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Abstract

When people see that others lie for financial profit, they are more likely to lie them-

selves. But do people search for information about others' behavior in ethically

tempting situations? And among those who search, what type of information do they

search for? Specifically, do people search for information about others' dishonesty in

particular, to justify their future transgressions, or do they search for information

about others' behavior in general to learn about the descriptive social norm? Across

four financially incentivized experiments (Ntotal = 2642), participants engaged in a

task in which they could lie for profit. Before starting their task, participants could

search for information about others' behavior in the same task. Results reveal that

when people search for information, they do so in order to learn about the descrip-

tive norm, not to intentionally learn about others' dishonesty. When the decision to

search for information results in observing more dishonest others, participants

become more dishonest themselves. Testing a boundary condition revealed that

when information search is costly (vs. free), people search for less information,

observe less dishonest others, and subsequently are less dishonest themselves. Find-

ings suggest that in settings where people may act dishonestly, information about

others behavior should be costly to obtain.

K E YWORD S

behavioral ethics, descriptive norms, dishonesty, information search

1 | INTRODUCTION

People routinely face tempting situations in which they can bend ethi-

cal rules and lie for financial profit. For instance, when filling out an

expense report from a business trip, people can either honestly submit

the costs associated with the trip or be tempted to submit an addi-

tional personal expense that should not be submitted. One important

factor that influence people's decision in such situations is the

descriptive norm – information about how others act. Learning that a

colleague submitted personal expenses likely to push an employee to

submit theirs, whereas learning that a colleague did not submit such

expenses likely to hinder an employee from submitting theirs. Indeed,

when people learn that others violated ethical rules or lied, they are

more likely to do the same (Gino et al., 2009; Köbis et al., 2015;

O'Fallon & Butterfield, 2012). But do people search for information

about others' behavior in such tempting situations? And what is the

motivation underlying this search? That is, do people search for infor-

mation about others' dishonesty in particular, to justify their future

transgressions, or alternatively do they search for information about

others' behavior in general to learn about the descriptive norm?

Here I test competing hypotheses regarding the way in which

people search for information about others' behavior. One possibility
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is that people seek information about others' dishonest (but not hon-

est) behavior. As people are tempted to lie for financial profits, and

learning that others lied frees them to lie as well (Gino et al., 2009),

they may purposefully seek information about others' dishonesty to

justify their future lies. This possibility may occur if people plan to lie

when facing a tempting situation (Chowdhury et al., 2021; Cohn

et al., 2022), and seek a way to justify their future behavior (Leib &

Shalvi, 2020; Shalvi et al., 2015). A second possibility is that people

search for information out of curiosity (Barkan et al., 2016;

Berlyne, 1954) to learn about the descriptive norm. As behavior is

shaped by social norms (March & Olsen, 2004), individuals may

especially seek information about the descriptive norm in

tempting settings, where such norms are ambiguous. Across four

financially incentivized experiments, participants engage in a task

in which they can lie to increase their financial profits. Before

completing the task, participants can search for information about

others' behavior, in a sequential manner, one behavior at a time.

Here, I test which type of information – specifically about others'

dishonesty or general information about others' behavior – partici-

pants search for, and how costly (vs. free) information shapes informa-

tion search likelihood and strategy. Further, I examine how the ability

and decision to search for information, combined with the information

obtained during the search, are associated with participants' own

subsequent dishonesty.

1.1 | Seeking information to see dishonesty or to
learn about descriptive norms?

Various factors shape dishonesty. For instance, people are more likely

to lie when they can lose rather than gain money (Leib et al., 2019;

Schindler & Pfattheicher, 2017), when they feel entitled (Schurr &

Ritov, 2016), when their lies benefit others (Gino et al., 2013;

Hochman et al., 2021; Wiltermuth, 2011), and when they collaborate

in a group (Leib et al., 2021; Weisel & Shalvi, 2015). One key factor

that affects dishonesty is information about how others behaved –

the descriptive norm. When people learn that others violated ethical

rules, they are more likely to violate ethical rules themselves

(Dimant, 2019; Gächter & Schulz, 2016; Gino et al., 2009; Keizer

et al., 2008; Köbis et al., 2015, 2019; O'Fallon & Butterfield, 2012).

While people are clearly affected by information about others'

behavior, we know surprisingly little about whether, and why, peo-

ple search for such information. Quite possibly, some individuals

may prefer to avoid learning about others' behavior entirely, as they

rather make an independent decision without any input of how

others behaved. Others, on the other hand, would search for infor-

mation as they find such information valuable. But among those

who search for information, which type of information do they

search for?

One possibility is that when facing a temptation to lie, people

purposefully search for information about others' dishonesty. People

rely on self-serving justifications to lie (Leib & Shalvi, 2020; Mazar

et al., 2008; Schweitzer & Hsee, 2002; Shalvi et al., 2015) and

learning that others lied serves as such justification (e.g., Gino

et al., 2009). Because people access, construct, and evaluate informa-

tion in ways that helps them to arrive at their desired conclusions

(Kunda, 1990), they may search for information that helps them to

view dishonesty as common or even acceptable. This can be the case

if in tempting situations, dishonest behavior is premeditated. That is,

if individuals plan to lie, and because of that they systematically seek

information about others' dishonest (but not honest) behavior in

order to alleviate their anticipated guilt from lying. Supporting this

possibility, in some settings people indeed plan and anticipate their

dishonest acts (Chowdhury et al., 2021; Cohn et al., 2022). Further,

individuals selectively seek information that is consistent with their

underlying interests (Fischer et al., 2008, 2011; Olekalns et al., 2014),

goals (Ambühl, 2017; Smith et al., 2017) and motivations (Kandul &

Ritov, 2017). If indeed individuals plan to lie and thus seek

information to justify their lies, they should search for information

about others' dishonest (but not honest) behavior. Specifically,

people should continue to search for information until they

observe others' dishonesty. In a setting where information search is

sequential, we should expect that, among those who search for

information:

H1a. People will be less likely to continue searching for

additional information after they observe others' dis-

honest compared to honest behavior.

