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Abstract

Lying to appear honest *
This paper studies individual truth-telling behavior in the presence of multiple
lying opportunities with heterogeneous stake sizes. The results show that individuals lie downwards (i.e. forgo money due to their lie) in low-stakes situations
in order to signal honesty, and thereby mitigate the image repercussions of upward lying in high-stakes contexts. This constitutes first evidence of systematic
downward lying in an unobserved lying game. The observed behavior is consistent with the spirit, but not the letter, of the prominent models of lying behavior. It therefore presents a challenge for these models.
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Introduction

Opportunities to lie about one’s private information for personal gain are pervasive in
everyday life. Often these lying opportunities do not constitute once-off interactions, but
rather one instance from many interactions with a particular audience. These interactions
may vary widely in terms of the magnitude of the gains from lying. Therefore, individuals may be strategic in deciding precisely when and how to lie, resulting in patterns of
behavior that differ from those observed in one-shot lying interactions.
In this project, I study individual lying behavior in the presence of multiple lying opportunities with heterogenous stake sizes. The central question asked in this paper is
whether individuals give up money when making low stakes reports to try to signal honesty, with the goal of shrouding their (lucrative) lying in high stakes environments. This
hypothesized behavior is in stark contrast to the predictions of the fully rational model,
which predicts that individuals will maximize their earnings. Furthermore, while existing concepts, such as moral licensing (Monin and Miller, 2001), as well as the prominent
lying models (e.g. Gneezy et al. (2018), Dufwenberg and Dufwenberg (2018), Abeler
et al. (2019) and Khalmetski and Sliwka (2019)) can explain being honest in the low
stakes scenarios along with upward lying in the high stakes scenarios, here I show that
a substantial fraction of subjects actually lie downwards1 in the low stakes scenarios,
thereby giving up money to signal honesty.2 This constitutes first evidence of substantial
downward lying in the lying literature.3 While the observed behavior is consistent with
the spirit of these prominent lying models (since reputation concerns play an important
role), it is not easy to reconcile with the specific details of these models (in terms of the
precise way in which reputation concerns operate).
This paper reports the results from an experiment that builds on the classic Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi (2013) die-rolling paradigm in which subjects roll a single die
in private and can misreport the number they observe in order to increase their earnings.
Here, I extend this paradigm by allowing for multiple lying opportunities with heterogeneous stake sizes. This is achieved by adding a second die. In this TwoDice treatment,
subjects roll two fair six-sided dice (a blue and a red die) simultaneously, and are instructed to report the number observed on each die. One report is a High Stakes report,
which is multiplied by €2, and the other is a Low Stakes report, which is multiplied by
1I follow the literature in using the concept downward lying to refer to a scenario where an individual
makes a report that they know to be false which results in them receiving a lower payment than they would
have received from reporting truthfully (see, e.g., Definition 4 in Abeler et al. (2019)).
2To be precise, some of these models (e.g. the Abeler et al. (2019) Reputation for Honesty + LC utility
model) can sustain some downward lying in unobserved lying games, but not the to the degree observed
in my data. This will be discussed in more detail below.
3More specifically, it constitutes first evidence of downward lying in an unobserved lying game – i.e. a
lying game in which the experimenter does not observe the true state.
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€0.1 in contributing to their payment. Prior to rolling the dice, subjects must choose
whether the blue or the red die will be their High Stakes die. As in Fischbacher and
Föllmi-Heusi (2013), a report of 6 always pays €0, and in the text below I will refer to
it as a report of 0.
The experiment is designed to provide a simple environment for studying the relationship between decisions made under heterogeneous stake sizes – i.e. between big (high
stakes) and little (low stakes) lying decisions with the same audience. In this context, I
document two main findings. Firstly, I find evidence of downward lying in the Low Stakes
reports, with 63% of subjects reporting having seen a low number (0, 1 or 2) on the Low
Stakes die. Secondly, I show that high reports on the High Stakes die are observed in conjunction with low reports on the Low Stakes die more often than expected.⁴ More specifically, in terms of the joint distribution of reports on both dice, 50% of subjects reported
having seen both a high number (3, 4 or 5) on the High Stakes die, and a low number
(0, 1 or 2) on the Low Stakes die. According to the objective probability distribution, this
(high,low) report should occur in 25% of cases. Furthermore, this (high,low) joint report
is chosen almost twice as often as the higher-paying (high,high) report, which is chosen
by 26% of subjects. This suggests that subjects are willing to give up money and lie to
make a (high,low) report. Furthermore, this indicates that subjects preferred to choose
a low Low Stakes report to simply telling the truth for the Low Stakes die.
