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Abstract

Beliefs about the dishonesty of other people can shape our collective behavior in powerful ways. How
accurate are these beliefs? And do we believe that other people are similarly, more, or less dishonest
than they truly are? In a research program on moral decision-making consisting of 31 different effects
(N =8,127), initially designed to test a broad collection of different hypotheses, participants were placed
in various situations where they could lie for personal gain, without any repercussions or detection risk.
Crucially, we also asked all participants to estimate what percentage of other people would lie in a
similar situation. Conducting an internal meta-analysis across all experiments, including both
incentivized choice experiments and hypothetical marketplace scenarios, the results revealed a
substantial overestimation of others' dishonesty by an average of 14 percentage points (meta-analytic
effect: Hedge’s g = 0.58). That is, people are less dishonest than we tend to think, in which about 70%
of our participants told the truth despite having a financial incentive to lie. These findings reveal a
pervasive tendency to overestimate the actual dishonesty of other people, suggesting a biased belief that
the world is less moral than it truly is. Does belief accuracy matter? In a new experiment using an
information treatment based on our meta-analytic results (N =981), providing correct information about
actual honesty levels did not only lead to more positive honesty beliefs, but also to a broader
enhancement of pro-social expectations — including higher interpersonal trust, fairness and helpfulness

beliefs, and reduced cynicism.
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Beliefs versus Reality:

People Overestimate the Actual Dishonesty of Others

In the current research, we study one simple question: Do people believe that others are
similarly, more, or less dishonest than they truly are? Moral decision-making in general, and truth-
telling in particular, is currently one of the most active research areas in behavioral social science.
Ranging from psychology (Coltheart et al., 2011), economics (Schotter & Trevino, 2014), sociology
(Kluegel & Smith, 1981), organizational behavior (Greenberg, 2002), and consumer behavior
(Rotman et al., 2018), there is now an extensive literature studying the frequency of dishonest
behavior, and what specific characteristics of the social context and individual person that are most
important in shaping the basic willingness to cheat others for personal gain (Abeler, 2019; Gerlach et

al., 2019). However, far less is known about the beliefs people have about the dishonesty of others.

In our view, beliefs about dishonesty are equally important to study as actual dishonesty,
because most of our actions are filtered through our mental representations of the world, rather than
the external reality directly. That is, it does not help much if most people are honest, if the average
person does not believe that other people will tend to tell the truth. Conversely, if people should turn
out to be less honest than we think, that would also be important to know, as it could create its own set
of problems — including a social environment of exploitation, free-riding, and other violations of

mutual trust.

The current paper will therefore do the following. First, we will conduct a complete internal
meta-analysis of 11 recent experiments on moral decision-making, providing high-quality data that
enables us to compare actual dishonesty with beliefs about dishonesty in the exact same test situation
across 31 effect sizes from more than eight thousand participants. Second, we will conduct
experimental robustness tests of the main finding from the meta-analysis, showing that the conclusion
does not rely on potential order effects or specific wording of the belief measure (fully reported in the
Online Supplement). Third, we will conduct a new experiment to examine whether informing people

about the actual honesty levels of other people, based on the main results from our meta-analysis, will
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have a causal effect on their social beliefs and pro-social expectations. If so, that would suggest that
miscalibrated beliefs about dishonesty can have broad implications for how people think about the

social world.

1. Actual Dishonesty

Honesty is like the air around us: We do not usually notice its presence, but its absence has
detrimental consequences. Charles Ponzi’s pyramid scheme, the Enron accounting scandal, and Sam
Bankman-Fried defrauding crypto investors are just a few examples of severe dishonest behavior in
modern times. While honesty is positively associated with trust, cooperation, and economic prosperity
(Géchter & Schulz, 2016), dishonest behavior inflicts great costs on society. For example,
merchandise returns fraud cost US retailers approximately $23.2 billion in 2021 (National Retail
Federation, 2022), and about 13% of annual tax revenue ($428 billion) in the United States goes

uncollected (Internal Revenue Service, 2022).

Beyond extreme fraudsters and career criminals, also “mostly honest” ordinary people may
commit tax evasion (Bott et al., 2020), consumer fraud (National Retail Federation, 2022), or offer
bribes (Sulitzeanu-Kenan et al., 2022). The dishonesty of everyday people has therefore increasingly
captured the attention of behavioral scientists, both for theoretical and societal reasons. While
Becker's (1968) theory of rational crime predicts that people will cheat as long as the material benefits
exceed expected costs, it is now well-established in psychology and behavioral economics that people
rarely cheat to the maximum extent (Abeler et al., 2019), essentially “leaving money on the table”

even under anonymity and zero punishment (Gerlach et al., 2019; Rosenbaum et al., 2014).

From a social science perspective, an important question is therefore not only why people lie
under some conditions, but also why self-serving dishonesty is not even more common than it is.
Research on moral decision-making has examined the role of incentives for dishonesty (Wang &
Murnighan, 2017; Wiltermuth, 2011), social context (Ayal et al., 2019; Cohn et al., 2022; Kocher et
al., 2018), traits of the wrong-doer (Pascual-Ezama et al., 2015; Vincent et al., 2013), characteristics

of the victim (Rotman et al., 2018; Soraperra et al., 2019), and the role of internal (self-image) versus
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external (social image) motives in regulating dishonesty (Abeler et al., 2019). Another important
stream of research has examined how to promote honesty using different behavioral interventions
(Bicchieri et al., 2023; Bott et al., 2020), albeit with mixed findings and a lack of insights into
underlying processes when something worked or did not work (Hertwig & Mazar, 2022; Kristal et al.,

2020; Martuza et al., 2022; Skowronek, 2022).

Taken together, the study of behavioral dishonesty is prevalent and draws broad interest. From
newsrooms and dinner tables to research labs and economic processes in society, it is a topic of
conversation and academic discourse. Of particular interest for the current research, is to gain a better
understanding of whether people’s beliefs about dishonesty are generally accurate, or whether they

might be systematically biased toward overestimation or underestimation of actual dishonesty.

