they would be requested to oversee the donation to be made online before they left the site.
Furthermore, when choosing among the five charities, they were able to check they were legitimate, and that instantaneous small online donations could be made. Hence, we also discard
the possibility that participants lied less in the charity groups because they did not trust the
donation was going to be made.
All our evidence therefore points to the fact that differential rates of lying were due to
participants’ preferences and not to our experiment design or implementation. Therefore, if
participants prefer more money to less, and minimally care about one of the five charities
provided, they should always lie. Given that these two features can be safely assumed for all
participants, if they do not always lie it must be because lying is costly. The literature has
broadly identified two main reasons why people do not lie maximally when all the incentives
are set for them to do so (see Abeler et al. (2019) and all references cited therein): a preference
for being seen as honest (social image/reputational cost) and a preference for being honest (self
image). Given the distinct pattern of lies we find, it must be the case that costs of lying depend
on the share to be donated: either preferences for being seen as honest, or preferences for being
honest are affected when the payoffs are shared with a charity.
Regarding the former (social image), Levine and Schweitzer (2014) find that individuals who
tell lies with the intention of benefiting others are perceived to be more moral than individuals
who tell the truth. If this is the case, participants in our setting would have a bigger incentive
to lie the larger the share of the pie going to charity. That is, we should observe more lying
as the fraction going to charity increases. We, however, find the exact opposite: maximal lying
decreases with charity share, i.e., if anything, participants seem to be more shameless about
lying when they are the sole beneficiaries of the lie.
We find no evidence of a willingness to signal prosocial behavior to others. How about self
image? Some participants may be averse to lying, but may find it easier to internally justify
the lie if the payoffs go to a charity they support. If that is the case, we should find that
participants lie more as the share of the pie for charity increases. Again, we find the exact
opposite: assuming self-image is the main concern, participants seem more likely to justify a
selfish lie than a prosocial lie.
Our results hence suggest that the larger the share for one-self, the easier it is to justify a
lie. Importantly, our experiment setting allows us to assess exactly where the charity motive
“kicks in”: as earlier noted, one in four participants in the self-only group are estimated to have
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lied, whereas this is the case for only one in ten in the charity-only group (see Table 5). What
happens in-between these two extreme groups? We find that the transition is by no means
smooth. As long as participants have some material gains to make, lying rates are around
one in four. Only when private material payoffs are completely non-existent do lying rates
drastically decrease. This suggests an asymmetric salience effect: reducing private material
gains from 100% to 90%, to 50% or even to 10% has no apparent effect on lying rates. However
reducing private material gains from 10% to 0% results in a reduction in lying of around 60%.
Overall, participants are insensitive to the size of their private payoff; they are sensitive only to
the existence of a (strictly positive) private payoff. This is in line with Kajackaite and Gneezy
(2017), Mazar et al. (2008), or Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi (2013), who find that lying does
not increase with incentives.
An alternative explanation to our results is that charities act as a nudge to behave honestly:
since some participants are forced to think about NGOs before rolling the die, their willingness
to lie may therefore be affected. If this was the case, then we would expect participants in the
self-only group to lie significantly more often than all other participants. We do not find this to
be the case: participants in all “split-groups” (90-self, 50-self, and 10-self) lie as much as those
in the self-only group. We therefore do not find enough evidence pointing to the nudge as an
explanation of the patterns we observe.
NGOs may still however help explain the patterns we observe, since in our experiments
payoffs are split with an NGO, unlike most experiments that examine prosocial behavior, which
have payoffs split with other individuals. Maggian (2019) suggests that people are more willing
to act unethically against an organization (even a charitable one) than against an individual.
Perhaps lying to benefit a charity provides less moral flexibility than lying to benefit an individual. This might explain why Wiltermuth (2011) and Gino et al. (2013) find that lying peaks
when fellow research participants also benefit, while we do not observe such a peak for splits
with charity.
Regarding individual sociodemographic characteristics, our results show that overall lying
behavior does not vary by gender, age, major, or spirituality (Result 3.4). This supports and
contradicts multiple studies investigating the demographic covariates of dishonesty. Regarding
gender, our result is consistent with Capraro (2018), whose meta-analysis finds an inconclusive
gender effect on “Pareto white lies”, lies that benefit both the self and another. Unlike with
gender, no such consensus exists for the other covariates. Regarding field of study, our result

13

contradicts Muñoz-Izquierdo et al. (2019) who find that business and economics students are
more likely to lie. Regarding spirituality, however, our result is consistent with López-Pérez and
Spiegelman (2019) but not with Arbel et al. (2014), who find higher dishonesty among secular
females.
Finally, we find another sharp discontinuity when it comes to admitted lying. In all groups
but one, we estimate that around one in four liars admit having cheated. In this case, however,
the exception is the self-only group: only one in thirty liars are estimated to have admitted
failing to tell the truth. This is in sharp contrast to lying patterns themselves: whereas lying
markedly increases the moment private benefits are strictly positive, admitted lying markedly
increases the moment charity benefits are strictly positive. This suggests that participants are
willing to admit having lied when they can claim that payoffs went to charity, but are extremely
reluctant to admitting they cheated when they are the only beneficiaries of the lie. Participants
might believe that the consequences of admitting to lying (whether punitive or reputational)
are lower when they are not the sole recipients of the payoff.