This paper contributes to a large and fast-growing literature that studies when and
why people choose to misreport their private information (see, e.g., Gneezy (2005),
Mazar et al. (2008), Coricelli et al. (2010), Shalvi et al. (2011), Fischbacher and FöllmiHeusi (2013), Abeler et al. (2014), Cohn et al. (2014), Kajackaite and Gneezy (2017),
Gneezy et al. (2018), Abeler et al. (2019)). This literature has generated an impressive
body of evidence, revealing systematic regularities in lying behavior. More recently, there
has been an effort to synthesize the lessons learnt into a parsimonious theoretical framework. While there have been numerous contributions to this effort, arguably a small set
of these models has risen to prominance, namely those by Gneezy et al. (2018), Dufwenberg and Dufwenberg (2018), Abeler et al. (2019) and Khalmetski and Sliwka (2019).
Illustrating this point, Abeler et al. (2019) use a Popperian approach to argue that other
previously proposed models are less compatible with the comprehensive dataset analyzed
in their metastudy.⁵ These remaining four papers all posit that individuals experience
disutility from being perceived as a liar. Three of these models, those offered by Gneezy
⁴Here “more often than expected” means that the combination of a high High Stakes report and low Low
Stakes is observed: (i) more often than expected according to the objective distribution, but also (ii) more
often than expected under commonly used models of lying aversion, which tend not to predict substantial
downward lying. This point is discussed in more detail in the text below.
⁵Abeler et al. (2019) also mention in Appendix C2 that Dufwenberg and Dufwenberg (2018) cannot
fully explain the data collected in their metastudy, but do still give the ideas discussed by Dufwenberg and
Dufwenberg (2018) prominence throughout their paper.
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et al. (2018), Abeler et al. (2019), and Khalmetski and Sliwka (2019), are very similar in spirit, with all three proposing that individuals desire both to be honest, and also
to appear honest (i.e. they have an intrinsic cost of lying, as well as a reputational cost
due to the inference about their honesty drawn from the observed action). In contrast,
Dufwenberg and Dufwenberg (2018) propose a model that depends on the audience’s
perception regarding the degree of over-reporting (rather than just the perception that
the individual is lying or not).
While the experiment under consideration here is not designed to test these models,
reconciling the observed results with the models does present a challenge. The reason
for this is that the models do not provide a motive for systematic downward lying on the
Low Stakes report. To see this intuitively, consider the two lying aversion components
of the models: (i) an intrinsic cost of lying, and (ii) a reputational cost. Regarding (i),
taking a subject’s High Stakes report as given, if she has some form of intrinsic lying
cost, she can do weakly better by telling the truth on the Low Stakes die than by lying
downwards (i.e. she earns more money, and tells fewer lies). Regarding (ii), the models
typically use an equilibrium concept, where subjects are Bayesian and the reputational
cost of lying is a function of the expected fraction of liars making a particular report.
This expected fraction is accurate in equilibrium. Since twice as many subjects report
(high,low) compared to (high,high) in my experiment, a subject could both reduce their
reputational cost and increase their earnings by switching from (high,low) to (high,high).
To see this in a different way, low Low Stakes reports are made more often than high Low
Stakes reports. Therefore, according to the models, low Low Stakes reports incur greater
reputational costs and lower earnings in comparison to high Low Stakes reports. Yet in
my data they are observed more often.⁶
One potential reason for the imperfect fit between these theories and my data is that
the theories have been designed to organize stylized facts generated predominantly by
studies considering lying on a single dimension, or lying by individuals facing repeated
homogeneous lying opportunities (see, e.g., Jiang (2013), Abeler et al. (2014), and Cohn
et al. (2015)). The models appear to be highly successful in achieving this objective
(as evidenced by the comprehensive analysis and discussion in Abeler et al. (2019)). In
contrast, however, my study considers a slightly more complex environment, which alters
the optimization problem.
The objective of this paper is to contribute evidence towards developing a better un⁶An alternative way to see this is by means of Figure 4 in Appendix C, which is a one-dimensional
representation of the full distribution of reports in the TwoDice treatment, with the states ordered such
that they are increasing in payoffs. Given the uniform objective density over states, the models should
predict an upward sloping probability density function. However, it is non-trivial to explain the downward
slope observed within the two right-most sections of the figure, separated by the vertical dotted lines
(reflecting the groupings of High Stakes 4’s and High Stakes 5’s.
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derstanding of lying in such more complex environments, with the aim of facilitating the
enrichment of these existing models. In line with these models, the evidence presented
below suggests that reputation concerns play a highly important role in governing lying
decisions.
The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 describes the experimental
design. Section 3 presents the results. Section 4 discusses the relationship to the existing
literature, and Section 5 concludes.

