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People try to avoid appearing dishonest. Although efforts to avoid appearing dishonest can often reduce
lying, we argue that, at times, the desire to appear honest can actually lead people to lie. We hypothesize
that people may lie to appear honest in cases where the truth is highly favorable to them, such that telling
the truth might make them appear dishonest to others. A series of studies provided robust evidence for
our hypothesis. Lawyers, university students, and MTurk and Prolific participants said that they would
have underreported extremely favorable outcomes in real-world scenarios (Studies 1a–1d). They did so
to avoid appearing dishonest. Furthermore, in a novel behavioral paradigm involving a chance game with
monetary prizes, participants who received in private a very large number of wins reported fewer wins
than they received; they lied and incurred a monetary cost to avoid looking like liars (Studies 2a–2c).
Finally, we show that people’s concern that others would think that they have overreported is valid
(Studies 3a–3b). We discuss our findings in relation to the literatures on dishonesty and on reputation.
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Most people do not want to appear dishonest. In many cases, the
best way for them to avoid appearing dishonest is to actually be
honest (Akerlof, 1983). Indeed, even in the face of incentives for
dishonesty, people routinely behave honestly, and are much more
honest when their reputation for honesty is on the line (Gneezy,
Kajackaite, & Sobel, 2018; Mazar, Amir, & Ariely, 2008). In this

article, however, we demonstrate that, in predictable circum-
stances, a desire to appear honest can actually make people more
likely to lie. Specifically, we examine situations in which reporting
the true outcome is highly favorable to oneself, such that telling the
truth might make one appear to be lying.

Imagine, for example, that your teacher lost all students’ grades
on an assignment and asked the students to honestly report their
grades to him. Suppose the test was hard and many students barely
passed, but you got a perfect score. You may worry that if you
truthfully report your score, the teacher might think that you
inflated it, so you may report that you got less than a perfect score.
We hypothesize that in situations like these, people may be so
concerned with appearing dishonest that they may lie and report a
less favorable outcome. We start by reviewing previous research
on people’s motivations to lie and then report evidence that people
sometimes lie to appear honest.

Lying

People’s default is telling the truth (Grice, 1991). Telling a lie is
generally viewed as morally wrong and is psychologically taxing
(Gneezy, 2005). Thus, most people need a reason to tell a lie. At
the same time, many situations provide such reasons, and people
report being frequently dishonest in their day-to-day lives (De-
Paulo, Kashy, Kirkendol, Wyer, & Epstein, 1996; Hofmann, Wis-
neski, Brandt, & Skitka, 2014).

Why do people lie? Surely there are many reasons. One prom-
inent motivation is gaining material benefits (Becker, 1968). Many
people overcome their basic aversion to lying and mislead others
to secure some monetary gains. People underreport income to pay
less in taxes (Mazur & Plumley, 2007) and underreport mileage to
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insurance companies to reduce what they pay in premiums (Shu,
Mazar, Gino, Ariely, & Bazerman, 2012). Abundant findings from
experimental studies provide converging evidence demonstrating
that many people lie to gain more money (e.g., Bryan, Adams, &
Monin, 2013; Caruso & Gino, 2011; Gneezy, 2005; Mazar et al.,
2008; Schurr & Ritov, 2016; Schurr, Ritov, Kareev, & Avrahami,
2012; for review, see Gerlach, Teodorescu, & Hertwig, 2019). The
tendency to engage in profitable lies has been elegantly captured in
the “die-under-the-cup” paradigm (Shalvi, Dana, Handgraaf, & De
Dreu, 2011). Here, participants are asked to privately roll a die,
knowing that they would be compensated according to the result
they reported—the higher the roll, the more they are paid. Al-
though people typically do not lie to the full extent (arguably
because they want to maintain a moral self-image), on average,
they do overreport their outcomes. Thus, a person who rolled a 3
in the die-under-the-cup paradigm may report a 5, to increase her
gains (see also Cohn, Fehr, & Maréchal, 2014; Fischbacher &
Föllmi-Heusi, 2013; Weisel & Shalvi, 2015). Indeed, in situations
where deception is profitable, lying seems to be the default and
self-control is required to overcome it (Gino, Schweitzer, Mead, &
Ariely, 2011; Shalvi, Eldar, & Bereby-Meyer, 2012).

Yet not all lies are motivated by greed. Recent research has
documented that people sometimes lie to help or to be kind to
others. These lies, termed prosocial lies, involve telling things one
knows to be untrue with the intention of helping someone else
(Levine & Schweitzer, 2014). For example, a doctor may tell a
dying patient that there is still hope that medication will help—
even if she knows this is untrue—out of concern for the patient’s
emotional wellbeing (Levine et al., 2018). In addition, in con-
trolled lab settings, participants have been found to tell a lie and
forgo some monetary profit to enhance the profit of another
participant in a study (Erat & Gneezy, 2012; Levine & Schweitzer,
2015).

In this article, we suggest a novel motivation for lying that is
driven by neither monetary gains nor benevolence, but rather by
concern with appearing dishonest. It may seem odd that we would
suggest that wanting to avoid appearing dishonest could lead to
more lying. Traditionally, people’s desire to appear honest has
been suggested to limit lying (Akerlof, 1983). Indeed, people care
about the image that they present to others. People want to appear
as good people—generous, fair, and moral (Andreoni & Bern-
heim, 2009; Dana, Cain, & Dawes, 2006; Shaw, Choshen-Hillel, &
Caruso, 2018). For example, people tend to choose options that
favor them over other people but would lie and say that they used
an impartial device to make this choice, to avoid appearing unfair
(Batson, Kobrynowicz, Dinnerstein, Kampf, & Wilson, 1997).
People lie less when the chance that someone will find out that
they are lying is higher (Gneezy et al., 2018). Thus, when partic-
ipants’ outcomes in the lab are observable (rather than completely
private), the average outcome they report (for compensation) is
lower. Further, concerns with appearing dishonest can motivate
people even when others cannot verify that they are lying. People
are less likely to lie to the full extent (i.e., report the highest
possible outcome) when their true outcome is unobservable than
when it is not (Gneezy et al., 2018). Presumably, this is because
when the participants’ true outcome is unobservable, reporting the
highest possible outcome might appear suspicious or dishonest.
For example, a person who rolled a 3 in private in the die-under-
the-cup paradigm may avoid reporting a 6 (i.e., the most profitable

outcome) because if he does, he may appear dishonest. Instead, he
may report a 5—which is less profitable but will not hurt his
honest appearance. Indeed, it has recently been suggested that
experimental paradigms where high outcomes seem less plausible
are associated with lower degrees of dishonesty (Gerlach et al.,
2019).

We explore situations where a person who wants to appear
honest may be tempted to lie; specifically, when the truth is so
favorable that it may cause one to appear to be lying. Imagine a
participant who is compensated for rolling higher numbers on a die
and who is asked to report the outcomes to the experimenter who
cannot verify what she rolled. Then imagine she rolled three 6s in
a row. What would she tell the experimenter she rolled? Of course,
if she has a moral inclination to tell the truth and desires to
maintain a moral self-image (Gino, Ayal, & Ariely, 2013; Shalvi,
Gino, Barkan, & Ayal, 2015) she should tell the truth. She should
also tell the truth if she wants to just maximize her financial
outcomes. But, we suspect she may feel hesitant to do so because
telling the truth, in this case, will very likely make it appear to
others like she is lying. We predict this concern can override other
motivations for telling the truth, such that some people will feel
compelled to lie.

Tentative evidence for “lying to appear honest” comes from a
small study in which 19 university students—and 12 nuns—were
asked to report the outcome of a private die roll (Utikal & Fisch-
bacher, 2013). Unlike the students who selfishly overreported the
outcome of the die, the nuns underreported it. We argue that this
motivation to lie to appear honest not only drives the behavior of
those who wish to appear as saints, but of ordinary people too.

The Current Studies

Our main hypothesis in this article is that some people will lie
to their own disadvantage when they think that telling the truth
may make them appear dishonest. We expect people to worry
about appearing dishonest when their outcome is so favorable that
it seems “too good to be true.” Existing data sets from the lab
cannot easily be used to test this argument, because cases of
extremely favorable outcomes (e.g., rolling three 6s in a row) are,
by definition, rare. Therefore, to test this argument, we designed a
series of studies that confronted people with extremely favorable
outcomes and examined their reactions. In all our studies, we
manipulated participants’ outcomes such that the outcomes were
either standard (e.g., an average number of wins in a game of
chance) or extremely favorable (e.g., a string of wins in a game of
chance). The dependent measure was the distance between the
outcomes that participants reported and their true outcomes. We
predicted that participants will lie and underreport their outcomes
more when their outcomes were extremely favorable than when
they were standard.

Studies 1a–1d used realistic scenarios to test our hypothesis and
the proposed mechanism. Study 1a asked lawyers to imagine that
they have worked either a standard or an extreme number of hours,
and then asked them what number of hours they would bill their
client. We expected lawyers who were told they worked an ex-
treme number of hours to underreport this number, in order to
appear honest in the eyes of their clients. Studies 1b–1d further
tested the proposed mechanism underlying people’s decision to lie;
specifically, whether they lie to their disadvantage because they
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are concerned with their appearance. In Studies 2a–2c, we de-
signed a novel paradigm, involving many wins in a game of
chance, to investigate actual behavior. We tested whether people
would lie to appear honest even when doing so is costly to them.
Finally, in Studies 3a and 3b, we tested whether people’s concern
with appearing dishonest when reporting extremely favorable out-
comes accords with actual evaluations by others; that is, whether
observers judge those who report an extremely favorable outcome
more harshly than those who report a standard outcome, and
whether underreporting extreme outcomes improves judgment.

Study 1

In Studies 1a–1d, we tested whether people would lie to appear
honest, using realistic scenarios. In Study 1a, we examined
whether (actual) lawyers would underreport to their clients an
extremely high number of hours they worked. In Studies 1b–1c,
we recruited both student and M-Turk populations, with two new
scenarios, to test whether they would underreport extremely fa-
vorable outcomes and, additionally whether their concern with
appearing dishonest would account for this tendency. Finally, in
Study 1d we recruited British employees on Prolific and manipu-
lated concern with appearing dishonest. We tested the effect on
participants’ likelihood to underreport extremely favorable out-
comes.