The second possibility is that people search for information about

the general descriptive norm and do not specifically seek one type of

information over the other. Indeed, in ambiguous and uncertain set-

tings, people seek information in order to alleviate the discomfort of

not knowing, even when such information may confirm their negative

suspicions (Shani et al., 2008; Shani & Zeelenberg, 2007) or when they

advise others to do the opposite (Barkan et al., 2016). Further, in

ambiguous settings, people wish to follow the social norm (March &

Olsen, 2004; Weber et al., 2004). Thus, individuals might seek infor-

mation about others' behavior, in general, in order to learn what is the

social norm in ethically tempting situations (Berlyne, 1954;

Loewenstein, 1994). Searching for information about the social norm

might occur both when dishonesty is planned and when it is sponta-

neous. That is, people can either first decide whether to lie or tell the

truth but still be curious about the social norm and thus seek informa-

tion about it. Alternatively, people might be undecided about how to

behave and search for information about the social norm in order to

then follow it. If people indeed search information to learn about the

descriptive social norm, their decision to keep or stop searching for

additional information should not be affected by the type of informa-

tion (others' honesty or dishonesty) they have already obtained. In a

setting where information search is sequential, we should expect that,

among those who search for information:

H1b. People will be equally likely to continue searching

for additional information after they observe others'

honest and dishonest behavior.
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1.2 | Does acquired information shapes behavior?

Beyond examining which information people search for, this work

further studies how the acquired information shapes subsequent

behavior. Prior work revealed that learning that others were

dishonest makes people more dishonest themselves (e.g., Gino

et al., 2009; O'Fallon & Butterfield, 2012). However, work establish-

ing this effect focused on setting in which participants were extrinsi-

cally exposed to information about others' behavior as an

experimental manipulation. In many situations in life, however, peo-

ple learn about others' behavior because they acquire this informa-

tion by searching for it, instead of being exposed to it in an

unsolicited manner. For instance, in order to learn whether a col-

league submits personal expenses when filling out an expense

report, one often has to proactively seek this information. Thus, it

bears relevance to further examine how information people acquired

during an intrinsic, self-initiated information search shapes their own

behavior. Accordingly, the current work examines the association

between people's decision to search for information, the type of

information they acquire, and their own subsequent dishonest

behavior.

2 | OVERVIEW OF EXPERIMENTS

Across four financially incentivized experiments, participants engaged

in a task in which they could lie to increase their payment. Participants

observed die roll outcomes and were asked to report the outcomes

they observed, with higher reports corresponding to higher pay. This

die rolling paradigm is a commonly used measure of dishonesty (see

meta analyses; Abeler et al., 2019; Gerlach et al., 2019; Leib

et al., 2021), and has good external validity, as lying in the task is asso-

ciated with various dishonest behaviors outside of the lab (Cohn &

Maréchal, 2017; Dai et al., 2018; Hanna & Wang, 2017; Potters &

Stoop, 2016).

Before reporting their die roll outcomes, participants could

search for information about how others had behaved in the same

task, in a sequential manner. Specifically, participants who opt to

search for information, received information about the behavior of

one person, and then could either choose to learn about another

person's behavior or stop information search and proceed to the die

rolling task. Between participants, information order was manipu-

lated, such that if participants searched for information, they either

saw dishonest behavior early in the information search process or

later in the search process. Participants who searched for all avail-

able information learned about the same prevalence of dishonesty

in both conditions. In all experiments, participants' information

search pattern is examined as a function of information order.

Across experiments, information was either free (Experiments 1 and

4), costly (Experiment 2), or manipulated to be free versus costly

(Experiment 3) to obtain. Such variation allowed to further investi-

gate whether information search strategy and likelihood are affected

by information cost.

Moreover, in all experiments, the association between acquired

information and participants' own dishonesty is examined. To this

end, the level of dishonesty among participants who did not search

for information is compared to the level of dishonesty among those

who searched for information in each of the information order con-

ditions. In a pre-registered Experiment 3, an additional benchmark

condition is added, in which participants could not search for infor-

mation at all. Lastly, delving deeper into the patterns of dishonest

behavior, a pre-registered Experiment 4 examines whether it is

(i) the information order alone or (ii) the combination of the deci-

sion to search for informant together with information order that

shapes dishonesty. Hence, Experiment 4 includes two additional

benchmark conditions, in which participants were forced to obtain

information. All measures, manipulations, and data exclusions are

reported in the main text and the supplementary online materials

(SOM). All data and materials appear on open science framework

(OSF).

