-concept (Abe & Greene, 2014; Greene & Paxton, 2009; Mead
et al., 2009; Verschuere et al., 2018). However, the precise nature of how
cognitive control resolves this conflict remains controversial. Scientists and
philosophers have long debated the role of cognitive control in (dis)honest
decision-making: according to the grace hypothesis, people naturally
default to honesty. According to the will hypothesis, people naturally
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default to self-interest. Honesty requires willpower, so people must exer-
cise cognitive control to override their dishonest default.

In support of the will hypothesis, some studies have reported that impairing
participants’ capacity for cognitive control, such as when they are exhausted by
demanding tasks, sleep deprived, anxious, or under time pressure, makes them
less likely to be honest (Barnes et al., 2011; Gunia et al., 2012; Shalvi et al., 2012;
Zhang et al., 2020). However, caution should be exercised in interpreting these
findings, because a substantial part of this body of evidence relies on now highly
controversial experimental manipulations such as ego depletion (Vohs et al.,
2021), and replicating study findings with uncontroversial manipulations appears
to be difficult (van der Cruyssen et al., 2019). A number of fMRI studies show
that when regions in the cognitive control network, such as the dorsolateral and
ventrolateral prefrontal cortex, are activated, dishonest individuals can suppress
selfish impulses and avoid lying (Abe & Greene, 2014; Abe et al., 2018; Dogan
et al., 2016; Knoch et al., 2006; Yin et al., 2016). Early work also suggests that
when activity in these areas is disrupted by transcranial magnetic stimulation
(TMS) or lesions, selfish behavior predominates (Knoch et al., 2006; Zhu et al.,
2014). However, caution is warranted in interpreting TMS results, because a
meta-analysis revealed they are inconsistent and effect sizes are small (see Ganis,
2014, 2015, for a critical review).

Evidence in favor of the grace hypothesis comes from studies showing
people respond more quickly when asked to tell the truth than when asked to
lie (see the meta-analysis of 114 studies with n = 3307; Suchotzki et al., 2017;
Verschuere et al., 2018). Moreover, the fact that most people report being
truthful most of the time (Serota et al., 2010; Debey et al., 2015; Halevy et al.
2014) 1is also consistent with the “truth default”—the idea that telling the truth
is the dominant and automated behavior in human communication (Levine,
2014). That the truth would come naturally also explains the increased activity
in cognitive control regions of the brain when lying (for a meta-analysis, see
Christ et al.,, 2009). Further support for the grace hypothesis comes from
developmental studies showing children begin life completely honest and only
gradually learn to lie as their cognitive control capacities develop and they
acquire the ability to inhibit (honest) behavior (Talwar & Lee, 2002, 2008).
Moreover, introducing time pressure in contexts where decision-makers do
not have immediate access to their payoff-maximizing strategy makes them
more likely to resort to telling the truth. This finding suggests the true state of
the world serves as an anchor to guide individuals when they are unable to
fully calculate the consequences of their available actions (Capraro et al., 2019;
Capraro, 2017; Lohse et al., 2018).
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3.44.1 The moral default

The will and grace hypotheses seem to be in direct conflict: they cannot
both be correct. Several explanations have been proposed, including the
incentives and self-interest that deception brings (Verschuere & Shalvi,
2014), the social consequences of lying (Kobis et al,, 2019), and the
accessibility of the payoff-maximizing strategy (Capraro, 2024). Another
factor that may help reconcile these two hypotheses is the recognition of
significant individual differences in (dis)honesty (Speer et al. 2020, 2021,
2022b; Yin & Weber, 2019). Several personality traits, such as psycho-
pathic traits, impulsivity, creativity, greed, and implicit attitudes toward
(dis)honesty, are associated with these variations in unethical behavior and
the tendency to cheat (Anderman et al., 2009; Halevy et al., 2014; Hatta
et al., 2022; Seuntjens et al., 2019; Speer et al., 2022b).