2. Beliefs about Dishonesty

People tend to hold some fundamental beliefs about the social world, including how similar
others are to the self (Robbins & Krueger, 2005), how favorable they are (Tarrant et al., 2012), and
how to attribute the behaviors of others (Hewstone, 1990). In general, beliefs can shape our
expectations and behavior in important ways (Jervis, 2006), such as the decision to cooperate or not in
a public goods dilemma (Weber et al., 2023), using fare systems in public transport (Galeotti et al.,
2021), or to rent an Airbnb apartment from a stranger based on their racial group identity (Nedtvedt et
al., 2021). Importantly, beliefs can also affect behavior when they are wrong or poorly calibrated,
meaning that they deviate from the best available evidence about social reality. As a timely example,
during the beginning of the election year of 2024, American citizens have been feeling dissatisfied
about the state of the economy, expressing strong beliefs about a spiraling negative trend, leading
them to widespread disapproval of their political leaders and harboring a pessimistic outlook of the
future. This is a striking pattern, because the best available empirical data suggests that the US
economy has performed quite well in terms of GDP growth, stock market returns, and low
unemployment during the same period (Pew Research Center, 2023). So, although beliefs and external

reality are presumably positively correlated over time, in some cases they may differ drastically, in
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which beliefs about the economy can be a stronger predictor of personal and democratic behavior than

the actual economy (Dias et al., 2023).

Similarly, people also hold beliefs about how honest or dishonest other people tend to be
(Bicchieri et al., 2023; Dimant & Gesche, 2023). For instance, beliefs about others’ moral inclinations
can shape strategic dishonesty in groups (Verrina et al., 2024), pre-emptive actions in curbing
employee misconduct (List & Momeni, 2021), facilitating transactions among strangers (Kobis et al.,
2021), and even influence the decision of asking strangers for help (Zhao & Epley, 2022). On the one
hand, believing others to be less dishonest than they truly are and developing unwarranted trust can
lead to naive behaviors and policies vulnerable to exploitation by bad actors (Kobis et al., 2021). On
the other hand, if people believe that others are more dishonest than they truly are, the public may
develop unwarranted distrust, which may hinder economic growth (Algan & Cahuc, 2013), state
functions (Herreros, 2023), and even social relations (Schilke et al., 2021). Thus, it is important to not
only study behavioral dishonesty, but to also assess the realism of people’s beliefs about dishonest

behavior.

Research on the "moral forecasting error" compared moral beliefs with actual behavior (Teper
et al., 2011), in a way that is directly relevant to the current work. In their experiment, individuals
were randomly assigned to either make a prediction about how they would act in a moral dilemma, or
given the opportunity to make a choice in that same situation. The results showed that participants in
the behavior condition cheated significantly /ess for personal gain than participants in the prediction
condition thought they would have done in the same situation. Although the study compared estimates
of predicted moral behavior to actual behavior, the current research differs from Teper and colleagues’
(2011) work as their study focused exclusively on potential forecasting errors in self-prediction. That
is, how predictions about one’s own moral behavior may differ from actual behavior, and not how
moral beliefs about other people compare to their actual behavior. We therefore consider previous
research on the moral forecasting error an important first step, but where the current paper will expand

the scope by studying the accuracy and potential bias of social beliefs. Given the many differences in
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judgments about oneself versus others (Cusimano & Goodwin, 2020; Molouki & Pronin, 2015;
Vazire, 2018), we consider it to be an open question whether we will find overestimation or
underestimation when aggregating all our available data on predictions about the dishonesty of other

people, and compare that to people’s actual behavior in the exact same situation.

Regarding moral beliefs about the behavior of others, there is some research from a
negotiation context finding that participants overestimate the percentage of other participants who
would deceive their negotiating counterparts to advance self-interest (Mason et al., 2018). However,
Mason and colleagues (2018) studied these beliefs in a strategic situation where their own outcomes
(gains/losses from the negotiation) were directly affected by the behaviors of those the beliefs are held
about (negotiation counterpart), which provides less clear evidence on the pure accuracy of social
beliefs. Put simply, pessimistic beliefs about others in a negotiation context can arise from self-
preservation motives. In contrast, our paper focuses on general beliefs about others’ dishonesty across

various contexts, where personal outcomes are not influenced by those whom the beliefs are about.

Recent research also shows that people wrongly believe that society as a whole has become
less moral over time (Mastroianni & Gilbert, 2023). Although people’s reports of the current morality
of their contemporaries have been stable across a 55-year span (1965-2020), at the same time, people
tend to believe that their contemporaries have become less moral than they used to be -- an “illusion”
of moral decline that has been robust across a 70-year span (1949-2019). Importantly, this particular
study assessed beliefs about historical change in others’ morality over time, compared to reports of the
current actual morality of their contemporaries in the same period, without directly comparing moral
beliefs about the absolute level of specific behaviors to actual behavior in the same situation. As such,
the extensive work by Mastroianni and Gilbert (2023) provides relevant background for how people
tend to mistakenly perceive historical trends, seeing a decline even when there is none, but it cannot
empirically assess whether people have accurate beliefs about absolute honesty levels in the here and

now. In the current research, we will compute a meta-analytic quantitative estimate of actual
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behavioral dishonesty across several specific tasks, and then compare that proportion of actual

dishonesty with people’s beliefs about dishonesty in the exact same situation.

3. Beliefs vs. Reality: Competing Hypotheses
In our view, it is currently an open question whether people believe that others are similarly,
more, or less dishonest than they truly are. Indeed, there is both empirical and theoretical basis to

form competing hypotheses.

For instance, a global study on civic honesty found that people were more likely to return a
lost wallet when the wallet contained more money than less money or no money, suggesting that the
increase in moral motivation to return it was stronger than the increasing financial self-interest for
higher money amounts (Cohn et al., 2019). In contrast to this behavioral pattern, neither academic
experts (economists) nor non-experts (general population) were able to predict this result, in which
non-experts believed that the exact opposite thing would happen (i.e., fewer returned wallets for
higher money amounts). These findings suggest that both lay people and social scientists may have
inaccurate beliefs about the moral behavior of other people, and that a more comprehensive empirical

approach is needed to assess the accuracy or potential direction of a bias in moral beliefs.

Unlike the current research, the lost wallet study was conducted in the field, and the
participants making predictions did not see or directly experience the same test situation themselves.
Thus, there might have been several unobserved differences between the prediction scenario and the
actual behavior scenario operating as potential confounds or at least competing explanations for the
observed difference between predictions and behavior. To avoid that problem, the current meta-
analysis will only focus on controlled incentivized experiments and survey experiments in which all
participants who are making a prediction about the moral behavior of other people have just been part

of the exact same test situation themselves.

The approach in the current paper provides a unique comparison of moral beliefs to actual

behavior, combining 31 different effects across more than eight thousand study participants, keeping
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all else constant. As part of an extensive research program in our lab group about moral decision-
making, these experiments were initially designed to test a broad range of different hypotheses
belonging to different projects, focusing on the role of contextual factors in shaping dishonesty. By
focusing on a complete set of our own primary and secondary data on beliefs about others’ dishonesty
and the actual dishonesty level observed in each study, we have therefore created a unique data set by

including and collating all direct experimental comparisons in one meta-analysis.