3 | PILOT

3.1 | Method

First, a pilot was conducted to collected actual honest and dishonest

behaviors to be used as stimuli in Experiments 1–4. A total of

221 participants were recruited (77.37% females; Mage = 19.96,

SDage = 1.52) from a northeastern university in the United States to

participate in a die rolling task in exchange for $10 and the oppor-

tunity to earn additional payment. The task took about 5 min to

complete and was the first in a series of unrelated tasks in an hour-

long session. In the task, participants observed a die roll presented

as a video segment on a computer screen and were then instructed

to report the outcome they observed (see Gross et al., 2018;

Kocher et al., 2018 for similar approach). Participants learned that

the higher the outcome they report, the more they would earn:

reporting 1 earns 10 cents, 2 = 20 cents, 3 = 30 cents, 4 = 40

cents, 5 = 50 cents, and 6 = 60 cents. Participants saw five die

rolls, reported five outcomes, and were paid a bonus equals to the

sum of their five reports.

3.2 | Results

3.2.1 | Prevalence of dishonesty

For each participant, for each round, the actual and reported die roll

outcomes were recorded, allowing to identify whether a participant

reported honestly or not. Out of 221 participants, 74.66% (n = 165)

reported honestly – the sum of their reported die roll outcomes

was equal to the sum of their observed die roll outcomes. A total of

23.98% (n = 53) misreported die rolls to increase their pay – the

sum of their reported die roll outcomes was higher than the sum

of their observed die roll outcomes. Finally, 1.35% (n = 3)
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misreported to decrease their pay – the sum of their reported die

roll outcomes was lower than the sum of their observed die roll

outcomes.1

4 | DISCUSSION

In the pilot, � 75% of participants were honest and � 24% lied to

increase their pay. Participants were not explicitly informed that their

behavior could (and would) be monitored by the experimenter. How-

ever, because die roll outcomes appeared on a computer screen, some

participants might have inferred that their behavior would be moni-

tored. Nevertheless, it seems that the level of dishonesty in the pilot

is in line with previous work (23.4% in a meta-analysis aggregating

data from 90 experiments; Abeler et al., 2019).

Reflecting the actual prevalence of dishonesty in the sample, in

the information search task in Experiments 1–3, participants could

search for the behavior of up to 12 individuals. Out of those,

3 (25%) were dishonest and 9 (75%) were honest. Allowing partici-

pants to search for up to 12 behaviors enabled to capture the infor-

mation search process with few censored observations (see

similarly, Dhami & Harries, 2010). That is, few participants wanted

to search for all (or maybe more than) 12 behaviors. At the same

time, if participants keen to learn about the most accurate descrip-

tive norm possible, they could do so by searching for all 12 behav-

iors, arguably without becoming bored or inattentive. In Experiment

4, which examines how the ability to search versus forced informa-

tion shapes dishonesty, participants could search for (or were forced

to obtain) a total of five behaviors, 2 (40%) dishonest and 3 (60%)

honest.

5 | EXPERIMENT 1

5.1 | Method

A total of 183 participants (72.13% females, Mage = 20.67, SD = 2.65)

from a northeastern university in the United States took part in the

experiment. The predetermined data collection stopping rule was to

collect as many participants as possible during the time allocated to

the experiment in the lab. Sensitivity analyses at the end of the results

section of Experiment 4 show that the sample sizes across all experi-

ments were sufficient to detect medium effect sizes for information

search.

First, participants were informed that they would engage in a

die rolling task. Just as in the pilot, participants were told that they

would see a die on a computer screen five times, report the out-

comes they observed, and earn a bonus based on their reports. The

incentive structure of the die rolling task was the same as in the

pilot.

Before engaging in the die rolling task, participants could search

information about others' behavior. If participants decided to search

information, they learned about others' behavior sequentially. That is,

each participant made a series of decisions to (1) learn about one

behavior of another person or (2) to start the die rolling task. If a par-

ticipant chose to learn about one behavior, they saw all five die roll

outcomes that a former participant (from the pilot) had observed and

reported. After learning about one behavior, the focal participant then

chose again whether to learn about another behavior or to start their

own die rolling task. Once the focal participant chose to start their

own die rolling task, they proceeded to the task and could not search

for additional information (see Figure 1a). Participants were informed

that they could learn about the behavior of up to 12 people in this

same, sequential way.

Between participants, the location of dishonest behavior in the

information sequence was manipulated. In the early dishonesty con-

dition, the sequence was D, D, H, D, H, H, H, H, H, H, H, H; “D”
represents a dishonest behavior, and “H” represents an honest

behavior, see Figure 1c. In the late dishonesty condition, the dishon-

est behavior appeared later in the sequence (in the fifth, sixth, and

eighth positions): H, H, H, H, D, D, H, D, H, H, H, H. When partici-

pants observed honest behaviors, they saw the behavior of ran-

domly selected participants from the pilot who reported all five die

roll outcomes accurately. When participants observed dishonest

behaviors, they observed participants from the pilot whose sum of

reported die roll outcomes was higher by 13 compared to the sum

of their observed die roll outcomes (e.g., observed outcomes: 2, 6,

2, 3, 4; reported outcomes: 6, 6, 6, 6, 6, respectively, see

Figure 1b). Overall, the experimental design was a 2 (information

order: early dishonesty vs. late dishonesty) between-subject design.

To test between the competing hypotheses regarding information

search, the analyses focus on participants who searched for infor-

mation and compare the (i) likelihood to keep searching for addi-

tional information after observing dishonest versus honest behavior,

and (ii) the number of behaviors participants searched for in the

two information order conditions.