Recent studies have investigated whether these dispositions toward (dis)
honesty are encoded in stable patterns of the resting brain. They used
resting-state fMRI, which measures fluctuations in connectivity patterns
when people are not engaged in a specific task. Variability in resting-state
connectivity has been found to be substantial across individuals, but stable
within an individual over time (Cao et al., 2014; Finn et al., 2015; Zuo &
Xing, 2014). Metaphorically, resting-state connectivity patterns could be
compared to a brain “fingerprint.” It has been associated with individual
differences in personality as well as social decision-making (Cai et al., 2020;
Li et al.,, 2013; Nostro et al., 2018). Resting-state studies of (dis)honesty
have found higher connectivity between self-referential thinking and the
reward network is associated with more honesty. This finding has been
replicated across age groups (Yin et al., 2021) and cultures (Pang et al.,
2021), and a recent study has also linked similar connectivity patterns to
driving violations (Ju, 2023).

Taken together, compelling evidence shows considerable heterogeneity
in (dis)honesty, and emerging evidence suggests this heterogeneity is
encoded in stable patterns of connectivity in individuals’ brains. Thus,
participants may be distributed along a continuum: whereas some—
arguably most—people are more predisposed to honesty, others—probably
a minority—are more predisposed to cheating (meta-analyses suggest this
distribution appears to be skewed towards honesty: Abeler et al., 2019;
Gerlach et al., 2019). On the one hand, participants have a default bias
toward honesty, which is associated with more self-referential thinking
when faced with the opportunity to cheat. On the other hand, people have
a strong predisposition toward dishonesty, and their decisions are driven by



296 Shaul Shalvi et al.

reward anticipation (Speer et al., 2022a). The predisposition toward
honesty or (dis)honesty has been termed “moral default” (Speer et al.,
2022a). Thus, whether situational demands (e.g., stress, demanding tasks, or
sleep deprivation) make people more or less likely to lie depends on their
moral default. Those who are honest would be more honest in the pre-
sence (vs. absence) of pressure, whereas those who are dishonest would be
more dishonest in the presence (vs. absence) of pressure. Now, this idea of
a moral default raises several important questions (see Table 1).

Research in this area could greatly benefit from a measure of moral
default that is easy to administer. This approach would allow such a
measure to be routinely included in research, extending findings from
cognitive neuroscience to psychology, communication science, and
behavioral economics. Beginning this quest with established measures, such
as self-report measures of psychopathy (Muris et al., 2017) or honesty
(Thielmann et al., 2017), seems prudent. The key research question is
whether this moral-standard measure reliably explains substantial hetero-
geneity in self-report, behavioral, and neuroimaging research findings.
Does a simpler alternative exist to resting-state connectivity to reliably
assess moral default and explain heterogeneity in self-report, behavioral,
and neural responses to (dis)honesty? Do current findings, typically
obtained by testing individuals in isolation, extend to real-time, dynamic,
two-way interactions? And does science on the intuitive nature of (dis)
honesty allow for the development of new ways to distinguish lies from
truth? Do new insights into the intuitive nature of (dis)honesty allow us to
design interventions to promote greater honesty in society?

Such a moral-default measure allows us to examine how people with
different moral defaults resolve the moral conflict associated with lying.
Research suggests contflict is often resolved through compromise, where
people behave dishonestly enough to benefit, but honestly enough to
maintain a positive self-concept. Recent neuroimaging studies (Speer et al.
2020, 2021) examined how cognitive control balances rewards and self-
image. The studies found dishonest people needed cognitive control to be
honest. Conversely, honest participants used cognitive control to cheat.
Thus, the role of cognitive control varies with an individual’s moral
standard, with honest individuals using it to suppress honesty at times,
whereas cheaters use it to act honestly at times.