Moving to the specific propositions in our meta-analysis, the null hypothesis is that there will
be no significant difference between moral beliefs and actual behavior in the domain of dishonesty. If
true, that would presumably be “good news” for citizens, leaders, and policymakers, as it would
suggest that the beliefs we have about each other are accurately calibrated with empirical reality —

providing a solid basis to make well-informed decisions on topics of trust, cooperation, and control.

In contrast with that view, a set of competing hypotheses suggests that beliefs and behavior
will systematically deviate. According to what we call the underestimation hypothesis (H1), people
will underestimate actual dishonesty by predicting that other people are less dishonest than they truly
are. This finding would be consistent with research from other life domains on optimism (Sharot et
al., 2011) and wishful thinking (Babad, 1987; Babad & Katz, 1991), in which people tend to form
rosy beliefs about other people and the future that systematically exceeds empirical reality, including

“defaulting” to the truth when judging information from others (Levine, 2014, 2022).

According to what we call the overestimation hypothesis (H2), the exact opposite will
happen: On average, people will predict that other people are more dishonest than they actually are. If
true, this finding would be consistent with the moral forecasting error in self-prediction (Teper et al.,
2011), and recent work on the illusion of moral decline concerning perceived behavioral change over

time (Mastroianni & Gilbert, 2023).

4. The Current Research
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A study seeking to provide a careful examination of the accuracy or potential bias in moral
beliefs, should measure both the beliefs about dishonesty and actual dishonesty rates as similarly as
possible. Ideally, this should be studied in a controlled test environment where a mismatch between
beliefs and actual dishonesty does not stem from other differences across the prediction and
behavioral contexts. Second, potentially confounding factors, such as fear of detection, punishment,
and reputation should also be excluded, as such test situations can lead people to estimate how
concerned others would be about external factors rather than estimating people’s internal moral
motivation to tell the truth. Third, research comparing beliefs about dishonesty with actual dishonesty
should test the robustness of this comparison across different study contexts. This is important
because of the wide range of dishonest behaviors people can perform, which makes it an additional
contribution to examine the generalizability of miscalibrated beliefs about others’ dishonesty, rather
than relying on one specific context like returning wallets (Cohn et al., 2019), negotiations (Mason et
al., 2018), or overreporting incentivized performance on a math task (Teper et al., 2011) as the only

measure of dishonesty.

In trying to overcome these challenges, the current paper presents an exhaustive internal
meta-analysis (k = 31, N = 8,127) of our effect of interest, comparing beliefs about others’ dishonest
behavior with actual rates of dishonest behavior in the exact same situation. These effects come from
all experiments conducted as part of a research program on moral decision-making spanning three
years (2022-24), which were initially designed to test a broad collection of different hypotheses about
the drivers and mechanisms of behavioral dishonesty. This approach provides complete access to all
relevant data where average beliefs about others’ dishonesty and rates of actual dishonesty could be
compared. In addition to the inclusion of effects from a range of contexts of dishonest behavior (e.g.,
the mind game, scenario decisions of returns fraud, or underbilling), the current meta-analytical
approach is also free from the validity threat arising from the systematic omission of null results in the
published literature (Sterling, 1959; Sterling et al., 1995) and unobservable “researcher degrees of
freedom” (e.g., excluding observations, transforming measures, adding control variables) when

conducting analyses across study (Simmons et al., 2011). Further, the internal validity of our meta-



Running head: DISHONESTY BELIEFS

analysis is bolstered by the fact that we included all relevant studies and conducted exactly one type
of analysis across all of them, comparing beliefs about others’ dishonest behavior to rates of dishonest
behavior (for a similar meta-analytic approach from other research domains, see e.g., Pennycook &

Rand, 2022; Vosgerau et al., 2019).

Based on the results of our meta-analysis, we will then ask a second research question in this
paper: Does the accuracy or potential bias in honesty beliefs make any difference in how people think
about the social world? To answer this question, we conducted a new experiment as our second main
study in this paper, testing whether providing people with correct research-based information about
the main results from our meta-analysis (actual honesty levels and the accuracy in people’s beliefs
about others’ dishonesty) would influence their social beliefs more generally, including interpersonal

trust, fairness, helpfulness, reciprocity, and cynicism.

In the sections that follow, we will first report our meta-analysis comparing beliefs about
dishonesty with actual dishonesty. Following that, we will report an information experiment where we
describe our main results from this meta-analysis in simple words, testing the potential causal effect of

receiving correct information about actual dishonesty levels on a broad set of pro-social expectations.

3. Main Study 1: Meta-Analysis
3.1. Method

We will now present our internal meta-analysis comparing moral beliefs about the frequency
of dishonest behavior among other people to the corresponding rate of actual dishonest behavior in the
same participant samples. There were four criteria for an effect to be included in this meta-analysis:
(1) The study was conducted by at least one of the three authors of this paper for a project part of a
research program on moral decision-making (e.g., behavioral dishonesty against big vs. small
business organizations), (2) The study contained a general measure about beliefs about the rate of
dishonesty of other participants completing the survey (e.g., “What percentage of participants do you
think, completing the same study as you, would falsely state (intentionally) that they guessed

correctly?”), (3) Data from the same study could estimate the rate of actual dishonest behavior (e.g.,

10
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percentage of participants falsely reporting a correct guess to win a bonus), and (4) the smallest
sample size per condition in the study was equal to or greater than 100 participants. This led to the
inclusion of all conditions from 11 separate experiments conducted between 2022 and 2024,
comprising 31 unique effects. Please see Table 1 for a brief description of the effects. All experiments
from which effects were extracted were conducted by recruiting U.S. American participants from
Prolific, a reputable online participant recruitment platform that generates high-quality data from

fairly representative general population samples (Peer et al., 2021).

Turning to how the data for the meta-analysis was prepared, we will now briefly describe the
procedure. For each effect, we computed the mean and standard deviation of participants’ beliefs of
what percentage of others, from 0 to 100?, they thought would behave dishonestly. Then, we
conducted 31 one-sample t-tests to extract each separate effect by testing the mean reported beliefs
about others against the target value of the in-sample proportion of actual dishonest participants.
Based on that, we calculated Cohen’s d and subsequently Hedge’s g with corresponding standard

errors for each effect.