At the end of the task, for exploratory purposes, participants

evaluated the extent to which they thought dishonesty is prevalent.

Specifically, participants estimated the percentage of people

(between 0 and 100) they thought lied in the die roll task (see

results in the main text). Participants further evaluated the extent to

which they thought dishonesty is justifiable and the extent to which

the information they obtained changed their intended behavior (see

SOM for results).

5.2 | Results

5.2.1 | Information search

Taking all the participants into account (n = 183), on average, partici-

pants searched for 2.55 behaviors (SD = 3.12, range: 0–12). Focusing

on participants who searched for at least one behavior (n = 120;

1All three participants, who misreported to decrease their pay, did so by a total of 1 point

(thus earning 10 cents less compared to how much they would have earned had they

reported honestly).
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65.57% of the sample), on average, participants searched for 3.89

behaviors (SD = 3.11, range: 1–12).2

To assess whether participants were less (H1a) or equally (H1b)

likely to keep searching for information after they observed a dishon-

est, compared to honest, behavior, the following analyses focus on

the participants who searched for information. Among the 120 partici-

pants who searched for information and observed one behavior, those

in the early dishonesty condition (n = 60) saw a dishonest behavior,

whereas those in the late dishonesty condition saw an honest behav-

ior (n = 60). If participants search information to learn about others'

dishonest (but not honest) behavior, we should find that (H1a) the

proportion of participants who keep searching for information is

higher after they saw honest behavior (in the late dishonesty condi-

tion) than dishonest behavior (in the early dishonesty condition). If

participants search information to learn about the general social norm

and are not sensitive to the type of information they already obtained,

we should find that (H1b) the proportion of participants who keep

searching for information is similar among those who saw honest

behavior (in the late dishonesty condition) and dishonest behavior

(in the early dishonesty condition).

Chi-square analysis support H1b. Namely, there was no differ-

ence between the proportion of participants who searched for a sec-

ond behavior after seeing dishonest behavior (i.e., in the early

dishonesty condition; 73.33%) and honest behavior (i.e., in the late

dishonesty condition; 70.00%), χ2(1) = .16, p = .685, φ = .037; see

Figure 2. Bayesian analysis comparing a model with no predictors to a

model including information order (early vs. late dishonesty) as a

2The proportion of participants who searched for information did not differ between the

early (65.21%) and the late dishonesty conditions (65.93%), χ2(1) = .01, p = .919, φ = .008.

F IGURE 1 Overview of the procedure in Experiments 1–3. (a) After reading the instructions, participants sequentially chose between learning
about one person's behavior and starting the die rolling task. In this illustration, a participant chose to learn about the behavior of three people
(in black) and then proceeded to the die rolling task. This participant did not observe the behavior of the remaining nine people (in gray). (b) An
example of the information presented to participants who observed an honest (open shaded figure) and dishonest report (shaded figure). If a
participant chose to see information about others' behavior, they saw all five observed and reported die roll outcomes from participants in the pilot.
The behaviors were not labeled as “honest” or “dishonest” (see SOM for a version where information was labeled, leading to the same results).
(c) Information order was manipulated such that dishonest behaviors were presented either early or late (in the middle) of the information sequence
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predictor for searching a second behavior revealed a BF10 = 0.22,

supporting the model with no predictors. The data were 4.55 times

more likely to occur when information order did not predict the deci-

sion to search for a second behavior, compared to when it did.

Similarly, among the 86 participants who searched for a second

behavior, those in the early dishonesty condition (n = 44) saw two

dishonest behaviors in a row, whereas those in the late dishonesty

condition (n = 42) saw two honest behaviors in a row. Chi-square

analysis revealed no difference between the proportion of partici-

pants who searched for a third behavior after seeing two dishonest

behaviors (i.e., in the early dishonesty condition; 84.09%) and two

honest behaviors (i.e., in the late dishonesty condition; 71.42%), χ2(1)

= 2.00, p = .157, φ = .152. Bayesian analysis comparing a model with

no predictors to a model including information order as a predictor for

searching a third behavior revealed a BF10 = 0.57, supporting the

model with no predictors. The data were 1.72 times more likely to

occur when information order did not predict the decision to search

for a third behavior, compared to when it did.

Participants who searched for information about a third behavior

saw honesty in both the early and late dishonesty conditions (D, D, H

in the early dishonesty condition, and H, H, H in the late dishonesty

condition; see Figure 1c for full information sequences). Thus, it is no

longer possible to assess the effect of the unique information partici-

pants saw (strictly honesty or strictly dishonesty) on their subsequent

decision to search information, beyond their decisions to seek infor-

mation about the first two behaviors.

Similarly, focusing on participants who searched for information,

there was no significant difference between the number of behaviors

participants searched for in the early dishonesty (M = 4.43,

SD = 3.42, n = 60) and late dishonesty condition (M = 3.35,

SD = 2.69, n = 60), F(1, 118) = 3.71, p = .056, η2 = .031. Comparing

the distributions of the two conditions led to the same results (see

SOM).

Taken together, the findings suggest that most participants are

interested to learn about at least some (limited) amount of others'

behavior. The participants who search for information do not seem to

be affected by the type of information they have already obtained

when deciding whether to keep or stop information search. It thus

seems like participants are searching for information in order to learn

about the general social norm and do not particularly seek information

about others' dishonesty.

