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Self-reported ethical risk taking tendencies predict actual dishonesty

Liora Zimerman∗ Shaul Shalvi∗ Yoella Bereby-Meyer∗

Abstract

Are people honest about the extent to which they engage in unethical behaviors? We report an experiment examining

the relation between self-reported risky unethical tendencies and actual dishonest behavior. Participants’ self-reported

risk taking tendencies were assessed using the Domain-Specific Risk-Taking (DOSPERT) questionnaire, while actual

self-serving dishonesty was assessed using a private coin tossing task. In this task, participants predicted the outcome

of coin tosses, held the predictions in mind, and reported whether their predictions were correct. Thus, the task allowed

participants to lie about whether their predictions were correct. We manipulated whether reporting higher correct scores

increased (vs. not) participants monetary payoff. Results revealed a positive relation between self-reported unethical risky

tendencies and actual dishonesty. The effect was limited to the condition in which dishonesty was self-serving. Our results

suggest liars are aware of their dishonest tendencies and are potentially not ashamed of them.

Keywords: DOSPERT, risk taking, honesty, lying, dishonesty, unethical behavior.

1 Introduction

Risks are prevalent. But to what extent are people will-

ing to take them? It turns out that people’s willingness to

take risks depends on the specific domain they consider,

and this varies between individuals. For example, some

people are willing to take more financial risks when they

manage their portfolios while being reluctant to take the

risk involved in medically related decisions such as vac-

cinating their kids. Other people, however, may be more

willing to take recreational risks such as skydiving while

avoiding ethical risks such as inaccurately filling out their

annual tax reports.

One questionnaire often used to assess people’s self-

reported willingness to take risks in different do-

mains, is the Domain Specific Risk Taking questionnaire

(DOSPERT; Weber, Blais, & Betz, 2002; Blais, & Weber,

2006). The questionnaire differentiates between five risk

domains: (1) ethical, (2) financial (separately for investing

and gambling), (3) health/safety, (4) social, and (5) recre-

ational. It was validated in predicting specific risk related

behaviors. For example, while bungee jumpers score high

on their likelihood to take recreational risks, they, at the

same time score rather low on their willingness to take

financial risks (Hanoch, Johnson, & Wilke, 2006). Simi-

The research was funded under the People Program (Marie Curie Ac-

tions) of the European Union’s Seventh Framework Program (FP7/2007-

2013), REA grant agreement number 333745, awarded to Shaul Shalvi.

Copyright: © 2013. The authors license this article under the terms of

the Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 License.
∗Department of Psychology, Ben Gurion University of the Negev,

Beer Sheva 84105, Israel. Address correspondence to any of

the authors: Liora Zimerman, liorazi@post.bgu.ac.il; Shaul Shalvi,

sshalvi@bgu.ac.il; and/or Yoella Bereby-Meyer Yoella@bgu.ac.il.

larly, scoring high on the health related risk scale predicts

people’s likelihood to engage in actual unhealthy behav-

iors, while the score on the gambling scale does not pre-

dict such health risks (Szrek, Chao, Ramlagan, & Peltzer,

2012). Thus, stable individual differences exist in the ten-

dency to take different types of risks.

Here, we focus on one elusive aspect of human be-

havior, that might be difficult to assess via self-reports—

people’s unethical inclinations. Assessing unethical ten-

dencies is of great importance given how wide spread

and expensive unethical conduct is. For example, ward

robing—people’s tendency to return used clothes to

retailers—costs retailers between $13.9 and $17.7 billion

annually (Speights & Hilinski, 2005). People from all

walks of life commit many minor unethical acts that accu-

mulate to hefty sums around the globe (see Ayal & Gino,

2011). Being able to assess ones dishonest tendencies

clearly matters.

The main question we address here is whether people’s

self-reported willingness to take ethical risks correlates

with their actual dishonesty. The answer to this question

is not yet clear. Are people indeed able to reflect on their

own ethical behavior? Will people who lie a lot be dis-

honest about their dishonest tendencies? If so, dishonest

people will portray themselves as honest, and we would

find no correlation between self-reported and actual dis-

honesty. If, however, people tend to be honest about their

dishonesty, the correlation between self-reported and ac-

tual dishonesty should be positive.

Here, we focused on people’s unethical risk-related

self-reported inclinations, measured by the DOSPERT

(Weber, Blais, & Betz, 2002), and the extent to which such

inclinations correlate with actual dishonesty. We report an
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experiment revealing that self-reported unethical tenden-

cies positively predict dishonest behavior, but only when

dishonesty is self-serving.

