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Abstract

We extend the experimental design by Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi (2013) to examine lying

behavior on behalf of others, eliminating all possible incentives apart from social preferences. We

compare the prevalence of misreporting in situations where the monetary gain either goes to the

decision-maker or to an anonymous other participant. Overall we observe lower levels of lying for

others compared to for oneself, however, a significant number of participants were willing to lie to

increase another participant’s payoff, with no economic incentive to do so. We find no partial lying

for others but rather two extremes: either complete honesty or maximal lying.
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1. Introduction

Private information - and the potential material gain from misreporting such information -

is a core element of various economic situations (e.g., filing tax returns, making insurance claims,

writing CVs). In previous experimental research, subjects have been put in scenarios where they can

misreport private information for their own monetary benefit, and consistently subjects displayed

an aversion for lying and a preference for appearing honest (see, e.g., Abeler et al., 2019; Jacobsen

et al., 2018, for an overview). In everyday life, however, decision-makers often do not act on

behalf of themselves but on behalf of others (see, e.g., Füllbrunn et al., 2020) and are willing

misreport the other’s private information to the financial advantage of this person. For example,

parents will misreport for their children (Houser et al., 2016), external auditors have been found to

misrepresent the financial conditions of their clients (Gawn and Innes, 2019), and in publicly held

corporations, declarations of legal reductions in taxable income are mostly made by tax advisers

(Crocker and Slemrod, 2005). In contrast to previous studies that examined the monetary incentives

for lying for self-benefit (e.g., Crocker and Slemrod, 2005), we focus on the underlying, non-monetary

motivations for dishonest behavior on behalf of others. Our study is the first that experimentally

considers ‘lying for others’ in ‘social tasks’ (see section 3.3 in Jacobsen et al., 2018) and the first

controlled laboratory experiment that considers ‘pure’ lying for others without external influences

on behavior.

On the one hand, without any tangible incentives for the decision-maker, the intrinsic costs

of lying (Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi, 2013; Gneezy, 2005) should decrease or even eliminate

lying for others. On the other hand, an extensive literature on decision making for others shows

that feelings of responsibility result in pro-social actions (e.g., Bolton et al., 2015; Charness, 2000;

Charness and Jackson, 2009; Füllbrunn and Luhan, 2020) which suggests that, under responsibility,

people might lie for others to increase their payoff. Given these two conflicting predictions, we ask

the question: “Are agents more or less willing to lie for others than for themselves? ”

To make our results comparable to the existing literature on lying aversion, we extend the

prominent design by Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi (2013) in which a die is rolled in private and

the reported outcome determines the participant’s payoff. In our setting participants rolled the die

to determine their own payoff, or the payoff of an anonymous other participant with no incentive

for themselves. Without the possibility of detection and a monetary incentive to lie in this setting,

economic theory would predict maximal overreporting of the die roll for oneself, but a long list of

experiments have found that people shy away from lying and that they display various levels of lying

costs (Gneezy et al., 2013; Jacobsen et al., 2018; Mazar et al., 2008). When reporting for others,

however, previous studies have demonstrated that even in the absence of monetary incentives, lying

costs can be counteracted by group loyalty (Cadsby et al., 2016), social bonds (Aksoy and Palma,
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2019), and fairness concerns (Okeke and Godlonton, 2014). Our aim is to examine the core effect

of social preferences without these external incentives, in an anonymous, controlled laboratory

experiment to establish a baseline trade-off between lying aversion and the feeling of responsibility.

2. Experimental Design

We closely follow the original design of Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi (2013) with the new

treatment as the only adjustment.1 The participants received a die and on-screen instructions. We

asked them to roll the die in private and report the result to determine their payment. Reporting 1,

2, 3, 4 or 5 would result in an equivalent payment in euro (one representing e1 etc.) and reporting

6 in payment of zero euro. As in Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi (2013), we attached this experiment

to the end of a previous experiment which allowed us to pay participants a cumulative payoff from

both experiments, increasing the anonymity of the decision.2

In our baseline treatment, OWN, each subject reported the outcome of the die roll to determine

her or his own payment as in Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi (2013). In our treatment OTH subjects

were split into two groups, active decision-makers and passive receivers. The active decision-

makers rolled the die and reported the outcome, which determined a random anonymous passive

participant’s payment, while the decision-maker earned nothing. In order to reduce perceived

anticipation effects of the decision-maker, the receivers did not know anything about the task

of the decision-makers, and the decision-makers were informed about this (Atanasov and Dana,

2011). The receivers were informed of the outcome only, and were asked to fill in a questionnaire

while they were waiting. We implemented a one-shot between-subjects design to avoid the first

decision providing a psychological anchor for any subsequent decisions. Due to the simple and

short instructions, the task took less than five minutes.