5.2.2 | Association between acquired information
and dishonesty

As a measure of dishonesty, the amount participants overclaimed was

calculated by subtracting the sum of the observed die roll outcomes

from the sum of the reported die roll outcomes. The gap was then

multiplied by 10 to represent the amount of cents the participants

overclaimed in the die rolling task.

On average, participants overclaimed 34.37 cents (SD = 56.06,

range: �10–2103). Analysis of variance (ANOVA) analysis examined

whether there was a difference in the amount overclaimed between

the participants who (i) did not search for information, (ii) searched for

information in the early dishonesty condition, and (iii) searched for

information in the late dishonesty condition. The results revealed a

difference between the three groups, F(2, 180) = 7.55, p < .001,

η2 = .077. Post hoc comparisons revealed that, compared to partici-

pants who did not search for information (M = 21.42 cents,

SD = 47.75, n = 63), those who searched for information in the early

dishonesty condition overclaimed more (M = 56.50 cents,

SD = 65.22, n = 60; mean difference = 35.07, p = .001, 95%CI =

[11.47, 58.68]). Those who searched for information in the late dis-

honesty condition overclaimed similar amounts (M = 25.83 cents,

SD = 47.91, n = 60; mean difference = �4.40, p = .999, 95%CI =

[�28.01, 19.20]) to those who did not search for information. Those

who searched for information in the early dishonesty condition over-

claimed more than those who searched for information in the late dis-

honesty condition (mean difference = 30.67, p = .007, 95%CI =

[6.78, 54.56]; see Figure 3).

5.2.3 | Perceived prevalence of dishonesty

On average, participants evaluated that 48.14% of the sample

(SD = 30.02, range: 0–100) were dishonest. The higher the preva-

lence of dishonesty the participants evaluated, the more they over-

claimed themselves, r(181) = .558, p < .001. ANOVA analysis

examined differences in the perceived prevalence of dishonesty

between the participants who (i) did not search for information,

(ii) searched for information in the early dishonesty condition, and

(iii) searched for information in the late dishonesty condition. The

3Only one participant misreported to decrease their pay by 1 point, thus earning 10 cents

less compared to how much they would have earned had they reported honestly.

F IGURE 2 The fraction of participants as a function of
information order (early dishonesty vs. late dishonesty) and the
number of behaviors participants searched for in Experiment 1
[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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results revealed a significant difference among the three groups, F

(2, 180) = 28.55, p < .001, η2 = .241. Post hoc comparisons revealed

that compared to participants who did not search for information

(M = 41.68%, SD = 26.57, n = 63), those who searched for informa-

tion in the early dishonesty condition perceived dishonesty as more

prevalent (M = 68.73%, SD = 24.74, n = 60; mean

difference = �27.05, p < .001, 95%CI = [�38.52, �15.59]). Those

who searched for information in the late dishonesty condition per-

ceived dishonesty as common (M = 34.33%, SD = 27.49, n = 60;

mean difference = 7.35, p = .369, 95%CI = [�4.12, 18.81]) as those

who did not search for information. Those who searched for informa-

tion in the early dishonesty condition perceived dishonesty as more

common than those who searched for information in the late dishon-

esty condition (mean difference = 34.40, p < .001, 95%CI = [22.80,

46.00]).

6 | DISCUSSION

Reflecting curiosity about how others behave, the majority of the

participants in Experiment 1 searched for some information about

others' behavior. Participants searched for information similarly

across the two information order conditions. This result is consistent

with the idea that participants searched for information to learn

about the general descriptive norm, not to learn about others' dis-

honesty in particular. Interestingly, when participants searched for

information, they were curious to learn about a rather limited num-

ber (3.89 on average) of others' behavior instead of learning about

all information available to them. The finding is in line with previous

work showing that people rely on (Fiedler, 2000; Kareev, 2000), and

search for (Teodorescu & Erev, 2014) a limited amount of informa-

tion when making decisions. Thus, while participants searched for

information to learn about the general norm, they were not

interested to learn about the most accurate norm they could learn

about.

Examining dishonesty, participants who searched for information

in the early dishonesty condition overclaimed the highest amount in

the die rolling task. Because participants searched for a similar number

of others' behavior in both information order conditions, those who

searched for information in the early dishonesty condition saw more

instances and a higher proportion of dishonest behavior than those

who searched for information in the late dishonesty condition (see

SOM). The exposure to more liars (due to the combination of the deci-

sion to search for information, and being experimentally assigned to

the early dishonesty condition) in turn resulted in participants being

more dishonest and perceiving dishonesty as more common. Indeed,

the more liars participants saw, (i) the more they overclaimed in the

die rolling task (r = .324, p < .001) and (ii) the more prevalent they

perceived dishonesty to be (r = .378, p < .001). Similarly, the higher

the proportion of liars the participants saw (N of liars observed/N of

behaviors observed), the more they overclaimed in the die rolling task

(r = .305, p < .001) and (ii) the more prevalent they perceived dishon-

esty to be (r = .574, p < .001).4 All in all, when the decision to search

for information resulted in observing more dishonest others, partici-

pants' own dishonesty and perception of its prevalence increased.