Study 1a

In Study 1a, we tested whether people would lie to appear
honest. As a first attempt to investigate this phenomenon, we
recruited a sample of lawyers. We asked the lawyers to imagine
that they worked on a case and were paid by the client according
to the number of hours they reported. They either worked a
standard number of hours, or an extremely high number of hours,
and had to indicate the number of hours they would have reported
to the client. We examined whether lawyers would underreport the
number of hours worked when it was extremely high, but not when
it was standard. If they did, then this would provide some initial
evidence for the occurrence of the lying to appear honest phenom-
enon. We acknowledge that there could be alternative explanations
for why lawyers may underreport a high number of hours even in
this experimental design, which is why in Studies 1b–1d, we test
our hypothesis with more tightly controlled scenario studies and
directly test whether concern with appearance accounts for this
effect.

Method.
Participants. Participants were lawyers who have passed the

Israeli bar exams. The lawyers were recruited through Facebook
groups restricted to lawyers, collective emails sent through contact
people at law firms, and a personal Facebook ad that invited
lawyers to send us an e-mail and receive a Qualtrics link to the
study. One hundred and fifteen lawyers participated in this 5-min
study, contributing to science and entering a lottery for restaurant
gift cards. One hundred and nine participants completed the de-
mographic questions (50.5% females, age ranged from 26 to 66,
Mage � 35.28, SDage � 5.70). The lawyers varied in their legal
experience (they passed their bar exams between the year they
completed the study and 23 years before Mbar � 7.83, SDbar �
4.48). We preregistered this study on https://aspredicted.org/he4t3

.pdf. According to our preregistered rule, we stopped data collec-
tion a week after recruitment started. We used all the responses
that were collected. Ethics approval for this and for all the follow-
ing studies was obtained from the university’s institutional review
board.

Procedure. Lawyers were invited to participate in a “decision
making study.” In neither this nor any of the following studies
were participants told the true purpose of the study, and there was
no mention that it was about “honesty” or “morality.” The partic-
ipants read the following scenario (in Hebrew):

Imagine that you are working on a case for a client who pays you
privately on an hourly basis.

You work from the office so the client cannot tell what number of
hours you truly put into the case.

Before you took the case, you had estimated that you would need
between 60 and 90 working hours, but you explained to the client that
the ultimate number would depend on the amount of work that would
be needed.

Participants were randomly assigned into one of two condi-
tions—extreme or standard outcome condition. Participants in the
extreme outcome condition read: “You ended up working on the
case 90 hours.” Participants in the standard outcome condition
instead read: “You ended up working on the case 60 hours.” All
participants had to type in the number of hours they would bill the
client (in a free text box). Participants were then asked to explain
their answer in an open-ended question. Finally, they were asked
a few demographic questions, and how many years ago they had
passed the bar exams. Participants were invited (but not required)
to leave their e-mail address to participate in the restaurant gift
cards lottery. We assured them that e-mail addresses would be kept
separately from the data, to ensure the anonymity of their re-
sponses.

Results.
Lying. For each participant, we computed a “lying score” by

subtracting the actual number of hours she worked (60 in the
standard outcome condition and 90 in the extreme outcome con-
dition) from the number of hours she indicated she would bill the
client. A t test revealed that the lying score was indeed lower in
the extreme outcome condition (M � �1.92, SD � 4.72) than in
the standard outcome condition (M � 2.55, SD � 6.86), t(113) �
4.05, p � .001, d � 0.76. Specifically, whereas participants in the
extreme outcome condition reported a number of hours that was
significantly lower than the truth (i.e., their lying scores were
lower than 0), t(55) � 3.04, p � .004, d � 0.41, participants in the
standard outcome condition reported a number of hours that was
significantly higher than the truth (i.e., their lying scores were
higher than 0), t(59) � 2.86, p � .006, d � 0.37. In the standard
outcome condition (n � 59), 17% of the lying scores were greater
than zero, 83% were equal to zero, and none were smaller than
zero (0%), indicating that participants either told the truth or
overreported. In contrast, in the extreme outcome condition (n �
56), 0% of the lying scores were greater than zero, 82% were equal
to zero, and 18% were smaller than zero, indicating that partici-
pants either told the truth or underreported.

Participants’ explanations. Anecdotally, some participants in
the extreme condition explained their decision to underreport the
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high number of hours they had worked by referring to concern
with appearing dishonest (e.g., “. . . Billing 90 hours would appear
bad because the client would think I cheated him with the hours
. . .”). We coded the explanations of the participants who under-
reported their outcomes in the extreme outcome condition (n �
10), to see the prevalence of different motivations they brought up.
Two independent judges read the texts of the explanations only
and were instructed to indicate the presence (1) or absence (0) of
each of the following motivations: (a) concern with appearing
dishonest, (b) concern with getting caught, (c) concern with ap-
pearing incompetent, and (d) concern with fairness. An explana-
tion could involve, in principle, between zero and four motiva-
tions. The interjudge correlation was .85. For concern with
appearing dishonest, one judge indicated the explanation reflected
this motivation in 50% of responses, and the other indicated it in
40% of responses. Fifty percent of the explanations were rated by
at least one judge to reflect a concern with appearing dishonest.
For concern with appearing incompetent, one judge indicated the
explanation reflected this motivation in 40% of responses, and
the other indicated it in 30% of responses. Forty percent of the
explanations were rated by at least one judge to reflect a concern
with appearing dishonest. Both judges indicated that none of the
explanations reflected concern with getting caught or concern with
fairness. Thus, the open-ended explanations provided anecdotal
evidence that at least some of the lawyers who underreported did
so because they were concerned about appearing dishonest. Yet
others may have underreported because they were worried that if
they reported it, the client would think that they are slow or
incompetent.

Discussion. According to the findings of Study 1a, some
lawyers indicated that they would have underreported the number
of hours they worked on a case had this number been extremely
high (but not standard). According to our account, the reason
lawyers would underreport extreme outcomes is that they are
worried that the client would suspect that they overreported the
number of hours they truly worked in order to earn more. Whereas
Study 1a suggested that this concern may have driven some of the
lawyers who had underreported the high number of hours, other
motivations could have also accounted for their behavior, and, in
particular, concern with appearing incompetent. Studies 1b–1d
were designed to examine if we could observe underreporting in
contexts where it would not have the added benefit of making one
appear competent, and to test our suggested mechanism more
directly.

Study 1b

In Study 1a, lawyers indicated that they would bill their client
for fewer hours than they actually worked on a case, if the number
of hours they worked was very high. Study 1b was designed to rule
out an alternative explanation, whereby this tendency to underre-
port was driven by concern with appearing competent, rather than
by concern with appearing honest.

Specifically, in Study 1b, similar to our opening example, uni-
versity students were asked to imagine that their TA did not have
access to their grades, and asked them to self-report their grades—
which were either average or extremely good (this actually hap-
pened to one of the authors of this article). We predicted that
students would underreport extremely good grades more so than

average grades. If students underreport good grades, then they are
clearly not trying to appear competent. Instead, according to our
suggested theory, they underreport because they are trying to
appear honest. Thus, we expected students’ reported concern with
appearing dishonest to mediate underreporting.

Method.
Participants. One hundred fifty-nine undergraduate students

in an Israeli university participated in this study (59% females,
Mage � 28.55, SDage � 5.68). Participants were recruited through
a lab mailing list and were invited to complete a short online
survey in exchange for participation in a lottery (they were prom-
ised a chance to win one of three prizes of 100 shekels, each
equivalent to about $30 at the time of the study). According to a
predetermined rule, we excluded from further analyses all partic-
ipants who did not answer correctly the reading comprehension
question. Five participants were excluded based on this rule.

Procedure. The participants read the following scenario (in
Hebrew):

Imagine that you are a student at a class where there are 12 mandatory
exercises. The TA grades each exercise as either “fail,” “pass,” or
“excellent.” To take the final exam, a student must obtain a pass on at
least 10 exercises. Other than that, the grades of the exercises do not
count toward the final grade in the course. At the end of the semester,
the TA suddenly has to travel abroad. Because he does not have access
to the exercises, he asks you to go to his drawer, collect the exercises,
and type the grades into the Excel sheet, and send it to him.

Participants were randomly assigned into one of two condi-
tions—extreme outcome or standard outcome condition. Partici-
pants in the extreme outcome condition read, “While you are
typing, you notice that your grades are exceptional—not only did
you pass all exercises, you got ‘Excellent’ on all of them. Most of
the students received between 4 to 6 Excellent grades.” In the
standard outcome condition, participants instead read, “While you
are typing, you notice that your grades are standard—you passed
all exercises, and got ‘Excellent’ on five of them. Most of the
students received between 4 to 6 Excellent grades.” Participants in
both conditions were then asked, “How many excellent grades
would you type in?” They had to indicate their response on a
numeric scale that ranged from 1 to 12 and then explain it in an
open-ended question (specifically, to answer the question
“Why?”). The participants were then asked, “If you type in your
actual number of excellent grades, how likely is the TA to think
that you are a dishonest person?” Participants rated their answer on
a 1 (not likely at all) to 7 (very likely) scale. Participants were then
asked one comprehension question (“What was the true number of
Excellent grades you received?”) and a few demographic ques-
tions.

Results.
Lying. For each participant, we computed a “lying score” by

subtracting the actual number of “excellent” grades the participant
got from the number of “excellent” grades she reported. A t test
revealed that participants’ lying score was lower when they found
out they had perfect grades (extreme outcome condition,
M � �0.27, SD � 1.11) than when they found out they had
standard grades (standard outcome condition, M � 0.01, SD �
0.11), t(154) � 2.25, p � .026, d � 0.36. Specifically, whereas in
the extreme grades condition participants significantly underre-
ported their outcomes (i.e., their lying score was lower than zero),
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t(77) � 2.16, p � .034, d � 0.24, in the standard outcome
condition participants’ reports were not significantly different
from the truth, t(77) � 1.00, p � .320. Participants in the extreme
outcome condition were more likely to underreport their outcome
(8%) than participants in the standard outcome condition (0%),
p � .028 (N � 154), Fisher’s exact test, two-tailed.