Of the 11 separate experiments, 9 measured actual dishonest behavior using adaptations of the
mind game paradigm (Jiang, 2013) and the color game paradigm (Albertazzi, 2022). In the mind
game paradigm (Jiang, 2013), participants guess in their minds the outcome of a die roll, and then
self-report after the die roll whether they were able to guess the correct outcome. Correct guessing is
incentivized with a bonus, which means that the majority of participants, who did not make the
correct guess, have to make a trade-off between the moral motive to tell the truth and the economic
incentive to lie. This approach allows for the estimation of group-level dishonest behavior, by
subtracting the statistically expected proportion of correct guesses (e.g., 1/6 chance to guess the

outcome of a six-sided die) from the proportion of reported correct guesses, and also enables

! Beliefs regarding effect sizes 28 and 29 were reported from 0 to 83 as we explicitly mentioned that 17% of
participants will be statistically able to attain additional bonuses by reporting a correct guess of a future die roll

without having to lie.

11
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examination of people’s beliefs about others’ dishonesty in the same situation, without any form of
detection risk, punishment, or reputation concerns. In the color game paradigm, participants are
shown a random list of 60 color names on a screen that disappears after five seconds (making it
unrealistic for anyone to read all colors), asked to select a color to have in mind, and then shown three
new random lists containing four colors each, with each list being associated with a specific payoff.
The colors displayed in the original 60 are never present in the new list, so any choice other than “Not
in the lists” can be classified as a payoff-increasing lie, which allows for direction estimation of

individual-level dishonest behavior.

Two experiments (May 2022 and July 2022) had a repeated measures design, such that
participants were asked about their beliefs about others on two rounds of an honest task. Nonetheless,
we considered each belief measure across rounds and targets separately. In the two non-behavioral
experiments (November 2022 and July 2023), we asked participants whether they intended to behave
honestly or dishonestly in marketplace scenarios (merchandise returns fraud and not reporting being
underbilled). Then, we asked them to estimate the percentage of others who would intend to behave
dishonestly in these scenarios. This enabled us to compare how accurate people’s beliefs are about
others’ moral intentions in the marketplace. Here too, we considered each belief measure regarding
the rate of dishonest behavior against each target separately, and computed the beliefs-behavior
difference measure by subtracting the percentage of dishonest choices from the participants’ beliefs

about the percentage of dishonest choices.

Table 1. Description of the experiments included in the meta-analysis.

Effect | Experiment | Cell | What the Dishonesty | Dishonesty belief Sample | Belief

ID Date size | study was measure measure prompt Mean minus
originally age reality
designed to (SD) Mean
examine (SD)

1 May 2022 195 | Differences Mind Game | What percentage of 27.4 10.7
in dishonest participants do you “4.7) (23.6)

2 190 | behavior think would state that | 27.5 17.3
against a big 4.9) (25.8)

12
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3 195 | vs. small they guessed 27.4 14.0
business correctly? “4.7) (27.3)

4 190 | organization. 27.5 20.1

4.9) (25.0)

5 July 2022 199 | Differences Color As a potential bonus, 35.1 14.0
in dishonest Game what percentage of (13.1) (24.3)

6 199 | behavior participants do you 35.1 14.2
against a think will get (13.1) (25.9)

7 202 | participant A.£5+£2 35.2 9.3(25.3)
with a male B. £5+£5 (13.4)

8 202 | vs. female 352 253
avatar (13.4) (24.3)

9 August 300 | Differences Mind Game | What percentage of 27.5 12.9

2022 in dishonest participants do you 4.8) (22.3)

10 288 | behavior think would state that | 27.7 10.1
against a big they guessed “4.7) (22.3)
vs. small correctly?

11 August 308 | business Mind Game | What percentage of 38.5 8.6 (21.7)

2022 organization participants do you (13.9)
12 283 think would state that | 38.3 6.1 (20.6)
they guessed (13.8)
correctly?
13 November | 409 | Differences Returns Out of 100 41.6 16.5
2022 in intention to | Fraud participants, how (14.6) (21.6)

14 418 | commit many would you guess | 39.1 11.6
“returns will choose a free (13.8) (21.6)

15 414 | fraud” when return option with X? | 39.7 20.3
paired with 10 participants with (14.0) (23.3)

16 364 different the closest guesses will | 39.6 12.9
types of get a £2 bonus. (13.6) (21.4)
chatbot
avatars

17 July 2023 291 Differences Self- Imagine that 100 38.8 9.9 (21.1)
in intention to | checkout participants are taking | (14.7)

18 297 | commit self- this survey and are 38.0 -3.0
checkout faced with the same (14.7) (21.1)

19 294 fraud against decision. How many 36.1 -0.5
big vs. small of them do you think (13.1) (21.6)

13
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beliefs about

others’

earlier this month....

20 296 | vs. medium would choose to leave | 38.1 -1.0
Vs. no-size X Mart without (14.4) (21.6)
signaling reporting the billing
business error?

21 March 299 | Differences Mind Game | Out of 100 participants | 38.0 21.4

2023 in beliefs completing this task, (13.0) (23.3)

22 296 | about others’ how many do you 36.3 17.6
dishonest think will report they (12.2) (25.1)
behavior guessed the same
when asked score as the die roll?
before vs. Five participants with
after the closest guesses
completing a will receive an
dishonesty additional £5 within a
task week.

23 April 2023 | 205 | Whether Mind Game | We asked several 34.4 21.6
informed American participants | (11.5) (23.7)

24 203 | about on Prolific to 36.7 20.4
erroneous participate in a task (12.9) (26.2)

25 207 | beliefs about last week...... 35.2 14.2
others’ What percentage of (11.8) (25.6)
dishonest participants do you
behavior, in think reported they
various ways, had guessed the same
influences score as the die roll?
subsequent Please enter a number
dishonest only from 0 to 100, no
behavior text.

Five participants with
the closest estimates
will receive an
additional £5 within a
week.
26 April 301 | Whether Mind Game | We asked several 35.1 18.7
2023 informed American participants | (12.1) (25.8)

27 298 | about on Prolific to 34.7 17.3

erroneous participate in a task (12.2) (26.5)

14
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dishonest
behavior, in

various ways,

What percentage of
participants do you

think reported they

outgroup than
their ingroup
in artificial
groups
induced using
a minimal
group

creation.

would falsely state
(intentionally) that
they guessed
correctly?

That is, among all
participants who
were not able to

correctly guess

influences had guessed the same
subsequent score as the die roll?
dishonest Please enter a number
behavior only from 0 to 100, no
text.
Five participants with
the closest estimates
will receive an
additional £5 within a
week.
28 September | 292 | Whether Mind Game | What percentage of 37.7 26.2
2023 discrepancy participants do you (12)) (24.4)
between think will falsely
beliefs about report they guessed the
and reality of same score as the die
dishonesty roll? Please insert
29 291 | persist when number only. 38.1 242
explicitly Five participants with | (13.3) | (24.9)
mentioning the closest estimates
others’ will receive an
dishonest additional £5 within a
behavior in week.
the
instructions
30 Febraury 100 | Whether Mind game | What percentage of 38.7 11.3
2024 people are participants do you (12.9) (22.2)
31 101 | more likely to think, completing the | 38.6 15.2
cheat their same study as you, (12.6) (25.3)

15



Running head: DISHONESTY BELIEFS

whether it would be an
odd or even number,
what percentage of
these participants do
you think would
falsely claim that they
guessed correctly?
Two participants with
the closest guess will
receive $1 as
additional bonuses
within a week of
completion of the

survey.