2

Experimental Design

The experiment involves a one-shot individual decision-making task. I build on the experimental paradigm popularized by Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi (2013) in which subjects privately observe the outcome of a random variable, and are asked to report this
private information. When subjects make this report, they already know the mapping
from reports to payoffs. This provides them with an opportunity to misreport their private information and increase their payoffs. For comparability, I follow Fischbacher and
Föllmi-Heusi (2013) in using a six-sided die as the randomization device. One appealing
feature of this paradigm is that it has been shown to correlate well with cheating behavior outside the lab (see, e.g., Hanna and Wang (2017), Dai et al. (2018), and Cohn and
Maréchal (2018)).
Each subject in the study participated in one of two treatment conditions. The Baseline condition is similar to the classic Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi (2013) game, providing a benchmark measure of lying behavior that can be compared to the existing literature. Subjects entered the lab and found the printed experimental instructions on their
desk, along with two dice – a red die and a blue die. The reason for having two dice is to
keep the two treatments as similar as possible. The instructions informed subjects that
their payment would be determined by rolling one of the two dice, and writing down
the number they saw.⁷ They were provided with a table that showed how the number
they reported would contribute to their payment – i.e. they would receive €2 multiplied
by the number reported, with the exception of a report of 6. I follow Fischbacher and
Föllmi-Heusi (2013) in assigning a payoff of €0 to a 6. This implies that the range of
possible payoffs for the task is between €0 and €10.
The TwoDice treatment condition followed exactly the same experimental protocol,
with the following exception. Instead of choosing one of the two dice for payment, subjects were told that they should privately choose one die to be their High Stakes die
⁷Subjects were told that they could choose either of the two dice.
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and one to be their Low Stakes die.⁸ They were informed that the number reported on
their High Stakes die would be multiplied by €2, and the number reported on their Low
Stakes die would be multiplied by €0.1. Subjects rolled both dice simultaneously and
were asked to write down the number shown on both their High Stakes and Low Stakes
die. The High Stakes report is therefore payoff-equivalent to the report in the Baseline
condition. The difference is the addition of the Low Stakes die. Possible payoffs for the
task range between €0 and €10.5 in this treatment.
The instructions for both treatment conditions are included in the Appendices (Sections F and G).⁹

2.1

Experimental Procedure

The experiment was conducted in October and November 2018 at the WZB-TU laboratory in Berlin. The sessions were implemented by providing subjects with printed instructions, and collecting the data using physical dice, pen and paper.1⁰ Subjects were invited
to participate in the experiment using ORSEE (Greiner, 2015). A total of 200 subjects
participated in the experiment with 100 subjects in each treatment condition (i.e. five
sessions of approximately 20 subjects). After completing the dice rolling task, subjects
completed a very short post-experimental questionnaire that was comprised of questions
about the subject’s age, gender, and field of study. Each session lasted approximately 15
minutes. The average subject was 23 years old, and 49% of the subjects were female. The
average earnings on the dice rolling task was €6.9. In addition, all subjects received a
fixed payment of €8.