Current research on dishonesty tends to study individuals in
isolation—a respondent to a survey, a player in a behavioral economics
game, or a person lying in an MRI scanner. But deception is inherently a
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social behavior. So where is the other? Recently, behavioral economists
have changed the games they play, so they can now study interactions
between individuals (Leib et al., 2021). Similarly, neuroimaging research
on (dis)honest decision-making has primarily used paradigms that do not
allow for real-time, dynamic, two-way interaction. A promising future
avenue may be to move away from these conventional paradigms by
studying spontaneous and voluntary dishonesty and its neurocognitive
underpinnings in naturalistic, real-time interactions such as conflictual
conversations. Hyperscanning can be used for this purpose. In hypers-
canning, neuroimaging data are collected from dyads engaged in two-way
interactions, dynamically shaping the conversation while their neural
activity is recorded in real time. The advantage of this approach is that it
allows researchers to capture the emergent properties of these interactions.
In the context of dishonesty, it allows us to assess (a) what neurocognitive
underpinnings precede the decision to cheat in a naturalistic setting, (b)
how the interaction partner perceives this dishonest act, and (c) how dis-
honesty affects the interaction and the underlying neural dynamics between
the two interaction partners.

3.4.4.2 The applied agenda: Detecting deception
Although several basic research questions remain to be answered, considering
possible applications of more fundamental deception research is worthwhile.
Here, we consider one such application, namely, deception detection.
About a decade ago, Vrij et al. (2008) proposed a novel approach to
deception detection rooted in the current understanding of deception.
That people, on average, take longer to lie than to tell the truth (Suchotzki
et al., 2017) supports the view that truth-telling is more automatic and that
lying requires cognitive control. The novel idea was to design interventions
that further increase the cognitive load of lying so that it becomes apparent
and can be used as a cue to lie. To impose cognitive load, the interviewer
could ask unexpected questions, tell the story in reverse order, or have the
interviewee perform an additional task. Similarly, Speer et al. (2023) found
exposing people to stress reduces cognitive control and reveals moral
deficiencies (Speer et al., 2023). Whereas some studies have been suc-
cessful, others have failed to replicate these findings (Brimbal et al., 2023),
and a meta-analysis showed imposing cognitive load does not readily
improve deception detection (Mac Giolla & Luke, 2021; Verschuere et al.,
2018). Again, however, an unexplored area of research is whether
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individual differences in the propensity to lie or tell the truth might partly
explain the divergent research findings.

Are people more likely to be honest or dishonest? Research from several
disciplines seems to converge on the idea that substantial individual differ-
ences exist. For the vast majority, the moral default is to be honest, but a
minority may tend to be dishonest. Research would benefit from a simple
measure of the moral default, not only to study how cognitive conflict in
moral decision-making is resolved, but also to tailor interventions to pro-
mote honesty and perhaps improve deception detection techniques.

3.4.5 Embodied (dis)honesty
Embodied cognition, an approach that has profoundly influenced the neu-
ropsychological study of mental processes over the past two decades, pos-
tulates that even low-level, body-related exteroceptive and interoceptive
signals mediate high-level, complex processes (Barsalou, 2008). Body and
brain signatures of “embodiment” have been provided for motor-cognitive
(Moro et al., 2008; Urgesi et al. 2004, 2007a, 2007b), emotional (de Gelder,
2006), highly abstract (e.g., grammar) (Liuzza et al., 2011; Williams et al.,
2009), and even ineftable functions such as self~transcendence (Urgesi et al.,
2010), sense of fairness (Lenggenhager et al.,, 2013), and observation of
immoral acts (Liuzza et al., 2015). The bodily dimension of morality is also
suggested by the need to wash one’s body after an immoral act (Lee &
Schwarz, 2010), the increased severity of moral judgments associated with
bodily dirtiness (Schnall et al., 2008)—an effect that, however, was not
confirmed in a direct replication study (Johnson et al., 2014)—and the effect
of physical cleanliness in reducing the distressing consequences of unethical
behavior and threats to one’s moral self-image (Zhong & Liljenquist, 2006).
As noted above, (dis)honesty involves a conflict between the temptation
to gain some benefit and the desire to conform to personal and societal
moral norms or to avoid aversive social consequences (Mazar et al., 2008;
Mead et al., 2009). It is also influenced by complex variables related to the
individual, such as personality (Johnson et al., 2005; Kashy & DePaulo,
1996; Panasiti et al., 2011), creativity (Vincent & Kouchaki, 2016), emo-
tional and cognitive intelligence (Pittarello et al., 2017; Sarzynska et al.,
2017), and affiliation (e.g., religious, Arbel et al., 2014; Bar-El & Tobol,
2017) with a social group. Exploring whether individual dishonesty is also
influenced by the level of unethical behavior prevalent in a given com-
munity has not yielded clear results, with data supporting (Gichter &
Schulz, 2016) or contradicting (Mann et al., 2016) the primary role of
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societal habits in promoting individual dishonesty. Interestingly, however,
the notion that people may be fundamentally similar across societies in their
tendency to deceive others does not imply dishonest behavior is inde-
pendent of context but calls for studies of the relationships between dis-
honesty and body-related signals in the brain of people who act unethically,
individually or as a group.