Process measures. According to our reasoning, participants in
the extreme outcome condition underreported their outcome be-
cause they feared that the truth might make them appear dishonest.
Indeed, participants in the extreme outcome condition indicated
that if they reported the truth, the TA was more likely to think that
they were being dishonest (M � 4.67, SD � 1.90) than participants
in the standard outcome condition (M � 3.00, SD � 2.06),
t(154) � 5.26, p � .001, d � 0.85. Concern with appearing
dishonest was correlated with the lying score in the extreme
outcome condition (i.e., the more participants were concerned with
appearing dishonest, the more they underreported), r � �.24, p �
.037. In the standard outcome condition, this correlation was not
significant, r � .06, p � .628. To test whether the participants’
outcomes affected their tendency to underreport their outcomes
through their concern with appearing dishonest, we conducted a
mediation analysis. The experimental condition of outcome had a
significant effect on the lying score (b � �0.28, p � .026), and
condition also affected concern with appearing dishonest (b �
1.67, p � .001). The lying score was directionally, but not signif-
icantly, affected by the concern with appearing dishonest
(b � �0.06, p � .054). Condition was not a significant predictor
of the lying score when the mediator was entered into the analysis
(b � �0.18, p � .185), suggesting mediation. The 95% bias-
corrected confidence interval for the size of the total indirect effect
of condition on lying through concern with appearing dishonest
excluded zero [�0.34, �0.01], suggesting significant mediation.

Participants’ explanations. Anecdotally, some participants in
the extreme outcome condition explained their decision to under-
report by expressing their concern with appearing dishonest. For
example, one participant wrote, “If the TA does not remember the
grades, he might think I took advantage of the opportunity to type
in the grades,” and another wrote, “Because it appears too good to
be true.” We coded the explanations given by participants in the
extreme condition who underreported their outcomes (n � 6) in
the same manner as in Study 1a. The interjudge correlation was
.77. For concern with appearing dishonest, one judge indicated the
explanation reflected this motivation in 100% of responses, and the
other indicated it in 67% of responses. One hundred percent of
the explanations were rated by at least one judge to reflect a
concern with appearing dishonest. Both judges indicated that none
of the explanations reflected concern with appearing incompetent,
concern with getting caught, or concern with fairness (i.e., they
were never mentioned). Thus, participants’ explanations provided
some additional, anecdotal evidence that it was concern with
appearing dishonest, rather than other motivations, that led them to
underreport their extreme outcomes.

Discussion. Study 1b provided support for our hypothesis that
participants would lie to appear honest and that their concern with
appearing dishonest accounted for their tendency to lie in such
cases. Here, university students said they would have underre-
ported an extremely high set of scores, even though these scores
were based on their true skills. These results rule out the possibility

that participants are underreporting their favorable outcomes to
appear more competent.

Study 1c

In Study 1c, we sought to generalize the findings from Studies
1a–1b. We now recruited participants on MTurk and used a new
organizational scenario where an employee had to report to their
boss their monthly mileage in work trips for monetary compensa-
tion. The mileage report was unrelated to the employee’s skills or
competence. Employees drove either a standard or an extremely
high number of miles. We predicted again that participants would
underreport extreme (but not standard) mileage. According to our
theory, this tendency to underreport is driven by participants’
concern with appearing dishonest when reporting extremely favor-
able outcomes. To test this, we measured participants’ concern
with appearing dishonest (if they told the truth). We predicted that
this concern would mediate the tendency to lie to appear honest.

Method.
Participants. Participants were recruited online using the Am-

azon Mechanical Turk platform; participation was restricted to
adult participants from the United States. Two hundred and one
adults (49% females, Mage � 36.38, SDage � 12.96) participated in
this 5-min study for 25 cents. We preregistered our hypothesis and
sample size on https://aspredicted.org/h9ue5.pdf. A sample size
calculation based on previous results (see Study 2a and 2b that
chronologically preceded Study 1c), where we obtained medium
effect sizes (equivalent to d � 0.5), revealed that to achieve 0.8
power, we should aim for 64 participants per cell. We aimed for
100 participants per cell, allowing for exclusion of participants
who fail the comprehension question (around 10%), and greater
power (.9). According to the preregistered rule, we excluded 17
participants who failed the reading comprehension question.

Procedure. The participants read the following scenario:

Imagine that you are working for a large company. Your job includes
many work trips in your car, and the company compensates you for
the mileage.

The company’s policy is that at the end of each month, each employee
needs to tell their manager the number of miles they drove that month,
and they then get paid accordingly. The more miles you report, the
more compensation you receive. The maximum that the company
would compensate for is 400 miles.

Many employees go on similar work trips, normally driving between
280 and 320 miles per month.

Participants were randomly assigned into one of two condi-
tions—extreme or standard outcome condition. Participants in the
extreme outcome condition read, “This month, many of your work
trips were plagued by detours because of unannounced construc-
tion projects, and so you traveled 400 miles.” In the standard
outcome group, participants instead read, “This month, your work
trips went as usual, and so you traveled 300 miles.” All partici-
pants then had to indicate their response to the question: “How
many miles would you report to your manager?” on a slider scale
that ranged from 0 to 400 miles. The participants were also asked
to rate on a 1 (not likely at all) to 7 (very likely) scale: “If you
report the actual number of miles that you drove, how likely is the
manager to think that you are being dishonest?” They also had to
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explain their answer in an open-ended question. Participants were
asked one comprehension question (“How many miles did you
drive this month?”) and a few demographic questions.

Results.
Lying. For each participant, we computed a “lying score” by

subtracting the actual number of miles she drove from the number
of miles she reported. A t test revealed that participants’ lying
score was lower when they found out they traveled the maximum
number of miles (extreme outcome condition, M � �16.15, SD �
57.81) than when they found out they traveled a standard number
of miles (standard outcome condition, M � 1.14, SD � 22.71),
t(182) � 2.62, p � .009, d � 0.39. Specifically, whereas partici-
pants in the extreme outcome condition reported a number of miles
that was significantly lower than the truth, t(92) � 2.74, p � .007,
d � �0.28, participants in the standard outcome condition re-
ported a number of miles that was not significantly different from
the truth, t(87) � 0.47, p � .640. In addition, participants in the
extreme outcome condition were directionally more likely to un-
derreport their outcome (11.5%) than participants in the standard
outcome condition (4.5%), but this difference was not significant,
�2(N � 184) � 4.23, p � .087, � � 0.13.

Process measures. According to our argument, participants
underreported their outcomes when they drove many miles
because they feared that reporting the truth might make them
appear dishonest. Indeed, participants in the extreme outcome
condition indicated that the manager was more likely to think
that they were being dishonest (M � 3.63, SD � 2.07) than
participants in the standard outcome condition (M � 2.59, SD �
1.83), t(182) � 3.58, p � .001, d � 0.53. Anecdotally, a
participant in the extreme outcome condition explained the
decision to report 350 instead of 400 miles by saying “If most
employees are reporting mileage within a certain range, than
[sic] a mileage report that is much higher will look suspicious”
(see Study 1d for an analysis of participants’ explanations in
Studies 1c and 1d). Concern with appearing dishonest was
significantly correlated with the lying score in the extreme
outcome condition (i.e., the more participants were concerned
with appearing dishonest, the more they underreported),
r � �.21, p � .036. The correlation was not significant in the
standard outcome condition, r � .04, p � .718.

To test whether the participants’ outcomes affected their
tendency to underreport through their concern with appearing
dishonest, we conducted a bootstrapping mediation analysis
(Hayes, 2013). The experimental condition of outcome had a
significant effect on the lying score (b � �18.42, p � .006).
Outcome also affected participants’ concern with appearing
dishonest (b � 1.03, p � .001). The lying score was direction-
ally, but not significantly, affected by the concern with appear-
ing dishonest (b � �2.79, p � .098). Condition was still a
significant predictor of lying when the mediator was entered
into the analysis (b � �15.53, p � .023), suggesting partial
mediation. The 95% bias-corrected confidence interval for the
size of the total indirect effect of condition on distance from the
truth through concern with appearing dishonest excluded zero
[�8.16, �0.18], suggesting a significant mediation.

Discussion. In Study 1c, we found once again that participants
whose outcomes seemed “too good to be true” (i.e., they drove the
maximum mileage for which their company was willing to com-
pensate) underreported their outcomes more than participants

whose outcomes were standard (i.e., they drove the average num-
ber of miles). This greater tendency to underreport in the extreme
outcome condition was partially explained by participants’ greater
concern with appearing dishonest in this condition, in case of
telling the truth. In our supplemental materials, we report a direct
replication of this result (see Supplemental Study S1 in the online
supplemental material), using a scale that allowed for overreport-
ing in both conditions, and investigating individual differences in
the tendency to underreport. The main findings of both these
studies support our hypothesis that people may lie to avoid ap-
pearing as liars.

Study 1d

In Studies 1a–1c, we established that participants underreported
extremely favorable outcomes. According to our theory, they do so
because they are worried that if they report the truth, they would
appear dishonest; that is, others would think that they had overre-
ported their outcomes to gain more money. Indeed, we found that
concern with appearing dishonest mediated the tendency to under-
report. In Study 1d, we aimed to establish a causal relationship,
and tested whether concern with appearing dishonest also moder-
ated the effect.

To test whether people are less likely to underreport their
extreme outcomes when they are not concerned that they will
appear dishonest, we used the extreme and standard outcome
conditions from Study 1c’s mileage scenario. As in Study 1c,
participants either read that they drove an extreme number of
miles, or a standard one, and were asked to report to their boss the
number of miles for compensation. We added two new conditions.
The new conditions were similar to the ones used in Study 1c,
except that participants were told that an automatic system would
send a message to their boss if their report was higher than the
actual mileage they drove. Thus, the manager would know if they
lied to their advantage or not. This meant that participants should
not be worried about appearing as liars when reporting the truth
(i.e., the manager would know they have not overreported). If
participants are reluctant to report extreme outcomes for reasons
other than what we have suggested (e.g., because they think it is
unfair toward the company to take so much money), then they
should still underreport in this new extreme outcome condition.
Note that they can still underreport in this scenario, because only
overreporting, and not underreporting, is flagged by the automatic
system. However, if our theory is correct, and participants under-
report because they are concerned with appearing dishonest, then
they should be less likely to underreport their extreme outcomes in
this new condition where appearing as a person who overreported
is not a concern anymore.