7 | EXPERIMENT 2

In Experiment 1, information was free to obtain. In some situations,

however, gathering information requires time, effort, or money. Costly

information might force people to consider the amount of information

they want to obtain and their information search strategy more care-

fully. This is because people wish to spend as little money as they can

for acquiring information and at the same time obtain information

they truly value. Thus, compared to free information, costly informa-

tion might be less likely to be searched and might reflect people's

preferences for information more accurately. In other words, costly

information may reduce some of the potential noise associated with

information search strategies. Therefore, Experiment 2 extends the

investigation and explores how individuals search for information

when it is costly.

Compared to settings in which information is free, when informa-

tion is costly, people might be more tempted to lie, as they wish to

“earn back” any money they spend on acquiring information. The

potentially higher motivation to lie may lead people to engage in a dif-

ferent information search strategy: namely, to search information

about others' dishonesty (to justify their future lies) rather than to

search information about others' behavior in general (to learn about

the social norm). Thus, the predicted pattern of results was that when

information is costly, participants may seek information about others'

dishonest (but not honest) behavior.

4The correlations with the proportion of liars observed are calculated only for participants

who searched for information (n = 123). It is not possible to calculate the proportion of liars

observed for those who did not search for information.

F IGURE 3 The amount overclaimed among participants who
(i) did not search for information, (ii) searched for information in the
early dishonesty condition, and (iii) searched for information in the
late dishonesty condition, in Experiment 1. *p < .05, **p < .01,
***p ≤ .001 [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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7.1 | Method

A total of 213 participants (68.07% females, Mage = 20.94, SD = 4.95)

from a northeastern university in the United States took part in this

experiment in exchange for $10 and an opportunity to earn additional

pay. The task took about 5 min to complete and was the first in a

series of unrelated tasks in an hour-long session. As in Experiment

1, the plan was to collect as many participants as possible during the

time allocated to the study in the lab.

Participants engaged in the same task as in Experiment 1. The key

difference was that participants had to pay 10 cents for each behavior

they searched for. If a participant opted to search for information

about all 12 possible behaviors, it would cost them $1.20. Notably,

this cost was lower than the expected bonus payment for an honest

participant (an honest participant would expect to earn $1.75 from

the die rolling task: 3.5 [expected value of a die roll] � 5 [rounds] �
10 [cents]).

As in Experiment 1, between participants information order was

manipulated, such that participants saw dishonesty early (first,

second, and fourth position) or later (fifth, sixth, and eighth position)

in the information search process. As in Experiment 1, after

completing the task, participants evaluated how prevalent dishonesty

is (see main text), as well as how justifiable dishonesty is, and the

extent to which the information they saw changed their behavior

(see SOM).

7.2 | Results

7.2.1 | Information search

Taking all the participants into account (n = 213), on average, partici-

pants searched for 0.35 behaviors (SD = 1.01, range: 0–12). Focusing

on the participants who searched for at least one behavior (n = 47;

22.07% of the sample), on average, participants searched for 1.60

behaviors (SD = 1.65, range: 1–12).5

As in Experiment 1, the following analyses focus on participants

who searched for information and examine whether the information

participants saw (honest vs. dishonest behavior) affected their deci-

sion to search for additional information. Among the 47 participants

who searched for the first behavior, those in the early dishonesty con-

dition (n = 22) saw a dishonest behavior, whereas those in the late

dishonesty condition saw an honest behavior (n = 25). Consistent

with H1b and the results of Experiment 1, there was no difference

between the proportion of participants who searched for a second

behavior after observing dishonest behavior (i.e., in the early dishon-

esty condition; 31.81%) and honest behavior (i.e., in the late dishon-

esty condition; 36.00%), χ2(1) = .09, p = .763, φ = .044; see Figure 4.

Bayesian analysis comparing a model with no predictors to a model

that includes information order as a predictor for searching a second

behavior revealed a BF10 = 0.34, supporting the model with no pre-

dictors. The data were 2.88 times more likely to occur when informa-

tion order did not predict participants' decision to search for a second

behavior, compared to when it did.

Examining the second stage of information search, the sample of

participants who searched for a minimum of two behaviors was 16.

This is lower than the conventional sample required for a Chi-square

analysis (5 per cell, 20 in total); thus, the result should be interpreted

with caution. Nevertheless, in the second stage of information search,

participants in the early dishonesty condition (n = 7) saw two dishon-

est behaviors in a row, whereas those in the late dishonesty condition

(n = 9) saw two honest behaviors in a row. There was no difference

between the proportion of participants who searched for a third

behavior after observing two dishonest behaviors (i.e., in the early dis-

honesty condition; 28.57%) and two honest behaviors (i.e., in the late

dishonesty condition; 11.11%), χ2(1) = .78, p = .375, φ = .222. Bayes-

ian analysis comparing a model with no predictors to a model that

includes information order as a predictor for searching a third behav-

ior revealed a BF10 = 0.63, supporting the model with no predictors.

The data were 1.58 times more likely to occur when information order

did not predict the decision to search for a third behavior, compared

to when it did.

Similarly, as in Experiment 1, among participants who searched

for information, there was no difference between the number of

behaviors participants searched for in the early dishonesty (M = 1.82,

SD = 2.34, n = 22) and late dishonesty (M = 1.40, SD = 0.57, n = 25)

conditions, F(1, 45) = .747, p = .392, η2 = .016. Comparing the distri-

butions of the two conditions led to the same results (see SOM).

Overall, the results of Experiment 2 corroborate the findings of

Experiment 1. Namely, also when information is costly to obtain,

5The proportion of participants who searched for information did not differ between the

early (20.75%) and late dishonesty conditions (23.36%), χ2(1) = .21, p = .646, φ = .031.