One recent indication for the possibility that self-

reported ethical risk taking tendencies are positively cor-

related with actual dishonesty comes from a study by Gino

and Margolis (2011). The authors found people’s score on

the ethical risk taking DOSPERT sub-scale mediates the

relationship between regulatory focus (promotion or pre-

vention) and unethical behavior. Specifically, compared to

people induced to think in terms of prevention focus (i.e.,

attempting to avoid negative outcomes), people thinking in

terms of promotion focus (i.e., attempting to achieve posi-

tive outcomes) reported a higher likelihood of engaging in

ethically risky behaviors, and subsequently behaved more

unethically.

In the current study however, we examine whether the

trait measured by self-reported dispositional tendency to-

wards ethical risk-taking affects likelihood of engaging in

unethical behavior. Importantly, we assess whether this

positive correlation between self-reported and actual un-

ethical behavior occurs only when dishonesty is incen-

tivized. We use a task in which participants’ competence

is irrelevant, reducing the likelihood that dishonesty will

be driven by a desire to demonstrate task competence to

one’s self or to others (as in e.g., Ruedy, Moore, Gino &

Schweitzer, 2013; Gino & Mogilner, 2014). Thus, only

in the incentivized condition did participants have a self-

interested motivation to lie—earning more money. Focus-

ing on an incentivized task is important, as real life dis-

honesty is expected to occur in situations where dishon-

esty is profitable. Also, almost all the examples in the eth-

ical subscale of the DOSPERT (in the Appendix) concern

self-interested behavior.

1.1 The current experiment

We engaged participants in an online study in which they

were asked to predict the outcomes of their own coin

tosses and benefit financially according to their task per-

formance (Shalvi, 2012; see similarly Schurr, Ritov, Ka-

reev & Avrahami, 2012). In this task, participants, in the

privacy of their own homes, are asked to pick up a coin,

predict the outcome of a toss, then toss the coin and report

whether their prediction was correct or not. They do this

twenty times. Importantly, as participants toss the coin at

their homes, no one can tell what their actual outcomes

were. Thus, participants can dishonestly inflate the num-

ber of correct predictions they made to earn more money.

Although on the individual level we cannot tell whether

someone is lying, such assessment can be conducted on

the aggregate level by comparing group-level performance

to the performance predicted by chance (see Batson, Ko-

brynowicz, Dinnerstein, Kampf, & Wilson, 1997; Fis-

chbacher & Heusi, 2008; Shalvi, Handgraaf & De Dreu,

2011a; Shalvi, Dana, Handgraaf & De Dreu, 2011b; and

Shalvi, 2012). This method is also useful to learn how per-

sonality measures relate to actual deceptive behavior with-

out prompting participants’ suspicion (Halevy, Shalvi, &

Verschuere, in press).

We assessed whether, and under which settings, self-

reported unethical (but not other) risk-taking tendencies,

as measured by the DOSPERT, correlate with performance

on the coin tossing task. This allowed testing the two pos-

sible alternatives: (1) people are dishonest about their dis-

honesty and thus no correlation between self-reported and

actual behavior will be found, vs. (2) people are at least

somewhat honest about their dishonesty, and thus the cor-

relation between self-reported and actual behavior will be

positive.

2 Method

2.1 Participants and Procedure

Participants were 376 Israeli university students (215

women, Mage = 24.72, SDage = 2.08), who participated in

the experiment for the opportunity to win a sum of money.

Participants were randomly assigned to one of two condi-

tions: incentivized vs. non-incentivized dishonesty. In the

incentivized condition, participants earned money for each

correct coin toss prediction, while in the non-incentivized

condition, predicting correctly had no financial meaning.

Data collection lasted two months in 2012, which included

sessions taking place during one week of a heated violent

exchange between Israel and Hamas in Gaza (operation

“Pillar of Defense”, 2012). None of the reported results

were affected by whether they were obtained during this

period of unrest or in calmer times. Thus, we do not dis-

cuss this issue any further.

Participants performed the experiment online and were

asked to have no interruptions during the tasks. We asked

participants to hold any kind of coin they may have (1,

2, 5, or 10 ILS coin; 1 ILS ∼ $0.25) and to predict the

outcome of tossing it (heads or tails). Next, we asked par-

ticipants to toss the coin, report the actual outcome and

indicate if their prediction was correct or not. This task

was performed twenty times, with each coin toss predic-

tion and report done on a separate screen. Participants

learned that at the end of the experiment we would ran-

domly choose a number of participants (5 from every 100)

to receive pay according to their actual performance. Crit-

ically, in the incentivized dishonesty condition, we told

participants that the number of correct predictions will de-

termine their pay in ILS (5 ILS for every correct predic-

tion). In the non-incentivized dishonesty condition, partic-
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ipants were informed that if they were selected to receive

pay, we would toss a coin twenty times and the number

of matches between their own predictions and our coin

toss outcomes will determine their pay (5 ILS for every

match). Thus, if participants are honest, their expected

value in both settings is identical. If, however, they lie in

the incentivized setting, they can make more money.