Method.
Participants. Participants were recruited online using the Pro-

lific platform; participation was restricted to adult participants
from the United Kingdom. Five hundred forty-four adults (70%
females, Mage � 35.75, SDage � 12.10) participated in this 5-min
study for 0.35 GBP. We preregistered our hypothesis and sample
size on https://aspredicted.org/rf44g.pdf. The sample size was de-
termined according to a power analysis, whereby in order to
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achieve 0.8 power, for an effect of the size of 0.151 we should aim
for 123 participants per cell. We aimed for 135 participants per cell
(540 in total), allowing for exclusion of participants who fail the
comprehension question (around 10%). According to the prereg-
istered rule, we excluded 34 participants who failed at least one of
the two reading comprehension questions.

Procedure. The participants read the following scenario (sim-
ilar to the one used in Study 1c):

Imagine that you are working for a large company. Your job includes
many work trips in your car, and the company compensates you for
the mileage.

The company’s policy is that at the end of each month, each employee
needs to tell their manager the number of kilometers they drove that
month, and they then get paid accordingly. The more kilometers you
report, the more compensation you receive. The maximum that the
company would compensate for is 400 km, so you are asked to report
a number between 0 and 400 km.

The participants were randomly assigned into one of four
conditions, according to a 2 � 2 design with outcome (extreme
or standard) and overreporting (revealed or not) as between-
participants factors. Only participants in the overreporting re-
vealed conditions read: “Within a few days, an automatic sys-
tem checks the report and sends the manager a message if it is
higher than the car’s actual mileage. Thus, your manager will
know if you reported more kilometers than you actually drove.”

All participants then read “Many employees go on similar
work trips, normally driving between 280 and 320 km per
month.” Participants in the standard conditions further read:
“This month, your work trips went as usual, and so you trav-
eled 300 km.”

Participants in the extreme conditions read instead: “This
month, many of your work trips were plagued by detours
because of unannounced construction projects, and so you
traveled 400 km. You are the only employee who had to take
these roads.”

All the participants were asked, “How many kilometers would
you report to your manager?” They had to indicate their response
(in digits only) in an open-ended box. In the over-reporting-not
revealed conditions, they were reminded before they answered:
“Your manager will not know whether or not your report is higher
than your actual mileage.” In the overreporting revealed condi-
tions, they were reminded instead: “Your manager will know if
your report is higher than your actual mileage.” On the next screen,
the participants were asked, “Why did you choose to report that
number of kilometers?” Participants were asked two comprehen-
sion questions (“How many kilometers did you drive this month?”
“Would your manager be able to verify if you reported more
kilometers than you actually drove?”) and a few demographic
questions.

Results.
Lying. First, we computed for each participant her lying score

(the number of kilometers she reported minus the actual number
she drove). To compare lying in the different conditions, we
conducted a two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) with out-
come (extreme or standard) and overreporting (revealed or not) as
between-participants factors. The dependent measure was the lying
score. Consistent with our hypothesis, participants’ lying score

was lower in the extreme outcome conditions (M � �1.31, SD �
7.86) than in the standard outcome conditions (M � 2.12, SD �
11.10), F(1, 506) � 18.45, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.04. There was no
significant main effect for revealed overreporting, F(1, 506) �
2.37, p � .124. A significant interaction occurred between out-
come and revealed overreporting, F(1, 506) � 15.89, p � .001,
�p

2 � 0.03. Specifically, when overreporting was not revealed,
participants’ lying score was lower in the extreme than in the
standard outcome condition, F(1, 506) � 33.05, p � .001, �p

2 �
0.06. By contrast, when overreporting was revealed, there was no
significant difference in participants’ lying scores between the
extreme and standard outcomes conditions, F(1, 506) � 0.05, p �
.824. Thus, in line with our prediction, we obtained the lying effect
when overreporting could not be revealed (and one might appear
as a liar), but not when overreporting was revealed (and there was
no concern of appearing as a liar when reporting the truth). We
also compared the lying scores between the two extreme outcome
conditions, when overreporting was revealed or not. This contrast
was not statistically significant, F(1, 506) � 2.95, p � .087, �p

2 �
0.01.

Next, we examined in each condition separately whether the
average lying score was higher, lower, or equal to zero (i.e., the
truth). When overreporting was not revealed and the outcome
was extreme, participants reported a number of kilometers that
was significantly lower than the truth (M � �2.32, SD �
10.78), t(126) � �2.43, p � .017, d � 0.23. Yet, when
overreporting was not revealed and the outcome was standard,
the number of kilometers reported was significantly higher than
the truth (M � 4.66, SD � 16.16), t(117) � 3.13, p � .002, d �
0.29. When overreporting was revealed, participants’ reports
were not significantly different from the truth, both in the
extreme outcome condition (M � 0.26, SD � 2.01),
t(122) � �1.43, p � .154, and in the standard outcome con-
dition (where the mean and standard deviation were 0, indicat-
ing that none of the participants lied, and not allowing a
statistical test). This analysis supports our contention that par-
ticipants underreport extreme outcomes— but only when over-
reporting cannot be detected.

Next, we examined the rate of participants who underre-
ported their outcome. A logistic regression could not be per-
formed, because there was zero variance in the standard out-
come condition where overreporting was revealed. We
therefore compared the rate of participants who underreported
their outcome in the extreme and standard outcomes conditions.
When overreporting was not revealed, participants in the ex-
treme outcome condition were more likely to underreport their
outcome (6%) than participants in the standard outcome condi-
tion (0%), p � .015 (N � 245), Fisher’s exact test, two-tailed.
Also, when overreporting was revealed, participants in the
extreme outcome condition were more likely to underreport
their outcome (3%) than participants in the standard outcome
condition (0%), p � .045 (N � 265).

Participants’ explanations. Finally, we analyzed the explana-
tions given by participants in Study 1c and 1d who had underre-
ported their outcomes in the extreme outcome, overreporting not-

1 The effect size in Study 1b was d � 0.42, but here we used moderation
and wanted to allow detection of a smaller effect.
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revealed condition (n � 18). We coded the explanations in the
same manner as in Studies 1a–1b. The interjudge correlation was
.79. For concern with appearing dishonest, one judge indicated the
explanation reflected this motivation in 67% of responses, and the
other indicated it in 45% of responses. Sixty-seven percent of
the explanations were rated by at least one judge to reflect a
concern with appearing dishonest. Both judges indicated that none
of the explanations reflected concern with appearing incompetent,
concern with getting caught, or concern with fairness or standing
out among other employees. Thus, once again, participants’ spon-
taneous explanations for underreporting their extreme outcomes
seemed to arise only from concern with appearing dishonest, rather
than other motivations.

Discussion. We found that participants were much less
likely to lie about their mileage in both the standard and
extreme cases when their boss could verify if they overreported
it. This result is obvious for the standard condition because any
attempt to overreport would be immediately discovered as a lie.
However, for the extreme condition, participants could have
underreported without being detected (they were told that the
boss would only be notified about overreporting). Still, partic-
ipants lied and underreported less in this condition as compared
to the extreme condition where their boss could not verify their
report. We argue that we obtained this result because in this
condition the employee does not need to worry that if they
report the maximum (extreme) mileage they actually drove,
their manager will view them as liars because they and their
manager have common knowledge that over reporting is
flagged by the system automatically. Note this reduction in
underreporting is not due to the fact that participants would be
more worried about being caught underreporting—the system
only flags overreporting. Thus, these findings provide evidence
that participants’ underreporting was being driven by a concern
with appearing as liars rather than by alternative motivations.

Studies 1a–1d provide evidence that people will lie to appear
honest. However, these studies were based on participants’ self-
report, and it is possible that participants say they would have
underreported their outcomes whereas in fact they would not have,
due to the cost associated with underreporting. In Studies 2a–2c,
we examine people’s actual behavior in situations where lying to
appear honest entails a monetary cost.

Study 2

In Studies 2a–2c, we designed a novel behavioral paradigm to
test whether people would lie to appear honest when underreport-
ing was costly to them. In Study 2a, we compared underreporting
in two basic conditions (extreme and random outcomes). In Stud-
ies 2b–2c, we tested whether increased concern with appearing
dishonest affected underreporting.

Study 2a

In Study 2a, we tested whether participants in a lab experiment
would lie to avoid appearing dishonest, even though lying was
costly to them. Participants had to roll a die four times and flip a
coin eight times on Google’s applications, and report how many
“wins” they got. They were also told they would receive bonus
(0.5 NIS) for each of these wins. Unbeknownst to them, we

manipulated the program to control their outcomes, such that one
group got 12 out of 12 wins, whereas another got a random result.
We also measured participants’ concern with appearing dishonest
in the eyes of the experimenter (to whom they reported their wins).
As in the previous studies, we predicted that participants would
underreport more in the extreme than in the random condition, and
that this difference would be driven by their concern with appear-
ing dishonest.

Method.
Participants. One hundred forty-nine undergraduate students

in an Israeli university (60% females, Mage � 24.11, SDage � 3.67)
participated in this study. The participants received a basic pay-
ment of 10 NIS (equivalent to about $3), and also received a bonus
as explained below. A power analysis revealed that to achieve 0.8
power and detect a medium size effect, we should aim for 64
participants per cell. We aimed for 75 participants per cell to allow
for technical errors. The data of 11 participants were not recorded
due to technical errors in the program. One more participant was
excluded from further analysis because they failed to follow the
RA’s instructions.

Procedure. The experimenter led each participant into a
private room with a computer. The experimenter read the in-
structions to each participant personally, left the room during
each task, and returned once the participant had completed the
task. The participant was told that the goal of the study was to
map users’ experience with different Google applications. The
participants were told that the study consisted of four tasks, in
each of which she would be asked to use a different Google
feature and report her experience. We used Google so that
participants would believe the outcomes presented to them were
authentic and not controlled by the experimenter. In the first
task, the participant was instructed to open a Google browser
and type in “Pacman,” which led her to a standard Pacman game
hosted by Google. The participant was asked to count to 10
once the experimenter left the room and then start playing,
while keeping track of the number of ghosts she ate during the
game. She was instructed to close the browser once the exper-
imenter knocks on the door. The experimenter left the room and
then knocked on the door and reentered after 3 min. The
experimenter asked the participant to report to her the number
of ghosts she ate, which the experimenter wrote down on a
form. This procedure signaled to the participant that her results
on Google remained private, and that the experimenter relied on
her report. The experimenter also asked the participant to report
how long she thought she had played Pacman. In the second
part of the study, to further convince the participant that she
was using Google, she was asked to engage in a free search on
Google, while the experimenter left the room. When the exper-
imenter returned, the participant was asked how long she
thought she had spent in the search.