5

Conclusion

This paper aims to shed light on our understanding of prosocial lying. Results show that around
one quarter of participants are willing to lie to increase their private payoffs, regardless of the
exact share of the pie they are getting. However, when only charities benefit from lying, so
that participants do not privately benefit, propensity to lie decreases markedly: only one in ten
participants are willing to cheat in such scenario.
Our findings are mostly consistent with previous studies, but differ in two aspects. Compared
to Lupoli et al. (2017) and Maggian (2019), we find that the propensity to lie for charity is
significantly smaller than the propensity to lie for selfish motives (they find no difference).
Further, while lying patterns in Gino et al. (2013), Wiltermuth (2011), and Klein et al. (2017)
peak when payoffs are split, we find no evidence of such peak —in our case, lying when payoffs
are shared is not larger than selfish lying. This could be explained by the identity of the other
recipient (charity in our case, other participants in their studies), but could also be explained by
cultural norms: ours is the only study that was not carried out in a “Western” country. Hence,
we cannot disregard that discrepancies in patterns observed arise from particular cultural norms
prevalent in the South East of Asia.
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Supplementary Materials for
Lying Behavior When the Payoffs are Shared with
Charity: Experimental Evidence
Scott Lee Chua, Jessica Chang, and Guillem Riambau

A.1 Instructions given before the experiment
Authors’ note: Text in black is for all participants. Text in blue changes is only for participants
of certain treatment group/s. Text underlined indicates facility-specific details.
Welcome to the experiment!
You are about to participate in an economic experiment, in which you will play a game and
answer a few follow-up questions. You have drawn a random identification number, and we
will not be able to link your personal or contact information to your identification number.
All your actions in this experiment are private, so only you will know them.
During the experiment, you will receive instructions telling you what to do. If something is
unclear, please feel free to raise your hand and we will answer any questions individually.
There may be moments where you will have to sit and wait, and we ask you to be patient.
Please refrain from using your phone for the duration of the experiment. You may not talk
to each other during the experiment and we ask you not to discuss the experiment with
others afterwards.
[For Groups B through E only] Please take a moment to read the menu of charities and pick
one you want to support.
In a moment, you will be led to a separate room. In that room, there will be a pouch with a
die inside, and a box containing pen and paper.
The timer on the container should be set to 1 minute. The experimenter will start the timer
and leave the room. During the 1 minute before the container opens, you may practice
rolling the die as many times, in any manner you wish.
[For Groups A through D] In addition to the $5 in your envelope, you have the chance to
earn additional cash depending on the outcome of your roll.
OR
[For Group E] You have the chance to earn cash for the charity you chose, depending on the
outcome of your roll.
[For Groups B through D only] 10% / 50% / 90% of your winnings will immediately be
donated to your chosen charity, and you get to keep the remaining 90% / 50% / 10% in cash.
Please refer to the payoff sheet in front of you.
After you have recorded the outcome of your roll, please replace the pen in the container
and the die in the pouch. Then go to room name to hand the paper to the experimenter.
(These instructions are also duplicated in the room, for your convenience.)

[For Group A] The experimenter will hand you the payoff corresponding to your reported
outcome, and then ask you to fill out a short questionnaire online.
OR
[For Groups B through D] The experimenter will make the corresponding donation in front
of you, and hand you the remainder of your winnings in cash. They will then ask you to fill
out a short questionnaire online.
OR
[For Group E] The experimenter will make the corresponding donation in front of you. They
will then ask you to fill out a short questionnaire online.
After the questionnaire is submitted, the experimenter will give you a full debrief, and hand
you your envelope, containing your $5. This will conclude the experiment.

A.2 Abbreviated instructions
Authors’ note: This abbreviated version of the instructions was made available to
participants inside the private dice-roll room. Text underlined indicates facility-specific
details.
Welcome!
Duplicated below are the instructions:
•

During this one minute before the container opens, please practice rolling the die in
any manner you wish.

•

As soon as the container opens, please roll the die exactly once, and write down the
outcome.