After completing the coin toss task, participants filled

out the DOSPERT questionnaire and rated the likelihood

that they would engage in domain-specific risky activities

on a 7-point scale (1= very unlikely, 7= very likely). The

DOSPERT ethical subscale includes such items as “Hav-

ing an affair with a married man/woman”, and “Passing

off somebody else’s work as your own” (6 items in to-

tal, α = .55; see full scale in the Appendix). To rule out

the possibility that the DOSPERT score will be affected

by participants’ coin tossing performance (and/or dishon-

esty), we added a control condition counterbalancing the

order of DOSPERT and the coin tossing task. That is, par-

ticipants first completed the DOSPERT and only then en-

gaged in the coin tossing task. This allows ruling out the

possibility that conducting the task activates moral con-

cerns which are then reflected in the DOSPERT ethical

score. To test our prediction that only the ethical (but not

other) domain specific risk taking tendencies are associ-

ated with actual incentivized dishonesty, we additionally

measured all other four DOSPERT sub-scales.

3 Results

To test the main hypothesis we used General Linear Model

(GLM) analysis to predict the reported number of cor-

rect coin toss predictions from the ethical DOSPERT (as a

continuous measure), and experimental condition (incen-

tivized vs. non-incentivized lying). Supporting the hy-

pothesis that people are honest about their dishonesty we

found significant main effects for ethical DOSPERT, F(1,

372) = 3.85, p = .050, η2p = .01, and incentives, F(1, 372)

= 10.77, p = .001, η
2p = .028. Participants reported a

higher number of correct coin toss predictions when they

were financially incentivized to lie (M = 11.17, SD = 2.23)

compared to participants who were not incentivized to lie

(M = 10.44, SD = 2.03).

We then used the same model but added the interaction

term between the ethical DOSPERT and incentives. This

time neither main effect was significant in the predicted

direction. (Both were slightly reversed.) But, importantly,

the interaction between incentives and ethical DOSPERT

was significant, F(1, 372) = 10.42, p = .001, η²p = .027,

see Figure 1. Simple effect analyses revealed that, in the

incentivized lying condition, the positive effect of ethical

DOSPERT on lying was significant, F(1, 187) = 12.92, p

< .001, η²p = .065, in the non-incentivized lying condi-

Figure 1: Number of correct coin-toss predictions as a

function of ethical DOSPERT and incentives. Areas of

symbols are proportional to the number of observations at

each position. Best-fitting lines are shown for each condi-

tion.
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tion, the effect was slightly, and non-significantly, neg-

ative. Simply put, as expected, the positive correlation

between self-reported and actual dishonesty was present

only in the incentivized condition.

3.1 Ruling our alternative explanations

Order. To rule out the possibility that cheating in the

coin tossing task affects participants’ reports on the

DOSPERT scale, we reversed the order of the coin toss

and DOSPERT for 79 participants of the complete sam-

ple (i.e., of the total n = 376). We used GLM analy-

sis to predict the number of correct predictions from or-

der (DOSPERT and then Coin tossing vs. Coin tossing

and then DOSPERT), ethical DOSPERT (as a continuous

measure), experimental condition (incentivized vs. non-

incentivized lying), and all the interactions between those

variables, including the triple interaction between order,

incentive, and ethical DOSPERT. Importantly, the triple

interaction was not significant ( F(1, 368) = 0.26), thus

showing no evidence that the main interaction of inter-

est was a function of order. In a simpler analysis in-

cluding only the interaction between incentive and ethi-

cal DOSPERT as well as order, order had no significant

effect of its own ( F(1, 371) = 1.35). These results cast

doubt on the possibility that lying affects people’s self-

reports or vice-versa. In contrast, these results indicate

that the chronic ethical risk-taking tendencies (as mea-

sured by DOSPERT), are positively associated with incen-
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tivized dishonesty, regardless of the order in which self-

reports and behavior are measured.

Outlier observations. To rule out the possibility that the

interaction between ethical DOSPERT and incentives de-

rives from a few exceptional responses, we removed re-

sponses 3SD above and below the sample mean on both

ethical DOSPERT and coin tossing performance (i.e., dis-

honesty), and repeated all analyses. All previously men-

tioned effects remained significant, p’s < .05, suggesting

our results are robust to (removing) such extreme observa-

tions.