F IGURE 4 The fraction of participants as a function of
information order (early dishonesty vs. late dishonesty) and the
number of behaviors participants searched for in Experiment 2
[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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participants' decision to keep searching information was not affected

by the type of information (honesty vs. dishonesty) they already

acquired. The results are thus consistent with the idea that people

search for information to learn about the general social norm. Costly

information, however, did curb information search overall. In contrast

to Experiment 1, only a minority of participants in Experiment

2 searched for any information at all.

7.2.2 | Association between acquired information
and dishonesty

On average, participants overclaimed 29.43 cents (SD = 53.16, range:

0–210). ANOVA analysis examined whether there was a difference in

overclaims between the participants who (i) did not search for infor-

mation, (ii) searched for information in the early dishonesty condition,

and (iii) searched for information in the late dishonesty condition. The

results revealed a difference among the three groups, F(2, 210)

= 15.03, p < .001, η2 = .125. Post hoc comparisons revealed that

compared to participants who did not search for information

(M = 25.06 cents, SD = 50.08, n = 166), those who searched for

information in the early dishonesty condition overclaimed more

(M = 83.18 cents, SD = 67.49, n = 22; mean difference = 58.12,

p < .001, 95%CI = [30.76, 85.47]). Further, those who searched for

information in the late dishonesty condition overclaimed amounts that

did not differ (M = 11.20 cents, SD = 24.54, n = 25) than those who

did not search for information (mean difference = �13.86, p = .592,

95%CI = [�39.72, 12.00]). Those who searched for information in the

early dishonesty condition overclaimed more than those who

searched for information in the late dishonesty condition (mean

difference = 71.98, p < .001, 95%CI = [36.78, 107.22]).

7.2.3 | Perceived prevalence of dishonesty

On average, participants evaluated that 46.84% of the sample

(SD = 29.23, range: 0–100) were dishonest. The higher the preva-

lence of dishonesty participants evaluated, the more they overclaimed

themselves, r(211) = .527, p < .001. ANOVA analysis examining dif-

ferences in the perceived prevalence of dishonesty among the partici-

pants who (i) did not search for information, (ii) searched for

information in the early dishonesty condition, and (iii) searched for

information in the late dishonesty condition revealed a significant dif-

ference between the three groups, F(2, 210) = 16.42, p < .001,

η2 = .135. Post hoc comparisons reveal that, compared to participants

who did not search for information (M = 44.89%, SD = 27.98,

n = 166), those who searched for information in the early dishonesty

condition evaluated dishonesty as more prevalent (M = 76.59%,

SD = 20.94, n = 22; mean difference = �31.70, p < .001, 95%CI =

[�46.66, �16.74]). Those who searched for information in the late

dishonesty condition evaluated dishonesty as common (M = 33.56%,

SD = 27.65, n = 25; mean difference = 11.33, p = .164, 95%CI =

[�2.81, 25.48]) as those who did not search for information. Those

who searched for information in the early dishonesty condition evalu-

ated dishonesty as more common than those who searched for infor-

mation in the late dishonesty condition (mean difference = 43.03,

p < .001, 95%CI = [23.76, 62.30]).

8 | DISCUSSION

The results of Experiment 2 reveal that also when information is

costly, participants' decision to keep searching for additional informa-

tion does not depend on the type of information (dishonest or honest

behavior) they have already obtained. This pattern suggests that par-

ticipants search for information to learn about the general social norm,

not to learn about others' dishonesty. The similar patterns of informa-

tion search in Experiment 1 (when information was free) and 2 (when

information was costly) suggest that information search strategy is

robust to information cost. However, the willingness to search for

information and amount of information searched seem to be sensitive

to information cost. While the majority of the participants (65.57%)

searched for information in Experiment 1, only a minority searched

for it in Experiment 2 (22.07%). Further, among the participants who

searched for information, more information was obtained when it was

free (3.89 on average) than when it was costly (1.60 on average).

As in Experiment 1, the participants who searched for information

in the early dishonesty condition overclaimed the highest amount in

the die rolling task. It seems that the similar amount of information

searched in both information order condition led to participants see-

ing more dishonest acts of others in the early dishonesty condition

(see SOM). The higher exposure to dishonest others in turn led partic-

ipants to lie more themselves and perceive dishonesty as more com-

mon. As in Experiment 1, also in Experiment 2, the more liars

participants saw, (i) the more they overclaimed in the die rolling task

(r = .290, p < .001), and (ii) the more common they perceived dishon-

esty to be (r = .295, p < .001). Similarly, the higher the proportion of

liars participants saw, the more they overclaimed in the die rolling task

(r = .550, p < .001), and (ii) the more prevalent they perceived dishon-

esty to be (r = .645, p < .001).6

9 | EXPERIMENT 3

Experiment 3 aims to (i) gain further insight into how information cost

and order shape information search, and (ii) examine whether informa-

tion cost can serve as a boundary condition for information search

and subsequent dishonesty. Thus, in the third, pre-registered experi-

ment, information search patterns were examined under different

information order (early vs. late dishonesty) and cost (free vs. 1 cent

per behavior vs. 10 cents per behavior) conditions. Further, partici-

pants' own dishonesty and perception of its prevalence were

6The correlations with the proportion of liars observed are calculated only for participants

who searched for information (n = 47). It is not possible to calculate the proportion of liars

observed for those who did not search for information.
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assessed. As a benchmark, a control condition in which participants

cannot search for information was included.