3.2. Results and discussion

We first estimate the overall effect size when comparing the potential difference in reported
beliefs about others' dishonesty versus actual dishonest behavior. For each comparison, a one-sample
t-test was conducted to compare the mean estimated percentage of dishonest others against the actual
percentage of dishonest behavior, in which effect sizes were calculated as Hedge’s g with
corresponding standard errors. These standardized mean differences in dishonesty beliefs vs. behavior

would comprise the input for the meta-analysis.

After completing compiling each effect size and relevant information in one datasheet in the
appropriate format, we conducted a meta-analysis using the Meta-Analysis Module (MAJOR) in the
open-source statistical software Jamovi (The jamovi project, 2022) and the “meta” package
(Schwarzer et al., 2015) in R (R Core Team, 2022). We used each effect size in Hedge’s g as the

outcome, and the ID of the effect as the study label.

The results provided clear support for the overestimation hypothesis, in which people predict
that other people are more dishonest than they actually are. Specifically, a random effects model (k =

31) showed that the meta-analytic estimate was positive and statistically significant (b = .58, SE = .05,
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Z =10.9, p<.001, 95% CI [.48, .68]. This suggests that participants overestimated what percentage
of others were dishonest by 58% of a standard deviation, resembling an overestimation by 13.6
percentage points (weighted average). In other words, people significantly overestimated the

percentage of dishonest others, reflecting a rather strong effect size.

Standardised Mean Weight Weight
Study SMD SE(SMD) Difference SMD 95%-Cl (common} (random)
Effect 1 04516 00752 = 045 [0.30; 0.60] 26% 32%
Effect 2 06679 00802 1:~—°— 067 [051; 0.83] 2.3% 32%
Effect 3 05909 00776 - 059 [0.44; 0.74] 24% 32%
Effect 4 07760 00828 :—'— 078 [061; 0.94] 21% 32%
Effect 5 05747 00623 - 057 [045; 0.70] 38% 3.3%
Effect 6 05468 00632 = 055 [042; 067] 37% 33%
Effect 7 0.3667 0.0589 —'—i 0.37 [0.25; 0.48] 4 2% 3.3%
Effect 8 1.0384 00737 i 1.04 [089; 1.18] 27% 32%
Effect 9 05774 00534 L} 058 [047; 068] 51% 3.3%
Effect 10 04521 00514 L 045 [0.35; 0.55] 55% 33%
Effect 11 03956 0.0510 =i 0.40 [0.30; 0.50] 5.6% 3.3%
Effect 12 02955 00535 13 E 0.30 [0.19; 0.40] 51% 3.3%
Effect 13 07610 00805 i 0.76 [060; 0.92] 2.3% 32%
Effect 14 04835 00749 —'T- 048 [034; 063] 26% 32%
Effect 15 09029 0.0835 i 090 [0.74; 1.07] 2.1% 3.2%
Effect 16 05289 0.0751 - 0.53 [0.38; 0.68] 26% 32%
Effect 17 04614 00617 == 046 [0.34; 0.58] 38% 3.3%
Effect 18 -01418 00583 - H -0.14 [-0.26;-0.03] 4.3% 33%
Effect 19 -0.0231  0.0583 - i -0.02 [-0.14; 0.09] 4.3% 3.3%
Effect 20 -0.0462 00582 - i -0.05 [[0.16; 0.07] 4 3% 3.3%
Effect 21 09200 0.0690 io— 092 [0.78; 1.06] 31% 32%
Effect 22 0.7900 0.0666 i—'— 0.79 [066; 0.92] 3.3% 3.3%
Effect 23 0.8900 0.0825 == 089 [0.73; 1.09] 2.1% 3.2%
Effect 24 07600 00797 i—'— 0.76 [060; 0.92] 2.3% 32%
Effect 25 05400 00744 - 054 [0.39; 0.69] 26% 32%
Effect 26 07100 00645 e 0.71 [058; 0.84] 3.5% 3.3%
Effect 27 06300 00634 1:—0— 063 [051; 0.75] 36% 33%
Effect 26 10700 00734 i —— 1.07 [093; 1.21] 27% 32%
Effect 29 09700 00711 i —— 097 [083; 1.11] 29% 32%
Effect 30 05100 01063 —&— 051 [0.30; 0.72] 1.3% 3.0%
Effect 31 06000 0.1081 —i'— 060 [039; 0.81] 1.2% 3.0%
Common effect model i 0.53 [0.51; 0.55] 100.0% .
Random effects model : : |<> | 0.58 [0.48; 0.68] . 100.0%

Heterogeneity: I° = 95%, t° = 0.0831, p < 0.01

Figure 1. Meta-analysis (k = 31, N = 8, 127). The forest plot shows that across all comparisons, across 31 effects
from 11 separate experiments, people significantly overestimated the actual percentage of dishonest others by
58% of a standard deviation (b = .58, SE = .05, Z = 10.9, p < .001, 95% CI [.48, .68]), which corresponds to a

weighted average difference of 13.6 percentage points between predicted and actual rates of dishonesty.

We then conducted a heterogeneity analysis, finding significant heterogeneity in effect sizes

across studies, Cochran’s Q (30) = 626.9, 1"2 = 94.8%, p < .001. Based on this result, we conducted a
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series of separate moderator analyses? to gain a better understanding of this variation in effect sizes.
First, we speculated that people’s beliefs about marketplace dishonesty may be closer to reality than
those about dishonesty in economic games, as people may be more likely to have prior information

about others committing returns or self-checkout frauds (haturally occurring in the real world),

compared to more abstract decision-making paradigms from experimental economics.

Accordingly, with the addition of a moderator regarding what context beliefs about others
were reported (0 = economic game, 1 = marketplace behavior), a random-effect meta-analysis showed
that the estimated intercept of the meta-analytic effect (b = .70, SE = .05, Z = 15.1, p <.001, 95% ClI
[.61, .79]) was qualified by a negative and statistically significant moderator (b =-.45, SE=.09, Z = -
5.1, p <.001, 95% CI [-.63, -.28]. This suggests that although people overestimate the percentage of
dishonest others overall, for decision contexts where participants may have less experience (economic
games: stronger effect) people overestimate the percentage of dishonest others more than for contexts

where participants may have more experience (marketplace behavior: weaker effect).