3
3.1

Results
The relationship between High and Low Stakes reports

This section asks whether there is a relationship between the High and Low Stakes reports
in the TwoDice treatment. Here I present evidence pertaining to the two main questions
⁸This feature of the experimental paradigm relates to some of the ideas discussed by Jiang (2013).
However, the “mind game” element of the design is not of central interest in this study; rather it is a tool
to provide participants with greater certainty that they are not being monitored. This is why two dice are
used in both treatments.
⁹In the instructions, I used the word “dice” to refer both to the singular and plural form of dice. There
were several reasons for this decision. Firstly, in modern English the term “dice” can be used to refer to
both the singular and the plural. Secondly, my subjective belief is that the word “die” is more likely to
be misinterpreted, especially by second language speakers. Thirdly, I endeavoured to make sure that the
instructions were never ambiguous regarding whether I was referring to one or two dice. Subjects appeared
to understand the task well, and no subject asked a question about this.
1⁰The reason for this was to increase the simplicity and tangibility of the task, and also to avoid the
disconnect with one’s actions and one’s physical identity sometimes experienced when using computers.
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asked by this paper: (i) is there evidence of downward lying on the Low Stakes reports?
and (ii) is there a higher-than-expected fraction of (high, low) reports in the TwoDice
treatment?
Figure 1 shows the binarized distribution of reports for the High and Low Stakes dice
in the TwoDice treatment (i.e. the outcome space is collapsed into a binary variable that
equals 0 if the report is low (≤ 2) and equals 1 if the report is high (≥ 3)). The left-panel
shows that there is upward lying for the High Stakes lying opportunity. However, the
right-panel shows that subjects were more likely to report a low number (i.e. ≤ 2) than a
high number (i.e. ≥ 3) for the Low Stakes die. Only 37% of subjects reported having seen
a number ≥ 3, which is significantly less than the expected 50% percentage [p=0.012,
binomial test, two-sided].11 This serves as evidence that we do observe downward lying
in the Low Stakes reports.12
Finding 1. There is evidence of downward lying on the Low Stakes die.
Figure 1: Distributions of High & Low Stakes reports (binarized, marginal distributions)
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The observation that there is upward lying on the High Stakes die, and downward
lying on the Low Stakes die is not sufficient to conclude that there is a negative relationship between the reports made by individuals. Therefore, Table 1 and Figure 2 present
evidence on this second question of interest by showing the joint distributions of the High
and Low Stakes reports. Table 1 shows the joint distribution of the binarized variables and
Figure 2 graphically depicts the full joint distribution.
11The full distribution of Low Stakes reports is portrayed in Figure 5 in Appendix E. The downward slope
in reporting propensities contrasts with the upward slope commonly observed in this literature.
12It is worth noting that the amount of downward lying may be underestimated by looking at this figure.
This would be the case if there is also any upward lying in the Low Stakes reports.
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The conspicuous feature of Table 1 is that 50% of subjects make a high-report on the
High Stakes die and a low-report on the Low Stakes die. This (high, low) joint report is
chosen almost twice as often as the higher-paying (high, high) report (which is chosen
by 26% of subjects) and approximately four times as often as (low,high) and (low,low).13
This suggests that subjects prefer to choose a combination of a high-report and a lowreport in a way that allows them to earn a reasonably high payoff, but also (subjectively)
signal honesty. This indicates that subjects are using the Low Stakes report to try to obscure their upward lying on the High Stakes report.
Table 1: Observed binarized distribution of reports in the Two Dice game.
High Dice
Low Report (≤ 2)

High Report (≥ 3)

Total

High Report (≥ 3)
Low Report (≤ 2)

11
13

26
50

37
63

Total

24

76

100

Low Dice

Finding 2. Half of the subjects make a (high,low) report, indicating an interaction between
the High Stakes and Low Stakes reports.
Figure 2 reiterates this finding by showing that the majority of the density of the full
distribution is below the diagonal, particularly in the bottom right quadrant.1⁴
One potentially interesting ex post observation is that, of those subjects who made
a report above the diagonal (i.e. reported having observed a higher number on the Low
Stakes die than on the High Stakes die), 11/18 reported a 5 on the Low Stakes die (i.e.
on the horizontal line). In comparison, only 7 subjects reported a number in the triangle
in the north-west corner of Figure 2 enclosed by the two lines drawn onto the figure.
One might speculate that some subjects viewed reporting a pair of numbers comprising a
higher Low Stakes die value than High Stakes die value as another way to signal honesty.
Therefore, by choosing the highest Low Stakes die value, namely 5, they could signal
honesty in this way, and choose a reasonably high High Stakes die report. However, this
observation involves only a small subset of the subjects in the experiment, so caution
should be exercised when interpreting it.
13Testing whether each of the four cells is equal to the expected percentage of 25% by means of binomial
tests indicates that (high,low) is observed statistically more often than expected, while (low, high) and (low,
low) are observed less often than expected, with all three tests producing a p-value< 0.01 for a two-sided
test. (high, high) is observed approximately as often as expected according to the objective distribution.
1⁴Tables 4 and 5 in the Appendices report the exact frequencies for the distribution observed in the data,
as well as the objective expected distribution respectively.
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Figure 2: Full joint distribution High & Low Stakes reports.
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Comparison with Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi (2013)