The next two tasks manipulated participants’ outcomes and
measured their tendency to lie. They followed the same procedure
as the first two tasks (where the experimenter left the room during
the task and then reentered). Participants were assigned to one of
two conditions, extreme or random outcomes. In the third task,
participants were asked to roll a die four times on Google’s
“roll-a-die” application and report the number of 5s and 6s they
got. Participants were told that they would earn a 0.5 NIS bonus
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(about 15 U.S. cents) for each 5 or 6 they flipped (in addition to
their flat fee for participation).

Unbeknownst to participants, we wrote a computer program that
allowed us to manipulate and record their die outcomes.2 In the
extreme outcome condition, the program always presented partic-
ipants with a string of winning rolls (i.e., 5, 6, 6, 5).3 In the random
outcome condition, the program selected the outcomes of the die at
random (e.g., 3, 3, 5, 1). The outcomes in the extreme outcome
condition were designed to seem statistically probable, but to make
participants concerned about appearing dishonest in the next task,
when they get even more wins. When the experimenter reentered
the room, she asked the participants to report how many times they
got 5 or 6 in her four die rolls and wrote down this number. She
then asked them to engage in another free search on Google and to
estimate the time it took them.

In the last task, participants were asked to flip a coin eight times
on Google’s “flip-a-coin” application, and once the experimenter
returned, report to them the number of heads they got. Participants
were promised 0.5 NIS for each heads they reported. The program
presented participants with a string of eight heads (extreme out-
come condition)4 or with a random sequence of heads and tails
(random outcome condition).

Once participants reported their number of heads they received,
they were given a questionnaire in which they were asked to
indicate, “How concerned were you that if you reported your true
dice outcomes, the experimenter would not believe you?” They
were then asked the same question about their coin flip outcomes.
For both questions, they had to indicate their response on a 1 (not
concerned at all) to 7 (highly concerned) scale. Finally, the par-
ticipants filled out some demographical questions, and were de-
briefed.

Because in the extreme outcome condition the favorable out-
come of 12 wins out of 12 was statistically unlikely, we expected
participants to be concerned that if they reported their actual
number of wins, they would appear as liars. Because of this
concern, we expected to see some underreporting of extreme
outcomes, and less underreporting of random outcomes.

Results.
Lying. For each participant, we computed a “lying score”

by subtracting the actual number of wins (total of 5s and 6s in
the die rolls and heads in the coin flips, as recorded by the
program) from the number of wins she reported. A t test
revealed that participants’ lying score in the extreme outcome
condition (M � �0.32, SD � 0.63) was lower than in the
random outcome condition (M � 0.12, SD � 0.75), t(135) �
3.76, p � .001, d � 0.65. Specifically, in the extreme outcome
condition, when participants had 12 out of 12 wins, they sig-
nificantly underreported their number of wins (i.e., their aver-
age lying score was lower than zero), t(70) � 4.35, p � .001,
d � 0.51. In contrast, in the random outcome condition, when
participants had a random number of wins, their average lying
score was not significantly different from zero, t(65) � 1.31,
p � .197. Consistent with these findings, participants in the
extreme outcome condition were more likely to underreport
their number of wins (24%) than participants in the random
outcome condition (4.5%), �2(N � 137) � 10.32, p � .001, � �
.28.

Process measures. According to our reasoning, participants in
the extreme outcome condition underreported their number of wins

because they feared that reporting the true number might make
them appear dishonest in the eyes of the experimenter. For each
participant, we computed a “concern with appearing dishonest”
score, by averaging the participant’s concern with appearing dis-
honest when reporting the die roll’s true outcome, and when
reporting the coin flip’s true outcome. Indeed, participants in the
extreme outcome condition had a higher concern with appearing
dishonest score (M � 4.50, SD � 1.64) than participants in the
random outcome condition (M � 1.81, SD � 1.10), t(135) �
11.14, p � .001, d � 1.92. Concern with appearing dishonest was
significantly correlated with the lying score in the extreme out-
come condition (i.e., the more participants were concerned with
appearing dishonest, the more they underreported), r � �.27, p �
.022. In the random outcome condition, this correlation was not
significant, r � �.02, p � .878.

To test whether the participants’ outcomes affected their ten-
dency to underreport through their concern with appearing dishon-
est, we conducted a mediation analysis. The experimental condi-
tion of outcome had a significant effect on the lying score (b �
0.45, p � .001) and outcome also affected concern with appearing
dishonest (b � �2.68, p � .001). The lying score was direction-
ally, but not significantly, affected by the concern with appearing
dishonest (b � �0.07, p � .069). Condition was not a significant
predictor of the lying score when the mediator was entered into the
analysis (b � 0.23, p � .143), suggesting mediation. The 95%
bias-corrected confidence interval for the size of the total indirect
effect of condition on lying through concern with appearing dis-
honest excluded zero [0.07, 0.38], suggesting significant media-
tion.

Discussion. Study 2a provided a replication of our basic effect
in a consequential game of chance. We found that participants
tended to lie and underreport an extremely large number of wins
(which could seem “too good to be true”), even though underre-
porting was costly to them. Mediation analysis supported our
argument that participants acted against their monetary incentives
because they worried that the truth would make them appear to be
liars.

Study 2b

Study 2a provided behavioral evidence for our hypothesis,
whereby people would lie to appear honest. We found that partic-
ipants who had an extremely high number of wins reported a lower
number of wins, even though this hurt their pay. An alternative
explanation for this finding, however, could be that participants
underreported their extremely favorable outcomes because they
miscounted their number of wins. To rule out this explanation, in
Study 2b we replicated the extreme and standard outcome condi-
tions and added two new conditions. In the new conditions, the

2 The program was programed using JavaScript. It was installed as an
add-on to Chrome on the lab computer before the experiment began and
was not visible to the participants. The program was activated once the
participants entered the Google roll-a-die or flip-a-coin features.

3 In the extreme outcome condition, if a participant rolled the die more
than four times, the program first presented an outcome of “2” and then
presented random outcomes.

4 In the extreme outcome condition, if the participant flipped the coin
more than eight times, the program first presented an outcome of tails, and
then presented random outcomes.
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outcomes were extreme or standard, but participants were not paid
any bonus for their wins but were merely asked to count and report
them. The standard condition with no bonus for wins served as a
general control condition, where participants had no incentive to
misreport the number of wins, and we could test if they could
accurately count them. Importantly, we also expected participants
in the extreme conditions to underreport more when they were
paid for wins than they were not, even though they would receive
less money. This is because they would be especially concerned
with appearing dishonest if they report many wins when they are
paid bonus for their wins. Such findings would support our argu-
ment that it is concern with appearing dishonest (rather than a
counting problem) that drives the observed underreporting behav-
ior.

Method.
Participants. Two hundred thirty-five undergraduate students

in an Israeli university (56% females, Mage � 23.91, SDage � 3.22)
participated in this study. The data of 10 participants were not
recorded due to technical errors in the program. All participants
received a basic payment of 8 NIS (equivalent to about $2), and
some also received a bonus as explained below. This was the first
study we ran in this line of research. We conducted a post hoc
power analysis using G-Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner,
2007), based on the obtained effect sizes for the interaction be-
tween outcome and bonus and for the contrast between the extreme
outcome conditions (see below). The achieved power was 0.96 and
0.57, respectively. To increase the power of the contrast analysis,
we replicated the extreme outcome conditions in Study 2c.

Procedure. Participants were assigned to one of four condi-
tions, according to a 2 � 2 design, with outcome (extreme or
random) and bonus (yes or no) as between-participants factors.
The procedure for the extreme and standard outcome conditions
with bonus was identical to that of Study 2a. The only difference
in the conditions with no bonus was that participants were not
promised any additional payment for their wins (both in the die roll
and in the coin flip tasks). Participants in the bonus conditions
were promised 0.5 NIS bonus for each win they reported, as in
Study 2a.

Individual differences measures. At the end of the study, we
asked participants about their general concern with appearance in
everyday life. Our goal was to capture some stable differences in
individual characteristics related to concern with appearance. We
explored whether participants’ tendency to overreport, truthfully
report, or underreport their outcomes was related to these individ-
ual characteristics (i.e., whether participants who underreport their
outcomes in this experiment are generally more concerned with
what others think about them).

The participants were asked to answer seven questions (six of
which were used in Supplemental Study S1 in the online sup-
plemental material). First, they had to rate how important it was
for them that other people would think that they were social, on
a scale ranging from 1 (not important at all) to 7 (very impor-
tant). The next four questions were similar, except they con-
cerned how important it was that other people would think that
they were kind, smart, honest, and unique. Next, participants
had to answer three questions on a 1 to 7 scale, ranging from 1
(not likely at all) to 7 (very likely): “Imagine that a bus driver
had given you too much change. How likely would you be to
return the change?”; “A stranger asks you for a dollar. How

likely would you be to give it to him?”; and “How likely are you
to check your homework with friends, when instructed not to?”
These measures included three questions that asked directly
about concern with appearing honest (how important it is to
appear honest, the bus driver question, and the homework
question). There were also three questions that asked about
concern with appearing social (how important it is to appear
social, kind, and the dollar to a stranger question). Two ques-
tions (appearing smart and unique) examined general concern
with appearance, not directly tied to prosocial or honesty as-
pects. Finally, the participants were asked to fill out some
demographical questions and were debriefed.