Specificity. To verify that the correlation between self-

reported unethical risk-taking tendencies and dishonest

behavior is, indeed, domain specific, we ran the main anal-

ysis with each of the other four DOSPERT scales (finan-

cial, health/safety, recreational, and social). If, indeed,

ethical risk taking tendencies are domain specific, we

should not find the other DOSPERT scales to predict dis-

honest behavior and/or interactions with the experimental

condition. For the health/safety (measure by 6 items; α =

.64), recreational (measure by 6 items; α = .83), and so-

cial (measure by 6 items; α = .65) DOSPERT sub-scales,

the main effects and the interaction between the respective

DOSPERT sub-scale and incentives were indeed not sig-

nificant, all F’s < 1. However, for the financial DOSPERT

(measure by 6 items; α = .78), while both the main effect

for DOSPERT, F(1, 372) = .07, n.s, as well as the main

effect for incentives, F(1, 372) = 2.49, n.s., were not sig-

nificant, the interaction between them was, F(1, 372) =

8.33, p = .004, η²p=.02. Simple effects analysis revealed,

however, that this interaction was driven by the negative

correlation between financial risk and lying in the non-

incentivized condition, r (187) = −.19, p = .011, and the

lack of correlation in the incentivized setting, r (189) =

.12, p = .10. We see no reason why increased risk tak-

ing tendencies in financial domain will be negatively cor-

related with non-incentivized lying. This interaction had

little theoretical relevance to the current investigation, and

is thus not discussed any further.

4 Discussion

Dishonest behavior is a major problem, beginning with

“little lies” and extending to theft and fraud. A body of

research (e.g., Serota, Levine, & Boster, 2010; Robinson,

Lewicki, & Donahue, 2000; Weber, Blais, and Betz, 2002;

Gino, Schweitzer, Mead, & Ariely, 2011; Shalvi, Eldar, &

Bereby-Meyer, 2012) attempts to explain dishonest behav-

ior, using either measures of self-reports or assessments of

actual behavior. The relation between self-reported uneth-

ical risky tendencies and actual unethical behavior, how-

ever, is not obvious. Here, we provided empirical evidence

suggesting people’s self-reported ethical risk-taking ten-

dencies, as measured by the DOSPERT scale, are posi-

tively correlated with their actual self-serving dishonesty.

When lying did not serve self-interest, the correlation was

no longer significant.

Reported results were not caused by alternative fac-

tors that we considered. Specifically, the positive cor-

relation between the ethical DOSPERT score and incen-

tivized dishonesty was robust to (1) the order in which

the two tasks were presented to participants, as well as

to (2) the inclusion/exclusion of extreme (outlier) obser-

vations. Importantly, testifying to the fact that risk-taking

tendencies are indeed domain specific, with only a theoret-

ically meaningless exception, the correlation between the

DOSPERT score and incentivized dishonesty was signif-

icant only for the ethical but not for the other DOSPERT

sub-scales (finance, health/safety, recreational, and so-

cial). The latter observation contributes to the existing

research, demonstrating the DOSPERT scale is domain-

specific (e.g., Szrek et al., 2012; Hanoch et al., 2006).

4.1 Theoretical contribution and directions

for future research

Our findings extend previous research suggesting situa-

tional factors (such as being in a “promotion” rather than

“prevention” mind-set) affects people’s willingness to take

ethical risks and thus behave unethically (Gino & Mar-

golis, 2011). Here, we found that the relation between

the ethical risk taking tendencies and incentivized dishon-

esty is not limited to situations in which such risk tenden-

cies are evoked. Rather, our results suggest people high

on their chronic ethical (but not other) risk taking tenden-

cies, are more likely to engage in lying to secure personal

profit. Further study of the relation between stable per-

sonality traits and unethical behavior seems a promising

path. Steinel & De Dreu (2004) for example, found com-

petitors were more likely to lie than cooperators. It may

be especially interesting to test predictions linking trait

and state, for example, by exploring if cooperative peo-

ple may be more likely to lie in order to serve their group

outcome (see Conrads, Irlenbusch, Rainer & Walkowitz,

2013, Gino, Ayal, & Ariely, 2013, Shalvi & De Dreu,

2013).