This section supplements the discussion of the main results above in two ways. Firstly,
it provides a comparison of the behavior observed in my Baseline treatment with Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi’s (2013) results. This serves to alleviate concerns regarding
the behavior described above in the TwoDice treatment potentially being driven by the
subject pool, or specific elements of the instructions, or the experimental protocol. Secondly, I compare the distribution of High Stakes reports observed in the TwoDice and
Baseline treatment conditions. This treatment comparison provides evidence towards
assessing whether the addition of a Low Stakes lying opportunity affects the High Stakes
report, which could be the case if subjects are choosing both their reports in a strategic
way to signal honesty.
The left panel of Figure 3 displays the distribution of reports in my Baseline condition.
The distribution is largely consistent with the pattern of reports commonly observed in
the literature, with a higher frequency of reported 4’s and 5’s than expected under the
objective distribution. Furthermore, Table 2 in Appendix A provides a direct comparison
of my Baseline treatment with the two comparable treatments from Fischbacher and
Föllmi-Heusi (2013), showing that my results are very similar to theirs.
Turning to the comparison of behavior between my two treatments, it is worth noting
that the monetary incentives that subjects face in choosing their report in Baseline are
identical to those for the High Stakes report in the TwoDice treatment. The two panels of
Figure 3 provide a graphical illustration of the treatment comparison. In contrast to Baseline, in the TwoDice condition, subjects report 3’s more often, and 5’s less often (see
Table 3 in Appendix B for the statistical tests), with the implication that 4 becomes the
modal report in the TwoDice treatment. A comparison of the two distributions weakly
9

rejects the hypothesis that these two samples of reports are drawn from the same underlying population [p=0.087, Mann-Whitney]. This provides suggestive evidence in favor
of the conclusion that the addition of the Low Stakes die is influencing subjects’ choice of
reports on the High Stakes die.
Figure 3: Reporting on High Stakes die across treatments (full distribution).
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Discussion

4.1

The role of reputation concerns

The results described above suggest an important role for a motive other than a taste
for money. The evidence points towards a prominent role for some form of reputation
concerns, with subjects displaying a strong preference for making a (high, low) report –
i.e. subjects appear to prefer making reports like (4,1) or (3,1), which contain a high and
low number, rather than reports such as (4,4) or (3,4) which involve two high numbers.
This behavior is not consistent with the equilibrium in models that propose that: (a) the
perceived probability of lying after observing a report, r, is increasing in the frequency of
observing report r in the population, and (b) that beliefs are correct in equilibrium (e.g.
Gneezy et al. (2018), Abeler et al. (2019), and Khalmetski and Sliwka (2019)). Under
these models, subjects in the experiment could increase both their earnings and their
reputation by switching to (high, high) reports that are observed less frequently (i.e. to
the north-west quadrant of Figure 2).
There are different possible explanations for why the observed behavior differs from
the predictions of the models. Firstly, subjects may have a different objective function
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to the one considered in these models (e.g. a different form of reputation concern). For
example, subjects may view a (high, high) report as appearing less honest than a (high,
low) report, independently of the relative frequencies of observing the two reports in the
population. Secondly, subjects may hold reputation concerns in line with those described
by these models, but have inaccurate subjective beliefs about the behavior of other individuals. Put simply, if a subject (incorrectly) believes that most other subjects will make
a (high, high) report, then a (high, low) report is consistent with these models. The first
explanation operates via preferences and the second via beliefs. In this paper, I do not
distinguish between them, but this appears to be a fruitful avenue for future research.
Importantly, both explanations point towards reputation concerns playing an important
role in motivating subjects’ decisions. The results here show that the nature of this reputation concern is more nuanced than indicated by the previous evidence.
This paper joins other nascent work that also explores the intricate role of reputational
concerns. In a market setting, Tergiman and Villeval (2019) show that when the role
of reputation is magnified, subjects drastically reduce their use of detectable lies, but
continue to use lies where they can maintain plausable deniability. In another interesting
contribution that shares some similarity in its fundamental essence to the current paper
(i.e. doing something bad to appear good), Soraperra et al. (2019) provide evidence for
the seemingly contradictory result that individuals are willing to take a socially harmful
action to improve their social image. However, different from the current paper, in both
these studies an individual’s reputation can lead to real monetary consequences (see,
also, Ely and Välimäki (2003) and Grosskopf and Sarin (2010) for important early work
on this topic). My results add to this by providing evidence that social image alone is
sufficient to generate this type of nuanced effect of reputational concerns on behavior.1⁵