Results.
Lying. For each participant, we computed a “lying score” by

subtracting the actual number of wins (total of 5s and 6s in the die
rolls and heads in the coin flips, as recorded by the program) from
the number of wins she reported. To compare the magnitude of
lying in the different conditions, we conducted a two-way
ANOVA with outcome (extreme or random) and bonus (yes or no)
as between-participants factors. The dependent measure was par-
ticipants’ lying score. Consistent with our hypothesis, participants’
lying score was lower (i.e., more underreporting) in the extreme
outcome conditions (M � �0.47, SD � 0.82) than in the random
outcome conditions (M � 0.19, SD � 0.87), F(1, 221) � 34.87,
p � .001, �p

2 � 0.14. There was no main effect for bonus, F(1,
221) � 0.35, p � .554. A significant interaction occurred between
outcome and bonus, F(1, 221) � 13.64, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.06.
Specifically, in the random outcome conditions, participants’ lying
score was higher (i.e., they overreported their outcomes more)
when they gained a bonus for wins than when they did not, F(1,
221) � 9.47, p � .002, �p

2 � 0.04. By contrast, in the extreme
outcome conditions, participants’ lying score was lower when they
were paid a bonus for wins than when they were not, F(1, 221) �
4.66, p � .032, �p

2 � 0.02. This suggests that in contrast to the
random conditions, and in line with our prediction, in the extreme
outcome conditions participants underreported their results more
when they were paid a bonus for wins than when they were not.
We assume that participants who reported getting 12 out of 12
wins were worried that the experimenter might think that they
misreported their true outcome to get more “wins,” but this con-
cern was stronger for those who were paid for their wins, leading
them to underreport more.

Next, we tested participants’ lying score in each condition
separately. In the random outcome conditions, when there was no
bonus, participants’ lying score was not different from zero
(M � �0.05, SD � 0.35), t(55) � 1.14, p � .261. By contrast,
when participants’ outcomes were random, but they were paid for
each win they got, their lying score was greater than zero, sug-
gesting that they lied to gain more bonus (M � 0.42, SD � 1.12),
t(59) � 2.87, p � .006, d � 0.75. In the extreme outcome
conditions, when participants saw 12 wins out of 12, their lying
scores were lower than zero in both the bonus (M � �0.63, SD �
1.01) and no-bonus conditions (M � �0.30, SD � 0.50), suggest-
ing they had underreported the number of wins they got in both
conditions, t(54) � 4.69, p � .001, d � 1.28, and t(53) � 4.35,
p � .001, d � 1.20, respectively.

We also examined whether the rate of participants who
underreported their outcome differed between conditions. We
conducted a logistic regression with underreporting (yes or no)
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as the dependent variable. Outcome and bonus were centered,
and an interaction term was computed. The analysis revealed an
effect of outcome. Participants were more likely to underreport
when the outcome was extreme than when it was random, 6%
versus 30%, respectively, Wald � 18.54, odds ratio (OR) �
0.13, p � .001. There was no difference between bonus and
no-bonus conditions, 18% versus 17%, respectively, Wald �
0.47, OR � 1.39, p � .492. There was also no interaction effect,
Wald � 2.26, OR � 0.49, p � .133. In particular, in the extreme
outcome condition, there was no difference between the rate of
participants who underreported their outcome in the bonus
condition (35%) and in the no-bonus condition (26%), �2(N �
115) � 0.91, p � .341. Thus, the rate of participants who
underreported their outcome in the bonus condition was not
significantly higher than in the no-bonus condition, but they did
so to a larger extent.

Individual differences. For each participant, we computed a
“concern with appearing honest” score, by averaging the answers
to the three relevant questions (after reverse-coding participants’
answer to the homework question, rs � .21 and .35, ps � .003); we
computed a “concern with appearing social” score, by averaging
their answers to two of the relevant questions, r � .60, ps � .001;5

we computed a “concern with appearing smart” score, by averag-
ing their answers to the two relevant questions, r � .47, p � .001.
In the random outcomes conditions, in both the bonus and no-
bonus conditions, there were no significant differences in any of
these scores between participants who overreported their outcomes
and those who did not, ts � 1.10, ps 	 .290. In the random
outcomes bonus and no-bonus conditions, there were also no
significant differences in any of these scores between participants
who underreported their outcomes and those who did not, ts �
1.59, ps 	 .120. In the extreme outcomes bonus condition, there
was no significant difference in any of the scores between partic-
ipants who underreported their outcomes and those who did not,
ts � 0.93, ps 	 .360. Finally, in the extreme outcomes no-bonus
condition, there was no significant difference in the “concern with
appearing honest” score and the “concern with appearing smart”
score, between participants who underreported their outcomes and
those who did not, ts � 0.410, ps 	 .680. However, there was a
significant difference in the “concern with appearing social” score,
whereby participants who underreported their outcome had a
higher concern score (M � 5.54, SD � 0.69), than participants
who did not underreport their outcome (M � 4.89, SD � 0.74),
t(52) � 2.79, p � .007, d � 0.77. Taken together, it seems that
there was no clear pattern of differences in self-report of impor-
tance of appearance between participants who underreported or
told the truth. Future research should further investigate individual
differences related to lying to appear honest.

Discussion. The results of Study 2b provided additional evi-
dence that participants would underreport extremely favorable
outcomes, even when underreporting is costly to them. This does
not seem to be a technical error due to participants making mis-
takes in their reporting, as participants who received random
outcomes and were not paid for wins accurately reported their
outcomes. Furthermore, participants who received extreme out-
comes underreported their results more when they were paid for
wins (i.e., a situation where the experimenter would be more likely
to think that the extreme outcomes were a lie) than when they were
not.

Finally, we were not able to detect any meaningful correlations
between participants’ likelihood to underreport and any other
individual characteristics. We make no strong interpretation of this
null result as it may be due to social desirability in answering
hypothetical questions on honesty, tendency to help, and so forth.

Study 2c

Study 2b documented participants’ tendency to underreport
highly favorable outcomes that might make them appear as liars.
To ensure that the study has enough power, and that participants
were intentionally underreporting their outcomes, Study 2c repli-
cated the “extreme outcome” conditions using the same behavioral
paradigm (this time with an American sample).

Method.
Participants. A sample-size analysis for detecting the differ-

ence between the extreme outcome conditions, which was esti-
mated as small in Study 2b, suggested that doubling the sample
size would provide 0.9 power. We thus aimed for the same sample
size as in Study 2b (extreme outcome conditions only). One
hundred and five undergraduate students in an American univer-
sity participated in this study in exchange for a base payment of $4.
The data of four participants were not recorded due to technical
errors. Because of a separate technical error, the demographic
details of 29 of the participants were not recorded (but all their
other data was). For the 72 participants whose demographic details
we have, 56% were females, Mage � 20.88, SDage � 5.13.

Procedure. The study followed the procedure of the extreme
outcome conditions of Study 2b. Importantly, the participants were
assigned to either the bonus or no-bonus conditions. In the bonus
conditions, participants were paid a 25 cent bonus for each win
they reported (5 or 6 on the die, or heads with the coin). In the
no-bonus conditions, participants were not promised any bonus.

Results.
Lying. Participants’ lying scores in both the bonus and no-

bonus conditions were significantly lower than zero, confirming
our main hypothesis that participants would underreport their wins,
t(51) � 4.97, p � .001, d � 0.69, and t(48) � 3.51, p � .001, d �
0.56, respectively. In addition, participants underreported the num-
ber of wins they received more when they got a bonus for wins
(M � �0.52, SD � 0.75) than when they did not (M � �0.20,
SD � 0.41), t(99) � 2.59, p � .011, d � 0.53. Participants were
also more likely to underreport in the bonus condition (37%) than
in the no-bonus condition (20%), �2(N � 101) � 3.21, p � .047.
Thus, not only were there differences in the magnitude of under-
reporting between the conditions, but also in the number of par-
ticipants underreporting.

Discussion. Study 2c replicated our main finding from Study
2b that participants underreported the number of wins in a string of
wins and did so more strongly when they were paid for wins than
when they were not paid for wins. This is in line with our
prediction that when people are paid a bonus for their wins, they
will be more concerned with appearing dishonest when reporting

5 We did not add the question about the driver, because it did not
correlate strongly with any of the questions. The correlations with the
social questions, with which we expected it to correlate most, were r �
0.04, p � .53 with the social question, and r � 0.14, p � .04 with the kind
question.
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an extreme outcome. See Table 1 for summary of findings from
Studies 1–2.

Study 3

Studies 1a–1d and 2a–2c provided support for our claim that
people will sometimes underreport their favorable outcomes to
avoid appearing dishonest. In Studies 3a–3b, we explored how
people judge others who underreport or tell the truth about receiv-
ing extreme outcomes. We use these data to examine whether
people’s concern with appearing dishonest in such cases is actually
valid.

Study 3a

In Study 3a, we tested whether observers would perceive a
person who reported an extreme outcome (i.e., eight heads out of
eight in Studies 2a and 2b) as less moral or honest than a person
who reported a standard outcome (i.e., four heads out of eight). If
observers negatively evaluate people for reporting very favorable
outcomes, then it would provide some evidence that people’s
concerns with appearing dishonest are valid (i.e., that they will
actually be judged negatively for reporting such extreme out-
comes).

Method.
Participants. Participants were recruited online using the Am-

azon Mechanical Turk platform; participation was restricted to
adult participants from the United States. One hundred fifty adults
(53% females, Mage � 35.56, SDage � 10.41) participated in this
5-min study for 25 cents. We preregistered our hypothesis and
sample size on https://aspredicted.org/pr4z9.pdf. According to a
preregistered rule, we excluded from further analyses all partici-
pants who failed to answer correctly the reading comprehension
question. Eight participants were excluded based on this rule.

Procedure. The participants read the following scenario:

We have recently conducted an experiment in our lab where partici-
pants were asked to flip a coin eight times, and report to us the number
of heads they received. Each participant flipped the coin in private.
We ran 500 participants in total. Participants knew that on top of the
flat fee that they would be paid for this study, they would earn a bonus
of 25 cents for each head they reported.

Participants were then randomly assigned into one of two con-
ditions—extreme outcome condition or standard outcome condi-
tion. Participants in the extreme outcome condition were asked to

imagine a participant named Jim who reported flipping eight heads
(out of eight). Participants in the standard outcome condition were
instead asked to imagine a participant named Jim who reported
flipping four heads (out of eight). All participants were asked to
answer five questions on the morality of Jim. These questions were
based on questions used in previous research for judging morality
of liars (Levine & Schweitzer, 2014). Specifically, participants
were asked to rate on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7
(extremely) how ethical they thought Jim was, given the outcome
he reported, how moral he was, and how good he was. They were
also asked to rate on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
7 (strongly agree) whether Jim was honest and whether he was
telling the truth. Participants were then asked one comprehension
question (“How many times was Jim asked to flip the coin?”), and
a few demographic questions.