The link between ethical risk taking tendencies as mea-

sured by self-reports and behavior is not trivial. If people

are driven by social desirability considerations—a presen-

tation of oneself in a positive light—they should under-

report behaviors perceived socially undesirable and un-

ethical (Zerbe & Paulhus, 1987). Such under-reporting

should reduce variance on the ethical DOSPERT scale and
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significantly reduce the ability to detect correlations be-

tween the scale and other outcome variables. This opens

up the possibility that people who report unethical incli-

nations, or their lying, are not ashamed about their acts, or

do not consider them unethical. Indeed, recent work sug-

gests that people are not always aware that they are lying

(Bazerman & Tenbrunsel, 2011), or of the factors leading

them to do so (Welsh & Ordóñez, 2013).

One topic for future research is how people filling out

the DOSPERT ethical risk taking scale perceive each of

the behaviors to be (un)ethical. Some literature suggests

that likelihood to cheat is influenced by the ability to neu-

tralize the perception of different behaviors as unethical

(Diekhoff, LaBeff, Clark, Williams, Francis, & Haines,

1996) or justify them (Shalvi et al., 2011b; Schweitzer

& Hsee, 2002). For example, Haines, Diekhoff, LaBeff,

and Clark (1986) found that, while college students rec-

ognized cheating as an undesirable behavior, those who

classified themselves as cheaters were more likely to neu-

tralize acts of cheating compared to non-cheaters. In other

words, being able to self-justify ones lies makes it easier to

lie with a clear conscience. Potentially, people reporting a

high likelihood to behave unethically when filling out the

DOSPERT scale may have used a similar neutralization

strategy to construe their behavior as legitimate behavior.

Further research is needed, however, to assess how people

construe unethical behavior and to verify if indeed, people

scoring high on the ethical DOSPERT, are more prone to

engage in leniently defining what ethical behavior is.

4.2 Conclusions

Surveying people’s opinions and beliefs via self-reported

questionnaires is a common strategy in psychological sci-

ence. Such surveys are used to assess if one is mentally ill,

plans to vote to a specific political party, or is aware of a

recent marketing campaign. Based on the answers people

provide to such surveys, psychiatrists form their diagnosis,

political leaders fine-tune their public announcements, and

commercial companies launch new products. What people

report thinking and doing, clearly is important. The cur-

rent research revealed a positive correlation between peo-

ple’s dispositional tendencies towards taking ethical risks

and their actual self-serving dishonesty. It seems people

taking ethical risks are honest about their unethical ten-

dencies. Importantly, the results reported here strengthen

the assumption that risk is domain specific, as only ethi-

cal, but not other, risk taking tendencies were correlated

with actual incentivized dishonesty. The relation between

self-reported ethical risk tendencies and actual dishonesty

suggests that self-reports are not merely “cheap talk”.
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5 Appendix 1:Domain-Specific

Risk-Taking Scale—Risk taking

items

For each of the following statements, please indicate the

likelihood that you would engage in the described activ-

ity or behavior if you were to find yourself in that situ-

ation. Provide a rating from Extremely Unlikely to Ex-

tremely Likely, using the following scale: (1) extremely

unlikely, (2) moderately unlikely, (3) somewhat unlikely,

(4) not sure, (5) somewhat likely, (6) moderately likely,

(7) extremely likely.

Ethical

Revealing a friend’s secret to someone else.

Having an affair with a married man/woman.

Passing off somebody else’s work as your own.

Leaving your young children alone at home while

running an errand.

Keeping a wallet you found that contains $200.

Taking some questionable deductions on your income tax

return.

Health/safety

Engaging in unprotected sex.

Driving a car without wearing a seat belt.

Riding a motorcycle without a helmet.

Sunbathing without sunscreen.

Walking home alone at night in an unsafe area of town.

Drinking heavily at a social function.

Financial/gambling

Betting a day’s income on the outcome of a sporting

event (e.g., baseball, soccer, or football).

Betting a day’s income at the horse races.

Betting a day’s income at a high-stake poker game.

Financial/investing

Investing 5% of your annual income in a very speculative

stock.

Investing 10% of your annual income in a new business

venture.

Investing 10% of your annual income in a moderate

growth mutual fund.
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Recreational

Going whitewater rafting at high water in the spring.

Taking a sky-diving class.

Going camping in the wilderness.

Bungee-jumping off a tall bridge.

Piloting a small plane.

Going down a ski run that is beyond your ability.

Social

Admitting that your tastes are different from those of a

friend.

Choosing a career that you truly enjoy over a prestigious

one.

Speaking your mind about an unpopular issue in a

meeting at work.

Moving to a city far away from your extended family.

Starting a new career in your mid-thirties.

Disagreeing with an authority figure on a major issue.
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