4.2

Increasing the dimensionality of lying games

Much of the experimental economics literature on lying involves studying situations
where individuals make a single decision. This decision typically involves an explicit
tradeoff between telling the truth and obtaining more money. This scientific approach
of simplifying a decision context until the psychological processes of interest can be studied in isolation is both elegant and highly informative. However, it is important to then
build on this foundational knowledge by adding complexity to the decision environment,
thereby providing stress tests for the application of our models to more realistic everyday
life situations. The current paper contributes to this effort by considering the interaction
1⁵In an interesting recent contribution, Crede and von Bieberstein (2019) demonstrate just how strong
reputation effects can be. By making subjects explicitly aware that the experimenter can observe the true
state of the world, the authors essentially make partial and full lying disappear – subjects in this treatment
abstain from lying.
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between heterogeneous lying opportunities. However, there are also several other ongoing strands of research gathering evidence regarding the influence of increasing the
dimensionality of the decision problem in other directions.
The first strand of research increases the temporal dimensionality of the decision
problem by allowing subjects to make repeated homogeneous lying decisions (see, e.g.,
Jiang (2013), Abeler et al. (2014), Cohn et al. (2015)). In their meta-analysis, using a
cross-study comparison (with all the qualifiers that brings), Abeler et al. (2019) find evidence of significantly lower lying rates when faced with repeated lying opportunities.1⁶
An important caveat is that these studies were typically not designed primarily to test
between lying behavior in one-shot and repeated settings. In recent work, Casal and Filippin (2018) do explicitly compare one-shot reporting with a repeated reporting task and
observe similar average levels of cheating across treatments. Belot and van de Ven (2018)
also study behavior when facing repeated lying opportunities, and similar to the current
paper, they consider heterogeneous stakes. The authors implement a treatment in which
subjects are first exposed to several rounds of a high-stakes sender-receiver game and
then to a low-stakes sender-receiver game. They compare this with a treatment where
the order of high and low stakes incentives is reversed. Belot and van de Ven (2018) hypothesize that subjects facing high incentives first will continue to lie at high rates when
the incentives are reduced due to some form of habituation effect. However, instead they
observe a marked drop after the incentive reduction. I view this observation as being consistent with my results, albeit in a very different context, and in an experiment designed
to test a different hypothesis.
The second strand of research considers non-temporal increases in the dimensionality
of the decision problem. In work related to the current paper, Geraldes et al. (2019) study
situations in which there are multiple homogeneous lying opportunities. The paper tests
whether the increased dimensionality of the decision problem leads to an increase in lying, but finds no evidence in support of this hypothesis. There is also a set of papers that
introduce the possibility for additional non-monetary motives (e.g. social preferences)
to influence the decision of whether to lie, studying the interaction between motives.
In a seminal contribution, Gneezy (2005) discusses the role of consequences in lying
decisions, classifying lies as being white, altruistic, spiteful and selfish lies. The results
demonstrate a sensitivity in making the decision to lie to the implications for both one’s
own and others’ payoffs.1⁷ Barron et al. (2019) also study the interaction of social preferences and the decision to lie. The authors consider a setting in which individuals face
a tension between two conflicting moral motives, truth-telling and fairness. The paper
1⁶Although, they also observe a small upward slope in the trend across rounds towards higher lying
rates.
1⁷Alempaki et al. (2018) build on this work by studying the responsiveness of spiteful and selfish lies to
earlier unkind behavior (i.e. deception due to reciprocity).
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evaluates how subjects resolve this tension, providing evidence that subjects are more
likely to adhere to the moral motive that is more in line with their private self-interest. In
a related vein, Danilov and Saccardo (2019) argue that their subjects use a truth-telling
norm as an excuse to justify discrimination.
Finally, this paper also relates to the literatures studying moral licensing (see, e.g.,
Monin and Miller (2001), Cain et al. (2005), Merritt et al. (2010), Mullen and Monin
(2016), and Engel and Szech (2017)) and conscience accounting (Gneezy et al., 2014).
However, the results I observe do not seem to be explained by these motives, since they
predict that subjects would offset lying on one die (i.e. the High Stakes die) with telling
the truth on the other die (e.g. the Low Stakes die). This is not what I observe.1⁸