In addition, we also conducted two separate moderated meta-analyses to check for robustness
across individuals and studies. First, with the addition of a moderator regarding whether dishonest
behavior was detectable at the individual level (0 = no, 1 = yes), a random-effect meta-analysis
showed that the estimated intercept of the meta-analytic effect (b =.71, SE = .06, Z=12.1, p <.001,
95% CI [.59, .82]) was qualified by a negative and statistically significant moderator (b = -.32, SE
=.09, Z=-3.5, p <.001, 95% CI [-.51, -.14]. This suggests that the overestimation of dishonest others
decreased for decision contexts where dishonest behavior in principle could be detected (e.g., the

color game rather than the mind game).

As a final potential moderator, we examined the possible role of whether the study was
initially conducted to specifically examine the difference between beliefs and behavior (Effect 1Ds 21-

29), meaning that the study was conducted specifically for this paper, (0 = no, 1 = yes). A random-

2 We did not estimate all moderators together as their levels were not orthogonal.
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effect meta-analysis showed that the estimated intercept of the meta-analytic effect (b = .49, SE = .06,
Z=28.7,p <.001, 95% CI [.38, .59]) was qualified by a positive and statistically significant moderator
(b=.32,SE=.10,Z=3.1,p=.002, 95% CI [.12, .53]. This suggests that the overestimation of the
percentage of dishonest others increased for decision contexts in experiments conducted specifically
for the current research. Nonetheless, the main effect was significant, bigger in magnitude, and in the
same direction as the interaction. This means that although the overestimation of others’ dishonesty
was higher in experiments specifically conducted for the current paper, it was robustly significant in

other experiments too that were initially designed to test different hypotheses.

Considering the meta-analysis of the main effects and moderators as a whole, we find that the
overestimation of others’ dishonesty is significant and robust on average, and does not get attenuated
across different moderators. Although the strength of the main effect varied as a function of whether
the study included familiar or new environments, potential detection risk, and was initially conducted
for the current paper or not, the central finding was that the main effect of overestimating the actual
dishonesty of other people was robust across studies. Next, we will briefly address two potential
robustness issues by summarizing four follow-up experiments that are fully reported in the Online

Supplement.

3.3. Robustness checks
To address potential methodological confounds in our meta-analytic estimate of dishonesty
beliefs vs. behavior, we conducted four pre-registered experiments as follow-ups (Supplementary

Experiments S1, S2a-b? and S3; methods and results are detailed in the Online Supplement?).

3 All conditions in Experiments S2a-b were “belief” first conditions, and participants estimated the percentage of
dishonest others having completed Experiment S1. The overestimation was robust, with average differences
between beliefs and actual dishonesty being quite similar to that in Experiment S1.

4 The effect sizes extracted from supplemental experiments (IDs 21-29) were included in the meta-analysis for
full inclusion of all studies conducted in the research program. Nonetheless, the meta-analytic effect was robust

when excluding effects from these experiments, showing these did not drive the average effect by themselves.
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As a first potential confound, in most of the studies included in the meta-analysis (Effect ID's
1-20 & 30-31), participants' prior decisions could have influenced their subsequently reported beliefs
about others. For instance, those who make a dishonest decision may overestimate others’ tendency to
do the same (being dishonest), as a form of rationalization or projection bias. Because the belief
measure always followed the behavioral measure in these studies, we could not rule out prior decision
effects on participants’ beliefs about others. In Experiment S1 (pre-registration:

https://aspredicted.org/VZN_PPB) in the Online Supplement, we used a between-subjects design to

assess the belief-decision order empirically, by including a “belief first” condition where participants
reported their beliefs about others before completing the task themselves, without being informed that
they would have a chance to participate in the same task afterward. Replicating the main finding from
the meta-analysis, the overestimation of others’ dishonesty was found again, also when testing
average beliefs in the “belief first” condition against the percentage behavior in the “decision first”
condition. The average difference between beliefs and actual dishonesty corresponded to about 17.5

percentage points (p <.001).

As a second potential confound, in several studies included in the meta-analysis (Effect IDs 1-
12, and 21-27), we did not explicitly ask the participants about the dishonest behavior of others.
Instead, we indirectly measured beliefs about others’ dishonesty by asking, for instance, what
percentage of other participants would report a correct guess, rather than directly asking what
percentage of other participants would falsely report a correct guess. To make sure the main finding in
our meta-analysis does not reflect a comprehension problem in the way the belief question was asked,

in Experiment S3 (pre-registration: https://aspredicted.org/KT5_RZB) in the Online Supplement,

using a similar “decision first” vs. “belief first” between-participants design as Experiment S1, we
told participants that the percentage of correct guesses, if reported truthfully, should be 17%, and then
directly asked them “What percentage of participants do you think will falsely report they guessed the

same score as the die roll? Please insert number only.” Replicating the main finding in the meta-
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analysis, participants overestimated the proportion of dishonest others by 24.2 percentage points®,
even when made explicitly aware of the probabilities regarding false reporting and directly asked

about the percentage of dishonestly behaving others.

Together, Experiments S1 and S3 show that the overestimation of others' dishonesty is robust
across both the order of belief elicitation vs. decision-making, and different wording of the
instructions used to measure beliefs. In addition, we conducted two more robustness experiments
focusing on asking people to estimate the proportion of dishonest others completing the study one
week (Experiment S2a) or one month (Experiment S2b), in which we found similar results of

significant and substantial overestimation (fully reported in the Online Supplement).

4. Main Study 2: Information experiment on pro-social expectations

In our internal meta-analysis, we found robust evidence for a tendency to overestimate the
dishonesty of other people, identifying a systematic discrepancy between beliefs and reality. Do such
beliefs matter for how we think about other people in general? There has been documented a wide
range of positive correlates of honesty beliefs, including social outcomes such as trust (European
Social Survey European Research Infrastructure (ESS ERIC), 2023) and cooperation (Fischbacher et

al., 2001), but it remains an open question whether there might be a causal effect of that kind.

To assess this question empirically, we conducted our main Study 2 (pre-registration:

https://aspredicted.org/6ZC_8FF) to examine whether informing individuals about the tendency to

overestimate others’ dishonesty, which is the main finding of our meta-analysis, might have a positive
effect on their broader pro-social expectations to other people. If so, such a finding would suggest that
biased and “uncorrected” dishonesty beliefs might be an obstacle to successful pro-social interaction,

by making people more skeptical and distrusting of other people than what is warranted by the data.