Results. We computed for each participant a “morality score”
by averaging the answers to the five questions on the morality of
Jim (rs ranged from .73 to .89, ps � .001). As expected, partici-
pants found Jim to be less moral when he reported getting eight out
of eight heads (M � 3.00, SD � 1.54) than when he reported
getting four out of eight heads (M � 4.99, SD � 1.16), t(140) �
8.68, p � .001, d � 1.47. This suggests that participants indeed
judged others more harshly when they reported outcomes that
seemed “too good to be true.”

Discussion. The results of Study 3a demonstrated that observ-
ers perceived people who reported outcomes that were extremely
favorable to the self as less moral and honest than those who
reported standard outcomes. Clearly, extremely favorable out-
comes sometimes occur (in the scenario described here, there was
about 2% chance that one of the 500 participants will flip eight out
of eight heads). Yet, when observers judge someone who reports
such an extreme outcome, they tend to attribute the outcome to this
person’s dishonesty rather than to extreme luck. If people do
actually judge others negatively for reporting such outcomes, it is
plausible that when people consider how to report their own
extreme outcomes, they consider the fact that others will judge
them negatively and take precautions by underreporting the truth
(indeed, findings from our previous studies reveal that these con-
cerns with being perceived as dishonest do in fact mediate people’s
choice to underreport).

Study 3b

In Study 3a, we found that observers judged a person who
reported an extreme outcome more negatively than a person who

Table 1
Rates of Underreporting in Studies 1–2 by Study and Condition

Study

% underreporting
in standard

outcome condition

% underreporting
in extreme

outcome condition n Statistic Effect size �

Study 1a 0% 18% 115 Fisher’s test p � .001��� .31
Study 1b 0% 8% 156 Fisher’s test p � .05� .20
Study 1c 5% 12% 184 �2 � 4.23 .13
Study 1d (overreporting not revealed) 0% 6% 245 Fisher’s test p � .05� .01
Study 2a 5% 24% 137 �2 � 10.32��� .28
Study 2b (bonus) 3% 35% 115 Fisher’s test p � .001��� .13
Study 2b (no bonus) 9% 26% 110 Fisher’s test p � .05� .23

� p � .05. ��� p � .001.
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reported a standard outcome. In Study 3b, we used a similar
paradigm to that used in Study 3a, adding a condition where a
person reported a highly favorable outcome, but not the most
extreme one (i.e., flipping seven heads out of eight flips). We
predicted that observers would judge this person more negatively
than a person who reported a standard outcome (four out of eight),
but more positively than a person who reported the most extreme
outcome (eight out of eight), because the outcome is more likely to
be true. This would mean that people’s motivation to lie to appear
honest is at least partially justified.

In Study 3b, we also investigated what observers thought of
people who they knew were telling the truth, or underreporting it.
To test this, we added three conditions where the protagonist
reported the same outcome (four, seven, or eight heads out of
eight), but the participants also knew what the true outcome was
(four, eight, or eight heads out of eight). We hypothesized that a
protagonist who lied to appear honest would be judged as less
honest than a protagonist who reported true outcomes (because
there would be evidence that s/he lied), but that this would not lead
observers to the conclusion that the liar was a bad person (because
s/he was lying against his or her self-interest).

Method.
Participants. Participants were recruited online using the Am-

azon Mechanical Turk platform; participation was restricted to
adult participants from the United States. Three hundred adults
(47% females, Mage � 34.40, SDage � 11.34) participated in this
5-min study for 25 cents. We preregistered our hypothesis and
sample size on https://aspredicted.org/nb5gu.pdf. According to a
preregistered rule, we excluded from further analyses all partici-
pants who failed to answer correctly at least one of the two reading
comprehension questions. Forty participants were excluded based
on this rule.

Procedure. Each participant read three short scenarios that
were similar to the scenario used in Study 3a. Each of the three
scenarios depicted a protagonist who flipped a coin in private eight
times as part of an experiment in the lab and was compensated
according the outcome he reported (earning money for each time
he flipped heads). Specifically, Jim reported flipping eight heads
out of eight, Dan reported flipping four heads out of eight, and
Mark reported flipping seven heads out of eight. The presentation
order of the three protagonists was counterbalanced across partic-
ipants.

Participants were randomly assigned into one of two between
participants conditions—truth not-revealed condition or truth re-
vealed condition. In the truth not-revealed condition, just as in the
scenario in Study 3a, participants found out only about the out-
come reported by the protagonist (e.g., “Imagine a participant
named Mark who reported flipping four heads out of eight”). In the
truth-revealed condition, participants found out about the protag-
onist’s true outcome, and also about the outcome he reported (e.g.,
“Imagine a participant named Mark who flipped four heads out of
eight. Mark then reported flipping four heads out of eight.”)
Importantly, in the truth-revealed condition, participants learned
that Mark truthfully reported his standard outcome (four heads out
of eight), Jim truthfully reported his extreme outcome (eight heads
out of eight), and Dan underreported his extreme outcome (report-
ing seven heads when he truly flipped eight heads out of eight).
This design allowed us to compare observers’ judgment of a
protagonist who had underreported his extreme outcome and their

judgment of a protagonist who had truthfully reported his standard
or extreme outcomes.

After each of the three scenarios, participants were asked (a)
how much they thought the person they read about was a good
person, and (b) how honest this person was, given this person’s
reported outcome, and his true outcome—when this was revealed.
Participants indicated their ratings on scales ranging from 1 (not at
all) to 7 (extremely). Participants were asked an open-ended com-
prehension question (“How many times was each participant in the
study asked to flip the coin?”), and a multiple-choice question
(“Did participants who reported more ‘heads’ get more bonus?”
They could choose between: “yes,” “no,” and “I do not know”).
They then completed a few demographic questions.

This 3 (outcome: standard, extreme, less-than-extreme) � 2
(truth revealed: yes or no) mixed design allowed us to investigate
how observers (who evaluate different reports sequentially) judge
people who report different outcomes when their true outcomes are
known or not. When the truth is not revealed, we expected ob-
servers to judge the protagonist more harshly the more extreme the
outcome he reports (in line with our findings from Study 3a).
When observers find that the protagonist is telling the truth (or
underreporting it), we expected their judgment to be more positive,
particularly for the more extreme outcomes. Importantly, we ex-
pected observers to judge the protagonist who lied and underre-
ported his extreme outcome as dishonest, but as a good person—
just as the one who truthfully reported his outcome.

Results. We conducted a 2 � 3 mixed design ANOVA with a
between-participants factor (truth revealed or not) and a within-
participants factor (reported outcome: four, seven, or eight). For
means and standard deviations by condition, see Table 2. We ran
two analyses, one where the dependent variable was participants’
ratings of the protagonist as a good person, and a second where the
dependent variable was their rating of his honesty. Extending the
findings from Study 3a, we found that the outcome reported by
the protagonist affected the participants’ judgment of how good a
person he was, F(2, 257) � 59.80, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.32 and
participants’ judgment of the protagonist’s honesty, F(2, 257) �
194.15, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.60. Further, consistent with our hypoth-
esis, participants found the protagonist to be a better person when
his true outcome was revealed than when it was not, F(1, 258) �
23.64, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.08. Participants also found the protagonist
to be more honest when his true outcome was revealed than not,
F(1, 258) � 34.37, p � .001, �p

2 � 0.12. There was no interaction
between the reported number and the truth factor in participants’
judgment of how good a person the protagonist was, F(2, 257) �
1.35, p � .261. However, there was a significant interaction
between the reported number and the truth factor in participants
judgment of the protagonist’s honesty, F(2, 257) � 21.36, p �
.001, �p

2 � 0.14.
Next, we ran planned contrasts, according to the preregistration.

We found that participants believed the protagonist to be a better
person when they knew that the outcome he reported was true
(than when they did not know), both when the reported outcome
was standard (four out of eight heads), t(258) � 3.79, p � .001,
d � 0.47, and extreme (eight out of eight heads), t(258) � 4.01,
p � .001, d � 0.50. Participants also believed the protagonist to be
a better person when they knew that he had underreported an
extreme outcome (seven out of eight heads), than when he reported
seven out of eight heads but they did not know what the true
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outcome was, t(258) � 3.37, p � .001, d � 0.42. Participants also
believed the protagonist was more honest when they knew that the
outcome he reported was true (than when they did not know), both
when the outcome was standard, t(258) � 3.75, p � .001, d � 0.47,
and extreme, t(258) � 7.07, p � .001, d � 0.88. However, they did
not believe a person who underreported an extreme outcome was
more honest than a person who reported an extreme outcome (and
whose true outcome was not revealed), t(258) � 1.65, p � .101.

In addition, and in line with our predictions, paired t tests showed
that when the truth was revealed and the protagonist underreported an
extreme outcome, participants judged him to be just as good a person
as a protagonist who truthfully reported the extreme outcome,
t(121) � 1.28, p � .202. At the same time, participants judged the
protagonist who underreported his outcome to be less honest,
t(121) � 3.83, p � .001, d � 0.11. Thus, it seems that although
participants realized that underreporting was a lie, it did not take a
significant toll on the moral image of the protagonist in their eyes.
Note that unlike our prediction, a protagonist who truthfully reported
a standard outcome was judged as a better person than a protagonist
who underreported an extreme outcome, t(121) � 6.83, p � .001, d �
0.72. However, this difference seems to be driven by the report of an
extreme outcome, rather than by the underreporting, as a protagonist
who truthfully reported a standard outcome was also judged as a
better person than a protagonist who truthfully reported an extreme
outcome, t(121) � 7.17, p � .001, d � 0.74. Participants may have
attributed extreme outcomes—even when told they were true—to the
protagonists’ actions.

Discussion. Study 3b demonstrates that when observers do
not know a person’s true outcome, underreporting an extreme
outcome (by a little) helps in preserving a more moral and honest
appearance. Thus, when the outcomes are not verified to be true,
participants who lie to appear honest do appear more honest than
those who report an extreme true outcome.

Further, this study also demonstrates that when observers hap-
pen to find out that a person has underreported an extreme out-
come, they find it to be dishonest, but do not find the person to be
a worse person (compared to a person who truthfully reported the
same extreme outcome). Thus, underreporting has some advantage
when the truth is unknown, and it does not make one look like a
bad person when the truth is uncovered.