A research program on embodied morality has been developed around
the notion of bodily self-consciousness (BSC), that is, a basic primitive of the
“self” (Berlucchi & Aglioti, 1997; 2010), which consists mainly of the sense
of ownership of one’s own body, that is, the sense of ownership (Blanke &
Metzinger, 2009; Blanke, 2012), and of being in control of one’s own
actions, that is, the sense of agency, a mental property inextricably linked to
the notion of free will and responsibility (Haggard, 2017). BSC arises from
the integration of body-related exteroceptive (e.g., visual and auditory) and
interoceptive (e.g., cardiac, respiratory, bowel motility, hunger, thirst,
temperature, proprioception, pain, itch, and sensory touch) signals. Impor-
tantly, the BSC is critical not only for defining the sense of self, but also for
distinguishing the self from others (Berlucchi &Aglioti, 2010; Salomon,
2017), which is a central process in social cognition (Decety & Sommerville,
2003). The strength of this self-other distinction can be deeply influenced by
social dimensions, as evidenced by situations in which individuals feel a sense
of fusion (shared BSC) with their in-groups, both in terms of ownership
(e.g., feeling like the same entity) and agency (e.g., feeling like acting as a
single entity; Besta et al., 2016; Swann et al., 2012). This sense of fused
identity supports extreme pro-group behavior (Swann & Buhrmester, 2015),
which, although considered moral by some, can be devastating for many
(e.g., suicidal terrorist attacks in the name of group identity; Swann et al.,
2009, 2010). In this sense, changes in the BSC may influence individual
dishonesty. Several hypotheses related to this issue have been tested using the
Temptation to Lie Card Game (TLCG) as a proxy for morality (Panasiti
et al., 2011). The TLCG is an experimental task in which participants
spontaneously decide to lie (egoistically or altruistically) to another player
(typically a research confederate) who must try to pick the trump card (i.e.,
the ace of hearts) from two covered cards. Favorable trials are those in which
the chosen card is a loss to the participant, and vice versa in unfavorable trials.
Importantly, the opponent cannot see directly whether he has won or lost,
but receives this information from the participant, who can decide to lie and
thus reverse the outcome of the game (i.e., win if he has lost [self-gain lie]-
or lose if he has won [other-gain lie]), or to tell the truth. Because winning
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involves taking money out of a common pocket, self-gain lies are tanta-
mount to stealing money from another individual, thus committing specific
moral violations. The risk of being caught in a deception and thus jeo-
pardizing one’s reputation varied across conditions. The moral personality of
the participants was also measured.

The TLCG proved to be a suitable tool for studying social deception
under well-controlled and still rather ecological conditions. Indeed, the
number of self-gain lies was influenced by reputation risk, modulated by
moral-related personality traits such as Machiavellianism versus social
reward dependence, and modulated by the perceived warmth or com-
petence of the interactive partners (Azevedo et al., 2018; Panasiti et al.,
2014, 2016). Moreover, bodily or brain signatures of the process of self-
gain have been provided (Dupont et al., 2023; Panasiti et al. 2014, 2016).
In addition to demonstrating a link between the BSC and moral per-
sonality (Scattolin et al., 2022a), using the TLCG as a proxy for morality
allowed us to show increasing or decreasing the sense of ownership over
an artificial virtual body decreases and increases individual honesty
(Scattolin et al., 2022b). Similarly, a study of people with body-integrity
disorders shows deceptive choices expressed with a disowned body part
reduce body ownership (Scattolin et al., 2023). Also note that when
reputation was at risk (i.e., the other player knew they were lying),
participants told significantly fewer egoistic lies than when their decisions
were secret, an effect that was moderated by the internal bodily signals
associated with cardiac interoception (Vabba et al., 2022). Finally,
mindfulness meditation may reduce dishonest behavior through increased
regulation of interoceptive awareness (Feruglio et al., 2024). This finding
supports the notion of a close connection between the body and honesty
and paves the way for moral self-training programs.