In the previous literature, researchers have considered several theories to explain lying behavior

(Jacobsen et al., 2018). We concentrate on the relevant ones for our setting. In OWN, the economic

model of crime and dishonesty by Becker (1968) predicts the decision-maker to always report the

highest payoff (five). The utility of the monetary reward outweighs the risk of detection and the

costs of punishment, which are virtually zero in this experimental setting. As mentioned above,

intrinsic lying aversion deters people to some extent from overreporting, due to a moral cost from

the act of lying itself and a reputational cost associated with being seen as a liar (Gneezy et al., 2018;

Mazar et al., 2008). Other theories that predict changes in dishonest behavior include ‘Self-Concept

Maintenance Theory’ (acting immorally within a limited framework), ‘Self-Serving Justifications’

1The instructions can be found in the online-appendix.
2Neither the type of the preceding experiment, nor the the decision-maker’s payoff from that experiment had a

significant effect on the reported number in either treatment.
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(shift moral standards to justify overreporting), ‘Moral Disengagement’ (subjects excuse themselves

from moral rule they apply to others) or ‘Bounded Ethicality’ (unawareness of ethical norms).3

For OTH, standard economic theory predicts no lying. Without incentives, truthful reporting

involves the lowest (cognitive) ‘effort’ for the decision-maker. The same applies to lying aversion

as there is no monetary incentive to outweigh the lying costs, so nothing to motivate any deviation

from the true result. However, an in crease in pro-social behavior due to perceived responsibility for

others (Charness, 2000; Charness and Jackson, 2009) might cause an increase in over-reporting (as

compared to OWN) as decision-makers want to increase the receiver’s payoff by telling ‘altruistic

white lies’ (Erat and Gneezy, 2012). We might also observe antisocial lying in OTH. As the payment

for the decision-maker is zero, dishonestly reporting a six, to also lower the receiver’s payment to

zero, might satisfy fairness preferences and in particular, inequality aversion. (Fehr and Schmidt,

1999; Bolton and Ockenfels, 2000). Therefore the (extreme) prediction on OTH include a bi-modal

distribution with peaks in five and zero.

We programmed and conducted the experiment using Z-Tree (Fischbacher, 2007) and used

ORSEE for the recruitment (Greiner, 2015). In total, 282 subjects (117 male, 165 female) from

various fields participated in 18 separated sessions in the IMR laboratory at Radboud University

in Nijmegen (NL). After reporting, subjects filled in a short questionnaire and were paid privately

and in cash.

3. Results

Figure 1 depicts the two distributions of claimed payoffs for the two treatments. Both

distributions are different from the expected distribution of a fair die roll - represented by the

dashed line - which is confirmed by a Kolmogorov- Smirnov test (OWN p < .001; OTH p < .001).

The distribution for OWN resembles the reported results from the literature on lying aversion (see,

e.g. Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi, 2013, Figure 1). The subjects reported a payoff of four and five

more often than expected (binomial tests, p < 0.001), indicating that there was both maximal and

partial lying, they reported zero, one, two and three less often than expected (binomial tests, p <

0.01).

The distribution of reported payoffs in OTH is significantly different from OWN (Kolmogorov–

Smirnov p = .099, Fisher-Pitman permutation p = .008) with the average claim in OTH (2.83)

being significantly lower than in OWN (3.35) according to a one-tailed permutation test (p = 0.004).

The subjects over-report five (binomial test, p = 0.015) but we find no significant differences

from the theoretical distribution in any other outcome (binomial test, p > 0.1) suggesting that

3Find references and discussions in Jacobsen et al. (2018).

4



Figure 1: Distribution of claimed payoffs. The dashed line indicates the expected distribution from a fair die roll.
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those participants who did lie prosocially, did so to the maximal extent. There is a significant

difference between the reported claims of 4 across treatments (p = 0.008) again indicating that

fewer participants lied partially for others. Apparently, subjects are either willing fully lie for

others or do not lie at all.

Our results show that a number of subjects are willing to lie for their recipients and claim the

highest outcome, despite having no monetary or strategic incentive to do so. For this group of

participants their social preferences appear to outweigh their intrinsic lying costs. The majority

of participants, however, reports the true result of the die roll for others with overall less lying in

OTH than in OWN.

Finally we see no significant over-reporting of zero in OTH, we can conclude that inequality-

aversion seems to play no particular role.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

We have asked the question whether people are more or less willing to lie for others than for

themselves in the absence of monetary incentives for the decision-maker. We extended the popular

design by Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi (2013) to study lying aversion for others. In our design

we eliminate any motivation for lying on behalf of others apart from basic social preferences, such

as responsibility or fairness. Overall, we find that our subjects lie significantly less for others than

for themselves. A small number of subjects are willing to lie maximally for others by reporting

the highest payoff, but the majority of subjects appears to truthfully report the outcome of the die

roll. In contrast to this, we find the same pattern and level of lying and lying aversion as in the

literature when making decisions for oneself.

This result does not necessarily contradict the finding that feelings of responsibility evoke greater

social preferences, which has been found in previous studies on decision making for others (e.g.,

Bolton et al., 2015; Charness, 2000; Charness and Jackson, 2009; Füllbrunn and Luhan, 2020). This

simply indicates that these social preferences do not weigh as strongly as monetary incentives when

pitted against lying aversion. We observed an absence of partial lying which could be an indication

of lower lying costs due to a different perception of social norms in lies for others. If lying is

perceived as socially acceptable when the aim is to help others (see, e.g., Levine and Schweitzer,

2014; Lindskold and Han, 1986) the social image costs that cause people to disguise their behavior

with partial lies (see Abeler et al., 2019; Gneezy et al., 2018, for a discussion) may be alleviated.

Such behavior would lead to reports of only 5 - at least for the group of people who hold this view.

This effect would have to be the subject of a further experiment, however.
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