5 Comparing average beliefs in the “belief first” condition against estimated dishonest behavior in the “decision
first” condition
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In a between-subjects design, participants were randomly assigned to either a control
condition or an information treatment condition. In this experiment, we tested the general hypothesis
that exposure to research-based information describing the actual dishonesty level in our research
would lead to enhanced pro-social expectations in general, reflected in higher beliefs in people’s

honesty, trustworthiness, helpfulness, and reciprocity, and reduced cynicism beliefs.

4.1. Method

1001 participants based in the United States were recruited using Prolific to participate in the
study for a participation fee. The recruitment post targeted participants who were fluent in English,
had at least a 95% approval rate on completing more than 100 tasks, and had an approval rate of at
least 98%. After removing those who failed a simple attention check at the beginning of the study (N
= 20), the final dataset had responses from 981 participants (Mean age = 40.2, SD = 13.0; 486 Male,
481 Female, 14 Other). A sensitivity power analysis using G¥POWER (Faul et al., 2007) showed that
the achieved sample size had 80% power to detect an effect size of d = .18 or larger in an independent

samples t-test (p < .05, two-tailed).

At the start of the study, participants completed a simple attention check. Participants were
presented with general instructions about the importance of reading instructions carefully. To show
that they were attentive when responding to a general study instruction, participants were asked to
select “A lot” to the question “How much do you like sports?”, being when presented with five

different options as potential answers.

Then, participants in both conditions were presented with information about how we as
researchers have conducted studies on honesty with thousands of American participants. We also gave
them an example of a die roll study where participants could lie to increase their payments without
any possibility of being detected. After participants confirmed they had read and understood the
general description of this research, they responded to a simple question of whether they thought one

could learn something important from this type of research, before they could proceed.
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After that, participants who were randomly assigned to the information treatment condition
were presented with a second screen with additional information about the results from this research.
Specifically, the information treatment involved presenting participants with two main findings from
our meta-analysis. First, information about general honesty levels was presented as follows: “We find
that the vast majority of people decide to tell the truth, corresponding to an average of 70% of our
participants.” Second, information about people’s tendency to overestimate others' dishonesty was
presented as follows: “We find that they mistakenly overestimate the dishonesty of other people by an
average of 14 percentage points.” At the end of this information treatment, participants were asked
whether they had read and understood the description of the research, consisting of two
comprehension-check guestions asking about the reported percentage of honesty in the text (correct
answer: 70%), and the accuracy of people’s beliefs about others’ dishonesty (correct answer: people
overestimated it). Participants in the control condition received no such information or questions

about the specific results, only the general description of this type of research on the first screen.

Moving on to the outcome measures, all participants in both conditions then responded to the
same set of social beliefs measures, reflecting different kinds of pro-social expectations from the
existing literature, by rating their agreement with each item on a scale from 0 (Strongly disagree) to
10 (Strongly agree). These measures consisted of a manipulation check asking about specific honesty
beliefs (“Generally speaking, most people tend to tell the truth.”), followed by broader measures of
different pro-social expectations concerning trust beliefs (“Generally speaking, most people can be
trusted.”; (Delhey et al., 2011), fairness (“Most people try to be fair and not take advantage of others
if they get a chance.”; OECD, 2017), helpfulness (“Most people try to be helpful and not just look out
for themselves.”; OECD, 2017), reciprocity (“To help somebody is the best policy to be certain that
he or she will help you in the future.”; Perugini et al., 2003) and cynicism (“Kind-hearted people
usually suffer losses.”; (Leung et al., 2010). The order of presentation of these items was randomized

across participants.
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Finally, all participants responded to demographic measures of age, gender, education,
income, and political orientation. Please see Table S5 in the Online Supplement for a full list of

measures.

4.2. Results and discussion

As pre-registered hypotheses, we predicted that exposure to the information treatment would
lead to higher honesty beliefs (manipulation check), higher trust beliefs (H1), higher fairness beliefs
(H2), higher helpfulness beliefs (H3), higher reciprocity beliefs (H4), and reduced cynicism beliefs
(H5). Our manipulation check was positive and significant, in which participants reported higher
average beliefs in other people’s honesty in the information treatment (M = 6.50, SD = 1.91) than the
control (M =5.35, SD = 1.91) condition, t (979) = 8.55, p < .001, d = .55. Thus, the information
treatment providing accurate research-based information about actual honesty levels made
participants believe that other people are more honest than participants in the baseline control

condition thought.

The next and primary question then, is whether the information treatment would have a
broader effect on pro-social expectations. In support of this idea and our five specific pre-registered
hypotheses (H1-5), a series of independent samples t-tests found that social beliefs about other people
were significantly more positive in the information condition than the control condition across all five
measures (trust: M =5.81, SD =2.18 vs. M =5.09, SD = 2.17, 1 (979) =5.17, p < .001, d = .33),
(fairness: M = 6.26, SD = 1.98 vs. M = 5.38, SD = 1.98, t (979) = 6.97, p <.001, d = .45),
(helpfulness: M = 6.16, SD =1.98 vs. M =5.42, SD =1.94,t (979) = 5.58, p <.001, d = .38),
(reciprocity: M =5.96, SD = 2.48 vs. M = 5.60, SD = 2.51, 1 (979) = -3.33, p =.024, d = .14),
including lower cynicism beliefs (cynicism: M =5.77, SD = 2.56 vs. M = 6.29, SD = 2.29,t (979) = -

3.33,p <.001, d = -.21).

Although our primary analysis reported above tested five different pre-registered hypotheses,
one could argue that they all measure different dimensions of pro-social expectations more generally.

Therefore, one could also argue that it would be appropriate to control for multiple comparisons, since
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both the manipulation check and each of the five specific hypotheses could potentially support the
broader claim that providing correct information about dishonest behavior has a positive effect on
pro-social expectations in general, thus increasing the risk of making a type 1 error (i.e., accepting a
false-positive finding). In response to this concern, we conducted a Bonferroni correction as a hon-
registered robustness check, employing the simplest and most conservative method to account for
multiple comparisons. For the Bonferroni correction, the pre-registered alpha (p <.05) is divided by
the number of comparisons, which in our case is 5. This adjustment requires the alpha for the t-tests to
be p<.01 (0 =0.05/5=0.01) to be considered statistically significant. Based on this criteria, these
results show that the treatment effect of providing information was highly robust for trust (p < .001),
fairness (p <.001), helpfulness (p < .001), and cynicism beliefs (p < .001), under the new alpha of p
< .01. However, the effect on reciprocity beliefs was no longer statistically significant after correction
(p = 0.024). In other words, the information effect was robust in the predicted direction on four out of
five different measures of pro-social expectations. Please see Figure 2 for an illustration of all

comparisons across conditions and measures, side-by-side.