3.5 Situational factors

3.5.1 Honesty pledges

Honesty oaths and pledges have been used by philosophers (Plato’s
Apology of Socrates), physicians (the Hippocratic Oath), religious leaders
(the Papal Oath), judges (the British Judicial Oath), armies (the Oath of
Enlistment), and industry (the Dutch Bankers’ Oath). Honesty pledges are
also a ubiquitous behavioral intervention to reduce dishonesty (Hertwig &
Mazar, 2022). Here, we focus on the current state of knowledge about the
effectiveness of honesty pledges, their potential applications, and future
directions for their research.
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Several studies have examined honesty pledges and found significant
effects on reducing dishonesty (e.g. Babin et al., 2022; Heinicke et al.,
2019; Jacquemet et al., 2019; le Maux & Necker, 2023; Peer et al., 2024;
Zickfeld et al., 2023). For example, Peer and Feldman (2021) showed
honesty promises made ex ante (before the opportunity to lie) can sig-
nificantly and consistently reduce dishonesty, even when accompanied by
sanctions. These findings are important, especially in light of reported
replication failures (Kristal et al., 2020) and concerns about data credibility.
Importantly, a meta-analysis found commitment to honesty norms through
oaths or pledges can increase honest behavior (Zickfeld et al., 2024). The
study examined several situational and individual factors that influence
dishonest behavior, such as punishment, age, gender, and financial rewards.
For example, the authors found task repetition and public (vs. private)
decision-making increased honesty.

More recently, a mega-study examined the effect of 21 different honesty
oaths, varying in theoretical basis, placement, and type/involvement, on
honesty in a tax-evasion task (Zickfeld et al., 2024). The authors report that
10 of these oaths increased compliance (relative to the control), with the
most successful being those aimed at reducing ambiguity (Skowronek, 2022).
Similarly, another recent study highlighted the importance of designing the
pledge to require high engagement (e.g., by asking participants to retype the
text), which increases attention to the text of the pledge and its effectiveness
(Peer et al., 2024). In terms of the framework in Fig. 2, most studies of
pledges appear to have focused on solitary decision-making, and most of
them have evaluated situations where enforcement was nil or low.

Field studies of honesty pledges are rarer, and their results are mixed. The
Social and Behavioral Science Team in the US (2015) reported on an
experiment that promoted more accurate self-reporting of sales, resulting in
more accurate collection of fees from vendors of goods and services to the
federal government. Adding an honesty pledge at the top of the online data-
entry form resulted in vendors self-reporting significantly more sales than
without the honesty pledge, contributing to an additional $1.59 million in
fees collected by the federal government within a single quarter. However, a
field study in Guatemala found no effect of the pledge on tax reporting
(Kettle et al., 2017). Similarly, a field study using a no-cheating pledge before
an exam also found no effect on student honesty (Cagala et al., 2024).