5

Conclusion

While lying has been studied extensively in the behavioral economics literature, much
of this work has studied situations in which individuals can tell a single lie (or multiple
homogeneous lies) to receive more money. However, lying opportunities in everyday life
often do not involve a simple tradeoff between telling a single lie and earning money.
Rather, individuals often face multiple interactions with a given observer. The evidence
reported here suggests that individuals try to strategically build a reputation for honesty
in interactions where the potential monetary benefits of being deceptive are low, thereby
facilitating the exploitation of more lucrative lying opportunities without appearing completely dishonest – i.e. they try to use little lies to cover up their bigger lies.
This behavior indicates that subjects face a tension between a strong concern regarding the reputational influence of their decisions and their monetary self-interest. This
strong concern for one’s reputation is consistent with the spirit of the prominent lying
models. However, in contrast to my findings, these models would not predict systematic
downward lying in low stakes interactions. This observed pattern of behavior suggests
that reputational concerns might play a more nuanced role in influencing when and how
individuals choose to lie. Essentially, it suggests that individuals are sometimes willing to
take a bad (or immoral) action if they perceive it as signaling that they are doing something good (or moral). The implication is that sometimes the motivation to appear good
is stronger than the motivation to be good.

1⁸Incidentally, in terms of the dichotomy of dynamic moral behavior according to consistency and licensing
as discussed by Mullen and Monin (2016), my results are not consistent with either licensing (see the main
text) or consistency, since this would imply that subjects who lie upward on the High Stakes die are more
likely to lie upward on the Low Stakes die, which is also not what I observe.
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APPENDICES
A

Comparison of Baseline with FFH

Table 2: Comparison of Baseline reports with Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi (2013)

0

1

High Dice
2
3
4

This paper
Baseline [1]

9

9

6

9

31

36

100

FFH
Baseline [2]
High Stakes [3]

6.4
11.25

7.2
5

11.6
15**

12.6
8.75

27.2
27.5

35.0
32.5

389
80

5

N

Notes: (i) The rows display the observed percentage of each die report, (ii) in the
rows labeled [2] and [3] corresponding to treatments from Fischbacher and FöllmiHeusi (2013), stars display a test of whether the report percentage observed in the
relevant FFH treatment differs significantly from the percentage observed in my
Baseline treatment (i.e. row [1]) using a two-sided test of proportions; * 10%, **
5%, *** 1%.

B

Comparison of reported and objective distributions
Table 3: Comparison of reported distributions between treatments

0

1

2

High Dice
3

Baseline [1]
TwoDice [2]
Expected Dist. [3]

9
10
16.7

9
6
16.7

6
8
16.7

9
18
16.7

31
37
16.7

36
21
16.7

Stat. Comparisons
[2] - [1]
[3] - [1]
[3] - [2]

1
7.7**
6.7*

-3
7.7**
10.7***

2
10.7***
8.7***

9*
7.7**
-1.3

6
-14.3***
-20.3***

-15**
-19.3***
-4.3

4

5

N
100
100

Notes: (i) The first three rows display the percentage of each die report, (ii) the bottom three rows display
the percentage point differences between the first three rows, considering binary comparisons, (iii) for the
fifth and sixth rows (i.e. [3]-[1] and [3]-[2]), stars display the significance level of a two-sided binomial
test that the observed percentage differs from 16.7%; * 10%, ** 5%, *** 1%, (iv) for the fourth row (i.e.
[2]-[1]), stars display the significance level of a two-sided test of proportions; * 10%, ** 5%, *** 1%. The
significance levels of the fourth row are unchanged when instead considering a two-sided Fisher exact test.
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C

One-dimensional depiction of distribution in TwoDice
Figure 4: Report distribution across all 36 states, ordered by earnings

0

1

2

3

4

Percent
5
6

7

8

9

10

TwoDice Treatment

0/0

0/4 1/0

1/4 2/0

2/4 3/0
All 36 states

3/4 4/0

4/4 5/0

5/4

Note: The x-axis reflects the 36 possible states, ordered in increasing value.
For example, “5/4” refers to a report of 5 on the high value dice, and a
report of 4 on the low value dice. The vertical dotted lines divide the statespace according to the 6 high dice values. The horizontal dashed line reflects the objective probability of each state.