•

Replace the pen in the container, and the die back in the pouch.

•

Go to room location to hand the paper to the experimenter.

A.3 Payoff chart
Authors’ note: Participants received this payoff chart during the pre-experiment briefing, and
surrendered it before commencing the experiment. Text in black is for all participants. Text in
blue changes is only for participants of certain treatment group/s.
The possible payoffs are listed below.
[For Group A] You will receive the payoff amount, in addition to the $5 in your envelope.
OR
[For Groups B through D] You will receive 90% / 50% / 10% of the payoff amount, in
addition to the $5 in your envelope. The other 10% / 50% / 90% will be donated to your
chosen charity immediately after the experiment.
OR
[For Group E] Your chosen charity will receive the payoff amount. You will still receive the
$5 in your envelope.
Dice

Payoff

1

$1

2

$2

3

$3

4

$4

5

$5

6

$6

A.4 Post-task questionnaire
Authors’ note: This questionnaire was administered online, split over four “screens” that
participants clicked through. Participants were free to skip any question except for
“Experiment ID number.”
Screen 1.
1. The winnings from your game should have been paid out before you answer this
questionnaire. If they have not, please inform the experimenter.
2. Please do not divulge your personal data (name, IC, student ID number) anywhere in this
questionnaire. Only identify yourself by your Experiment ID number.
3. Please tell the experimenter once you have completed this survey to receive your $5
reimbursement and debrief.
Thank you for your participation!
Experiment ID number: _____________
Screen 2.
What were you thinking about during the one-minute wait? _____________________
Screen 3.
Were you honest in your report? [Yes OR No]
Screen 4.
Gender: _____________
Age: _____________
Religion, (if any): _____________
Major: _____________

A.5 Charities
Authors’ note: Participants in split-payoff and charity-only groups were asked to select one
charity to donate to, from the five charities listed below.
1. Make-A-Wish Foundation Singapore
Beneficiary: Terminally ill children
Website: https://www.makeawish.org.sg/
2. Yellow Ribbon Project
Beneficiary: Ex-offenders
Website: https://www.yellowribbon.org.sg/
3. Aidha
Beneficiary: Low-income women and foreign domestic workers
Website: https://www.aidha.org/
4. Oasis Second Chance Animal Shelter
Beneficiary: Stray animals
Website: https://www.oscas.sg/
5. Red Cross Singapore
Beneficiary: Vulnerable populations and populations in crisis
Website: https://www.redcross.sg/

B.1 Chi-squared goodness-of-fit tests
Group

Chi-squared goodness-of-fit test

Self-only

0.0001***

90-self

0.0015**

50-self

0.0054**

10-self

0.0008***

Charity-only

0.2163
** p < 0.001, * p < 0.01.

Table 1. Chi-squared goodness-of-fit test of observed outcome frequencies against expected frequencies.

B.2 Participant demographics by treatment group
Authors’ note: These are the results of the demographic questions from the questionnaire
outlined in Appendix A.4, broken down by treatment group. For completeness we also report
below nonresponses per question as a percentage of each group.
Group

Male
(%)

Spiritual
(%)

Studies economics
(%)

Within-group
Median age

Self-only

36.11

41.67

16.67

22

90-self

41.58

45.54

14.85

22

50-self

37.27

44.55

10.90

21

10-self

34.95

41.75

16.50

21

Charity-only

39.22

47.06

14.71

21

Table 2. Participant demographics broken down by treatment group.

Group

Gender
Nonresponses
(%)

Spirituality
Nonresponses
(%)

Major
Nonresponses
(%)

Age
Nonresponses
(%)

Self-only

4.63

25.00

15.7

4.63

90-self

4.95

21.78

17.82

4.95

50-self

9.09

22.73

22.72

9.09

10-self

4.85

25.24

17.48

3.88

Charity-only

3.92

26.47

19.61

3.92

Table 3. Nonresponses to demographic questions broken down by treatment group.

B.3. Estimated versus self-admitted shares of lying, including non-respondents
Share of participants (%)
Estimated
lying

Admitted lying
(incl. non-respondents)

Admitted/Estimated
(%)

Self-only

25.00

2.78

11.12

90-self

21.28

6.93

32.56

50-self

25.00

10.00

40.00

10-self

28.63

10.68

37.30

Charity-only

10.30

3.92

38.05

Group

Table 4. Discrepancies between estimated and self-admitted shares of lying. Estimated lying is computed as in Table 5 in
the main manuscript. That is, if, as expected, 2/3 of respondents report {1,2,3,4}, this value is 0, and, if none report{1,2,3,4},
this value is 1.

B.4 Histograms of reported outcomes, per treatment group