For honesty pledges to have impactful applications, more field research is
needed. Potential applications that could be tested through field research
include many government-citizen interactions, such as increasing the accuracy
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of tax reporting and ensuring honest claims of eligibility for benefits or public
resources. Honesty pledges could also replace legal affidavits to reduce
administrative burdens on individuals and businesses and speed up business
licenses without increasing public risk. More field research is needed for
multiple reasons: to understand whether the experimental findings on honesty
pledges generalize to real-world behavior; and to understand how honesty
pledges should be designed for different situations, such as those with very high
stakes, strong competition, and conflicting social norms. Such field research and
applications may also allow us to understand whether or when honesty pledges
can be used not only to reduce dishonesty, but also as tools to promote mutual
trust between governments and their citizens, between managers and their
employees, and among individuals who wish to live in a trustworthy society.
Several research questions remain to be addressed in relation to honesty
pledges and their effectiveness in reducing dishonest behavior: (a) To what
extent can the effects of honesty pledges observed in online or laboratory
settings be generalized to real-life situations, and what are the barriers and
effectiveness of implementing honesty pledges in different real-life contexts,
such as tax reporting, public service, or business ethics? (b) What specific
elements of honesty pledges (e.g., wording, format, timing) are most effective
in reducing dishonest behavior? (c) How do different situational factors (e.g.,
punishment severity, task repetition, public vs. private decision making)
influence the effectiveness of honesty pledges? (d) How can honesty pledges be
integrated into existing legal and administrative systems to improve com-
pliance? (e) Do the effects of honesty pledges persist or fade over time, and
how often should honesty pledges be renewed or reinforced to maintain their
effectiveness? (f) What are the psychological mechanisms underlying the
effectiveness of honesty pledges? (g) Can honesty pledges foster mutual trust
between governments and citizens, managers and employees, or within
communities, and what are the potential unintended consequences of honesty
pledges, such as increased skepticism or resistance if perceived as coercive?

3.5.2 Atrtificial intelligence

Artificial intelligence (Al), systems that use statistical models to analyze their
environment and take action—with a degree of autonomy—to achieve
specific goals (European Commission, 2011), is impacting our lives. For
example, Al tools help human resources departments screen potential
employees’ resumes, set prices in online markets, and advise individuals on
purchasing and investment decisions. Furthermore, Al is increasingly taking
on social roles that were once the domain of humans, due to the
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advancement of large language models (LLMs), which brings immense
potential but also new risks (Starke et al., 2024). Indeed, tools such as
ChatGPT and Replika (“The Al companion who cares”) are becoming
advisors, friends, and collaborators. With the rise of Al, a growing body of
work has begun to examine how Al tools shape honesty (Kobis et al., 2021).
But as with any technology, Al can be used for good or evil.

On the one hand, when facing an ethical dilemma, individuals can assign
blame not only to fellow humans but also to Al agents (Hohenstein & Jung,
2020). This ability, in turn, frees people to engage in dishonest acts while
alleviating guilt and maintaining a positive self~concept. For example, recent
work has shown people are willing to follow dishonesty-promoting Al advice
and forgo their honesty for financial gain, even when they know Al generated
the advice (Leib et al., 2024). Similarly, people use Al agents as delegates to do
their “dirty work” for them, assigning morally questionable tasks such as
coordinating prices in online markets (Calvano et al., 2020), negotiating on their
behalf (Bianchi et al., 2024), and lying for financial gain (Kobis et al., 2024).

On the other hand, Al can also be used as a tool to enhance ethical
behavior, for example, by reducing corruption. Al is particularly useful
because it can sift through large datasets, detect suspicious patterns, and
“blow the whistle” without fear of repercussions (Kobis et al., 2022; Starke
et al., 2023). In a laboratory setting, Al can already detect lies more accu-
rately than the average participant (von Schenk et al., 2024). Extrapolating
these findings outside of the lab, such technology could eventually dissuade
people from (blatant) lying. Given the framework of the manuscript (see
Fig. 2), we next consider how Al can shape honesty in relational, hybrid
team settings, and in settings where detection and enforcement are possible.