General Discussion

Our findings highlight an understudied motivation for dishon-
esty: lying to appear honest. Past research demonstrates that people
care about having a reputation as an honest person (Batson et al.,
1997; Gneezy et al., 2018). Whereas this desire to appear honest
commonly leads people to lie less (Gneezy et al., 2018), we show
that in some cases, it may actually lead people to lie more. In
particular, we have demonstrated that some people who receive
extremely favorable outcomes in private will report in public that
they received less favorable outcomes. For example, participants
in Study 1c, who played the role of employees and happened to
drive the maximal reimbursable mileage, reported driving fewer
miles, thereby forgoing some of the reimbursement they deserved.
Participants who played a chance game in the lab in Studies 2a–2c
and won in private in each and every round reported less favorable
outcomes than they actually achieved. Participants intentionally
misrepresented their true outcomes, thereby breaking the moral
principle of telling the truth and giving up some payment they
deserved.

We propose that what motivated participants to lie in our ex-
periments is their concern that if they tell the truth, others may
think they are lying. In other words, participants overcame their
aversion toward lying and the monetary costs involved in lying in
order to appear honest to someone else. Our studies provide
support for this account. In Studies 1b, 1c, and 2a (see also S1 in
the online supplemental material), participants’ judgment of the
probability that others would perceive them as liars accounted (at
least partially) for their likelihood to underreport their outcomes.
For example, participants in the role of workers in Study 1c, who
drove the maximal number of miles for which they could be
reimbursed, thought it was more likely that their manager would
suspect they lied, compared to participants who drove a standard
number of miles. Accordingly, the participants who drove an
extreme number of miles underreported their mileage more. In
Study 1d, the probability that the manager would assume that an
extreme report is dishonest moderated participants’ likelihood of
underreporting their mileage. More support for this account comes
from our behavioral studies (2a–2c). Specifically, we measured the
number of wins that participants reported upon rolling a die and
flipping a coin. We found participants who won every single die

Table 2
Participants’ Average Ratings of How Good and How Honest the Protagonist Is, Depending on
the Protagonist’s Reported Outcome and Whether or Not the Protagonist’s True Outcome Was
Revealed to Them, in Study 3b

Reported outcome
[True outcome]

4
[4]

7
[8]

8
[8]

Good person
True outcome not revealed 5.04 (1.25) 3.99 (1.42) 3.56 (1.56)
True outcome revealed 5.59 (1.04) 4.62 (1.60) 4.43 (1.97)

Honest
True outcome not revealed 5.46 (1.20) 3.25 (1.59) 2.65 (1.73)
True outcome revealed 6.01 (1.16) 3.60 (1.65) 4.43 (2.34)

Note. Ratings ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). Standard deviations are in parentheses. Participants
knew the true outcome only in the “True outcome revealed” condition.
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roll and coin toss underreported their wins and that participants
underreported their number of wins more when they received a
bonus for their wins than when they did not receive any bonus. We
argue that they acted counter to their financial interests (i.e.,
reporting fewer wins when wins were worth money) because
having financial interests made them especially vulnerable to be
seen by others as selfish liars. Thus, when the likelihood of being
seen as dishonest when telling the truth is higher, people are more
likely to lie to appear honest. Indeed, concern with appearing
dishonest in the eyes of the experimenter mediated participants’
degree of underreporting (Study 2a). We note also that it is
possible that had the incentives been even greater, people would
have reported the truth to capitalize on the incentives. Clearly,
people will need to balance their concerns with appearing dishon-
est against their desire to maximize resources, and so people would
likely tell the truth if the monetary incentives were strong enough.

Our findings suggest that when people obtain extremely favor-
able outcomes, they anticipate other people’s suspicious reactions
and prefer lying and appearing honest over telling the truth and
appearing as selfish liars. Is people’s concern with being judged as
dishonest when reporting extremely favorable outcomes (which
cannot be verified) valid? The results of Studies 3a and 3b suggest
that it is. In these studies, we found that the more extreme the
outcomes a person reported, the more dishonest and immoral she
appeared. Thus, honestly reporting extremely favorable outcomes
may indeed have a negative impact on one’s honest reputation.

We argue that lying to appear honest should be more prevalent
and likely when one is particularly concerned with appearing
dishonest. Thus, when a person expects others to believe her even
when she reports statistically unlikely outcomes (e.g., because she
has a longstanding honest reputation), or if she does not care
whether others believe her or not, we do not expect to see any
lying. When concern with appearing dishonest is great, however,
we expect some people to lie to appear honest. Such lying can take
the form of underreporting, but also the form of overreporting,
depending on what direction might help preserve an honest ap-
pearance more. We speculate, for example, that following the
Open Science revolution that put special emphasis on honesty and
transparency in research (Nosek et al., 2015; Simmons, Nelson, &
Simonsohn, 2011), researchers became more concerned also about
true outcomes that may seem to reviewers “too good to be true.”
For instance, researchers who in the past may have felt the urge to
round marginal results down to p � .05 may now feel the urge to
round them up to p 	 .05, so that the results do not appear to have
been p-hacked. In a different vein, an Amazon customer who
complained about a missing package last week and received a
refund may be reluctant to complain again this week when an
unrelated package also goes missing. This is because the customer
may worry that Amazon is monitoring the complaints and will
suspect she is trying to cheat and gain from overreporting missing
packages. In these real-life examples, just like in our studies,
concern with appearing dishonest may erroneously lead people to
misreport their outcomes.

This research joins recent work showing how some types of
lying are not so negative. Research has found that people judge the
morality of lies depending on the motivation of the liar. Specifi-
cally, people may judge others who tell prosocial lies (lies that
benefit others) as more moral than those who tell a truth that is less
favorable to others (Levine & Schweitzer, 2014). Thus, when

judging the morality of one’s action, judges may give more weight
to its prosocial nature than to its dishonesty. Relatedly, lying in
which one falsely gives someone else credit for one’s own idea is
seen much less negatively than when one falsely takes credit for
someone else’s idea (Silver & Shaw, 2018). Future research should
examine how the motivation to appear honest affects moral judg-
ment. We predict that lies intended to preserve one’s honest
reputation will be evaluated as less immoral than lies intended to
attain a monetary benefit (even when both lies diverge from the
truth to the same extent). The reason is that those who lie to appear
honest, unlike the “typical” liars, are not motivated by greed. At
the same time, we predict that lying to appear honest will not be
perceived as favorably as prosocial lying because its ultimate goal
is, after all, selfish (i.e., maintaining one’s favorable reputation).

The paradigm developed in our studies allows us to easily
examine lying at the individual level (i.e., we can directly tell how
much each participant lied). In our studies (Study 2b and S1 in the
online supplemental material), we were not able to correlate par-
ticipants’ lying behavior with self-reported individual differences.
Still, our paradigm allows for such investigation. Previous research
on lying has struggled with measuring lies at the individual level,
while maintaining the confidentiality of participants’ decisions in
the experiment. Studies of unethical behavior have often measured
lying at an aggregated level by comparing the average report
across a group of individuals to the expected outcome (of a random
device, see Shalvi et al., 2011; or of a control group who could not
lie, see Mazar et al., 2008). Some researchers who investigated
individual differences in lying relied on statistical models and
simulations to differentiate between individuals who lied and those
who told the truth (Heck, Thielmann, Moshagen, & Hilbig, 2018;
Moshagen & Hilbig, 2017). Others have designed other methods
for detecting lies at the individual level (e.g., Gneezy, Rochenbach,
& Serra-Garcia, 2013). Our new method provides researchers with
a useful way to identify liars at the individual level and correlate
their behavior with personality traits or other individual measures.
This would be useful for understanding the individual character-
istics of people who are willing to lie to gain money (or to help
others).

Another interesting future direction would be to identify the
individual characteristics of people who lie to appear honest.
Indeed, in our studies, only a minority of participants lied to appear
honest, and it would be informative to understand what character-
izes them and possibly differentiates them from those who lie to
attain a material reward and those who lie to help others. We
suspect that these participants are generally more sensitive to their
appearance in the eyes of others.

Although we focus on cases where dishonest underreporting is
aimed at maintaining an honest reputation, we also acknowledge
there are of course other reasons for dishonest underreporting.
First, people may underreport their achievements or conceal their
higher status out of modesty, or to avoid negative reactions by
others to their exceptional achievements (e.g., envy; Arnett &
Sidanius, 2018; Phillips, Rothbard, & Dumas, 2009). Relatedly,
sandbagging is common in sporting contexts and involves a person
dishonestly pretending to be less good than she actually is to
convince her opponent to try less hard or to entice betting action
(Gibson & Sachau, 2000). People may also be dishonest about
truths that appear beneficial to them for other strategic reasons: A
lawyer may underbill a customer now to attract more new business
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later, and an innocent suspect may plead guilty to escape a harsh
interrogation (Kassin, 2015). In such cases, people lie to secure
some direct material gain. In this article, we have focused on cases
where people do not secure direct material gains (or avoid direct
costs) by underreporting their outcomes—in fact, they forgo im-
mediate benefits. Still, we documented clear lying behavior.
Therefore, in our experiments, the only benefit in lying is main-
taining an honest reputation. Whereas in our experiments people
cared about an honest appearance in and of itself, in many other
situations lying can, of course, provide benefits down the road.

Final Remark

Although Akerlof’s (1983) conclusion that being honest is the
best way to appear honest may hold true in most situations, our
results suggest a modest revision. In situations where being honest
seems suspicious, people who want to appear honest may be better
off lying. Our findings suggest that people are quick to realize this
and, accordingly, sometimes lie to appear honest.

Context Paragraph

For several years we have been studying how people are moti-
vated by how they appear to others and, in particular, how they
must balance different appearances. For example, we have found
that people will sometimes forgo generosity to others in order to
avoid appearing biased or unfair (Choshen-Hillel, Shaw, &
Caruso, 2015; Shaw et al., 2018). In the current research, we have
extended our research to explore how people’s concern with ap-
pearance may affect their behavior in the domain of unethical
behavior and lying. Specifically, we explored cases in which
people’s desire to appear honest to others may, ironically, lead
them to lie to others. Namely, we looked at situations where the
truth appeared too good to be true. Here, in different samples of
attorneys, scenario studies, and consequential behavioral para-
digms, we found robust support for our claim that people will lie
to appear honest.
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