Taken together, these findings provide novel causal evidence that a simple information
treatment, that informs people about the actual dishonesty rate among others and people’s tendency to

overestimate that rate, can change their social beliefs about other people in a positive direction.

25



Running head: DISHONESTY BELIEFS

D Control D Information Treatment

——
—

——

—
-

()]
——

il
—

—_

Social beliefs (0-10 scale)

Honesty Trust Fairmmess Helpfulness Reciprocity Cynicism

Figure 2. The effects of providing research-based information about actual honesty levels and the observed
tendency to overestimate the dishonesty of others, Experiment 4 (N =981). Compared to participants in the control
condition, participants in the information treatment reported more positive honesty beliefs (manipulation check:
d =.55, p <.001) and also reported more positive pro-social expectations (trust: d = .33, p <.001; fairness: d = .45,
p <.001; helpfulness: d = .38, p < .001; reciprocity: d = .14, p = .024; cynicism: d = -.21, p <.001). When using
an adjusted alpha level of 1% (p < .01) to correct for multiple comparisons, the information effect was robust and

remained statistically significant on four out of five dimensions of pro-social expectations.

5. General Discussion

The current paper examines a fundamental question: Do people believe that others are
similarly, more, or less dishonest than they actually are? Providing a high-powered empirical answer
to that question, our meta-analysis revealed a significant overestimation of the actual dishonesty of
other people by an average of 14 percentage points (meta-analytic effect: Hedge’s g = 0.58), when
comparing aggregate beliefs about dishonesty with actual dishonesty in the exact same test situation.
This finding supports the overestimation hypothesis of dishonesty, stating that other people are less
dishonest than we tend to think, and contradicts the underestimation hypothesis. In addition to a

relatively large meta-analytic effect, based on 31 separate effect sizes and more than eight thousand
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participants, our supplemental experiments showed that the overestimation effect persisted across
belief-decision order and variations in instructions and measures, indicating that the main finding is

robust to potentially important variations in methods and procedures.

Second, we wanted to know whether having biased beliefs about dishonesty plays a role in
how we think about other people and the social world more generally. Does it really matter? In
response to this question, we conducted a new experiment with about one thousand participants, and
found that informing people about the actual honesty rate and the tendency to overestimate others'
dishonesty led to enhanced social beliefs. Indeed, participants who learned about the main findings
from our research program not only changed their views on dishonesty, but also expressed more
positive pro-social expectations about other people in general — including higher interpersonal trust,
higher fairness and helpfulness beliefs, and lower cynicism. This is important, as each of these beliefs

has previously been linked to successful pro-social interaction in groups, organizations, and society.

The systematic overestimation of others' dishonesty can be integrated into the broader
literature on social cognition and moral psychology, and has applied consequences for customer
surveillance, employee monitoring, and interpersonal relations more generally. In short, when seeing
our meta-analysis and the information experiment in combination, it seems likely that “uncorrected”
negative beliefs about actual dishonesty levels in some cases can lead to missed opportunities for
mutual cooperation, unwarranted distrust, and a tendency to prioritize top-down control over
individual freedom. Moreover, our study challenges the ‘wisdom of crowds' approach (Galton, 1907,
Surowiecki, 2005; Van Dolder & Van Den Assem, 2017) to moral judgment, revealing that collective
estimates regarding dishonest behavior can be biased toward pessimism. Our findings also contribute
to understanding the mixed effects of social norm nudges, especially in tax evasion (John & Blume,
2018) and insurance fraud (Martuza et al., 2022): For individuals who are deeply entrenched in their
biased beliefs about others’ dishonesty, this may lead them to disbelieve factually correct descriptive
social norm messaging, such as “90% of your peers report correct information when filling forms”. To

that end, a possible alternative in social norm nudging can be to provide research-based and
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comprehensive evidence regarding the dishonesty of others, as we did in our information provision

experiment.

In terms of applied implications and directions for future research, the systematic
overestimation of others' dishonesty suggests that there is a need to develop and test trust-building
interventions to correct misperceptions and biased beliefs. In our view, it is especially important that
leaders and policymakers have access to an updated data-based view of the actual honesty levels in
society, and do not rely too much on selective news headlines or their own gut feelings. Indeed, as we
write this, businesses and society seem to be heading in the opposite direction, towards collective
distrust: More and more supermarkets are putting even low-value products such as deodorant,
toothpaste, and soap behind lock-and-key, and are generally increasing security measures
(Meyersohn, 2022). In the workplace, a surge in monitoring employee activities may be fueling
worker distrust (Christian, 2022), and may also have unintended side-effects by reducing the intrinsic
worker motivation to do one’s best (Falk & Kosfeld, 2006). Recognizing the tendency to overestimate
others’ dishonesty, firms may actually benefit from scaling back some security measures in the
marketplace, and to assess the long-term effects empirically with an open and critical mind --
especially in self-service environments where surveillance costs can offset gains from reduced labor
costs. Also within organizations, leaders may benefit from reconsidering employee policies based on

mistrust, such as excessive monitoring during remote/hybrid work (Gartner, 2024).

Finally, we note that our findings in the current paper should be interpreted with several
limitations in mind. First, the use of American participants from the United States in all our studies
limits the generalizability across cultures, making it a question for future research whether the
overestimation of actual dishonesty is equally high in different societies. Second, experimental
honesty tasks in anonymous settings provide high precision in understanding the direct trade-off
between moral motivation and financial self-interest, but may not fully capture the complexity and
contextual richness of real-world dishonesty. Future research can therefore benefit from examining

how estimates and actual rates of dishonesty compare in settings that mirror real-world decisions

28



Running head: DISHONESTY BELIEFS

more closely, for instance by correlating behavioral data from controlled experiments with the same
from field settings (for a recent example, see: Dai et al., 2018). Third and finally, our reliance on
mostly one-shot belief reports precludes analysis of within-individual variations across contexts and
time. Future research could explore these dynamics further, in a study context of repeated interaction

over time.

With these limitations in mind, we conclude that given the current study context and choice of
research methods, we found robust meta-analytic evidence that people tend to overestimate the
dishonesty of other people. In addition, we also found experimental evidence that correcting biased
dishonesty beliefs can have real consequences for social thinking: Individuals who learned about the
main findings from our research not only reported a stronger belief in the basic honesty of other
people, but they also expressed more positive pro-social expectations in general — including higher

trust, fairness and helpfulness beliefs, and reduced cynicism.
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