3.5.2.1 Al in hybrid team settings

In relational, hybrid team settings, Al can take on different roles: it can be a
principal managing groups (Koster et al., 2022) or a team member and
collaborator (Shirado et al., 2023). Teams composed of only humans are,
on average, more dishonest than individuals working alone (Leib et al.,
2021; Weisel & Shalvi, 2015). By contrast, teams composed of humans and
Al members can be either more or less honest, depending on how the Al is
programmed. However, research on this topic is limited. More work is
needed to understand how Al as a team member influences group (dis)
honesty, and how different group compositions shape it. Specifically, how
do different proportions of Al agents influence a group of humans? And is
the effect symmetric when comparing honest and dishonest Al agents?
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As a managing principal, Al can potentially form groups and influence
their dynamics to promote honesty. When groups are composed of rule
followers, they are more honest than groups composed of rule breakers
(Gross & de Dreu, 2021). Al could play an important role in this process
by, for example, automatically classifying individuals as rule followers or
rule breakers and optimally assembling teams based on this classification.
However, an important challenge is that such Al systems are currently
unable to reliably detect lies in very complex contexts, often due to a lack
of sufficient high-quality training data (Boffey, 2018).

3.5.2.2 Al in settings with detection and enforcement
Introducing the possibility of detection and enforcement into environments
where people can lie increases the fear of punishment and subsequently
decreases lying (Teodorescu et al., 2021). When detection is possible, Al can
shape honesty either by being a tool through which people lie or by being a
tool through which lies are detected and honesty is enforced. When used as a
tool through which people lie, Al can be used as a scapegoat, sharing some of
the blame and subsequent punishment with dishonest humans. Current work
on the extent to which blame is shifted to Al is mixed. Some work shows that
compared with machines, humans are perceived as more blameworthy and
responsible for immoral decisions (Wilson et al., 2022) or mistakes with moral
consequences (Awad et al., 2019). Conversely, other research suggests Al
agents and humans are perceived as equally responsible for wrongdoing (Lima
et al., 2021). Systematically understanding when and why blame is shifted to
Al is crucial, both theoretically and practically. As Al-human interactions
become a larger part of our lives, mistakes and unethical acts involving both
parties will occur. Societal judgments about such cases can help inform the
legal framework for addressing human corruption facilitated by Al.
Considering Al as a detection and potential enforcement tool, Al can
process vast amounts of data to identify anomalies and patterns that indicate
fraud or misconduct (Deodhar et al., 2022). For example, Al systems in
financial institutions can detect unusual transaction patterns that may
indicate fraudulent activity (Xu et al., 2024). However, the perception of
Al as a legitimate and fair enforcer of honesty is critical. Research is needed
to examine how the presence of Al detection tools affects the ethical
behavior of individuals, and when Al tools are perceived as legitimate in
such detection roles. For example, privacy concerns and fears of creating a
“big brother” environment may undermine the perceived legitimacy of
using Al in this role. However, studying fraudulent behavior under various
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enforcement policies, as proposed in the current framework (see Fig. 2),
can guide the development of interventions that leverage technological
advances without the need to collect personally identifiable information,
thereby mitigating privacy concerns (e.g., Erev et al., 2024). Addressing
concerns about privacy, transparency, accountability, and potential bias in
AT algorithms is essential to ensuring these tools are both effective and
trusted by the people they monitor.

4, Concluding remarks: The future of the science of
honesty

The study of honesty has provided invaluable insights into human
behavior, especially in contexts where no external consequences exist and
individuals act alone. However, to truly understand the complexities of
honesty, future research must move beyond controlled settings to explore
how honesty operates in more dynamic, real-world environments.

Our framework (Fig. 2) suggests a path forward by highlighting the
need to investigate underexplored areas, such as settings with external
enforcement and relational decision-making contexts. Through a com-
prehensive review of the state of the art in various disciplines, we show
how broadening the scope of research addresses important theoretical
questions, as summarized in Table 1.

A cross-disciplinary approach is essential for a deeper understanding of
honesty. By integrating perspectives from psychology, economics, sociology,
and computer science (with an emphasis on Al), we can achieve a more
nuanced and realistic view of honesty. This approach not only enriches
theoretical knowledge, but also offers practical insights for promoting hon-
esty in all domains, from personal relationships to professional settings.

In conclusion, although significant progress has been made in the science
of honesty, much remains to be explored. We encourage researchers to
advance this agenda by examining less understood but crucial contexts to
deepen our understanding of one of humanity’s most cherished virtues.
Through such efforts, we can better appreciate the complex interplay
between truth, deception, and the many factors that shape human behavior.
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