D

Theoretical and reported joint distributions in TwoDice
Table 4: Observed distribution of reports in the Two Dice game.
High Dice
3
4
5

0

1

2

Low Dice
5
4
3
2
1
0

1
0
4
0
0
5

3
0
0
1
1
1

1
1
1
1
4
0

3
0
3
2
5
5

3
3
6
9
8
8

2
3
3
2
5
6

13
7
17
15
23
25

Total

10

6

8

18

37

21

100

18

Total

Table 5: Expected ojective distribution of die rolls in the Two Dice game.

Low Dice
5
4
3
2
1
0

0

1

2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8

2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8

2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8

2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8

16.7

16.7

16.7

16.7

5

Total

2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8

2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8

16.7
16.7
16.7
16.7
16.7
16.7

16.7

16.7

100

Marginal Low- and High-Stakes distributions in TwoDice
Figure 5: Reported distribution on Low-Stakes die in TwoDice treatment.
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Percent
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1

2
3
Reported low dice roll
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Figure 6: Reported distribution on High-Stakes die in TwoDice treatment.
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4

5

6

F

Instructions: Baseline

Every participant will receive a 5 Euro show-up fee for participating in the experiment,
which will be paid out independently of the decisions made in the experiment.
Furthermore, you will be able to earn additional money. At the end of the experiment,
you will receive the income which you earned over the course of the experiment plus the
5 Euro show-up fee in cash.
In front of you, there are two dice – one red dice, and one blue dice. Your payment
for today’s experiment will be determined by rolling one of these two dice. You will need
to decide which dice you want to roll. After you have decided, you will roll that dice and
report the number you see. For your payment, the table below shows how the dice roll
will contribute to your payoff.
Payoff contribution from the dice roll

Number thrown

1

2

3

4

5

6

Resulting payoff

€2

€4

€6

€8

€10

€0

After rolling the dice, you should write down the number shown on your dice in the
box below. After doing this, you will be asked to complete a short questionnaire. You
will be paid a €3 fixed fee for completing the questionnaire. When you have finished
the questionnaire, you can also roll the dice more times to check that they are working
properly and are fair dice (they are).
Your total earnings = €5 + €3 + DICE payoff

After everyone has completed this dice rolling task, and the questionnaire, the experiment will be over and we will proceed to payment.
Please now decide which one of the two dice you would like to roll. When you have
done this, please roll the dice and report the number on the dice.

Number on DICE
After you have completed this task, please wait for the experimenter to hand out the
questionnaire.
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G

Instructions: TwoDice

Every participant will receive a 5 Euro show-up fee for participating in the experiment,
which will be paid out independently of the decisions made in the experiment.
Furthermore, you will be able to earn additional money. At the end of the experiment,
you will receive the income which you earned over the course of the experiment plus the
5 Euro show-up fee in cash.
In front of you, there are two dice – one red dice, and one blue dice. Your payment
for today’s experiment will be determined by rolling these two dice. You will need to
decide which dice you want to be your High-Stakes-Dice, and which you want to be
your Low-Stakes-Dice. After you have decided, you will roll both dice at the same time
and report the number you see on each dice. For your payment, the tables below shows
how the two dice rolls will contribute to your payoff.
Payoff contribution from the High-Stakes-Dice

Number thrown

1

2

3

4

5

6

Resulting payoff

€2

€4

€6

€8

€10

€0

Payoff contribution from the Low-Stakes-Dice
Number thrown

1

2

3

4

5

6

Resulting payoff

€0.1

€0.2

€0.3

€0.4

€0.5

€0

After rolling the two dice, you should write down the number shown on your HighStakes-Dice and your Low-Stakes-Dice in the boxes below. After doing this, you will be
asked to complete a short questionnaire. You will be paid a €3 fixed fee for completing
the questionnaire. When you have finished the questionnaire, you can also roll the dice
more times to check that they are working properly and are fair dice (they are).
Your total earnings = €5+€3+High-Stakes-Dice payoff+Low-Stakes-Dice payoff

After everyone has completed this dice rolling task, and the questionnaire, the experiment will be over and we will proceed to payment.
Please now decide which is your High-Stakes-Dice and which is your Low-StakesDice. When you have done this, please roll both dice and report the number on each of
the two dice.

Number on

Number on

High-Stakes-Dice

Low-Stakes-Dice

After you have completed this task, please wait for the experimenter to hand out the
questionnaire.
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