Informed by the results obtained in Experiments 1–2, in Experi-

ment 3, I expected that participants will exhibit similar information

search patterns in the early and late dishonesty conditions. That is,

participants' decision to keep searching for information would not

depend on the information they obtained. Further, information search

patterns should be robust to the information cost condition. Informed

by the higher likelihood and amount of information search in Experi-

ment 1 (when information was free) than Experiment 2 (when infor-

mation was costly), I expected that:

H2. Participants will search for more information when

information is free than when it costs 10 cents.

Although the “1 cent per behavior” condition was expected to

fall between the “free information” and “10 cents per behavior”
conditions, there was no specific a priori prediction on where

exactly in between the two conditions it will fall. Further, I

expected that among participants who searched for information,

those in the early (vs. late) dishonesty condition will observe more

dishonest behaviors and subsequently be more dishonest them-

selves. That is:

H3. Among participants who search for information,

those in the early dishonesty condition will be more dis-

honest than those in the late dishonesty condition.

9.1 | Method

The experiment was conducted on Amazon Mechanical Turk

(MTurk) and took approximately 5 min to complete. Participants

were paid $0.5 for participation and could earn additional money

based on their reports. To determine the sample size, an a priori

power calculation using G*Power software was implemented, with

an ANOVA test with .05 criterion of statistical significance and

80% power to detect a medium-small size effect of f = .15 (for the

difference in the sum of five die roll reports between the three

information costs conditions). The calculation indicated that a sam-

ple of 144 participants per cell is sufficient. To stay on the conser-

vative side, the aim was to recruit a sample of 200 participants

per cell (1400 in total). Overall, 1417 participants (44.24% females,

Mage = 39.58, SD = 11.65) completed the comprehension questions

and attention check correctly (see details below) and thus took

part in Experiment 3.

The information search task and procedure were identical to the

ones implemented in Experiments 1–2 with one exception. While in

Experiments 1–2, participants observed five die roll outcomes on the

computer screen and reported them, and in Experiment 3, participants

were asked to roll a die in private five times and report the outcomes.

Specifically, participants could either find a playing die at home and

roll it or type in “roll a die” in Google and report the outcome they

observed. The private version of the die rolling task allowed partici-

pants to engage in the task without reputation concerns or fear of

detection. The incentive structure of the die rolling task was the same

as in Experiments 1–2.

Between participants, information order: 2 (early vs. late dishon-

esty) and information cost: 3 (free vs. 1 cent per behavior vs. 10 cents

per behavior) were manipulated. A control condition, in which partici-

pants could not search for information was included, leading to a total

of seven between-subject cells.

To assure that participants understood the task and were atten-

tive, after reading the instructions, participants completed three multi-

ple choice comprehension questions and an attention check.

Participants who answered the comprehension question incorrectly

could try to answer the question a second time. Participants who

answered a question incorrectly twice were disqualified from the

experiment and could not continue the task. Further, participants who

answered to the attention check incorrectly were also disqualified

from taking part in the experiment. Finally, as in Experiments 1–2,

after completing the task, participants evaluated how prevalent (see

main text) and justifiable (see SOM) dishonesty is.

9.2 | Results

9.2.1 | Information search

Taking all participants who could search for information into account

(n = 1,146), on average, participants searched for 0.44 behaviors

(SD = 1.53, range: 0–12). Focusing on the participants who searched

for at least one behavior (n = 192; 16.75% of those who could search

for information), on average, participants searched for 2.64 behaviors

(SD = 2.88, range: 1–12).7

In line with H2, the cost of information affected the decision to

search for information, χ2(2) = 58.50, p < .001, Cramer's V = .226.

More participants searched for information when it was free (29.49%)

than when it was costly (11.40%; collapsing 1 and 10 cents), χ2(1)

= 56.06, p < .001, φ = .221. The difference between the proportion

of participants who search for information in the 1 cent (13.46%) and

10 cents (9.35%) conditions was not significant, χ2(1) = 3.36,

p = .066, φ = .065.

As in Experiments 1–2, the following analyses focus on partici-

pants who searched for information and assess whether the informa-

tion they saw (honest vs. dishonest behavior) affected their

subsequent decision to search for additional information. Among the

192 participants who searched for the first behavior, those in the

early dishonesty condition (n = 105) saw a dishonest behavior, but

those in the late dishonesty condition (n = 87) saw an honest behav-

ior. Consistent with Experiments 1–2 and H1b, there was no differ-

ence between the proportion of participants who searched for a

7The proportion of participants who searched for information did not differ between the

early (18.81%) and late dishonesty conditions (14.79%), χ2(1) = 3.32, p = .068, φ = .054.
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second behavior after seeing dishonest behavior (i.e., in the early dis-

honesty condition; 46.66%) and honest behavior (i.e., in the late dis-

honesty condition; 48.27%), χ2(1) = .049, p = .824, φ = .016; see

Figure 5. Bayesian analysis comparing a model with no predictors to a

model that includes information order as a predictor for searching a

second behavior revealed a BF10 = 0.18, supporting the model with

no predictors. The data were 5.44 times more likely to occur when

information order did not predict the decision to search for a second

behavior, compared to when it did.

Similarly, among the 91 participants who searched for the second

behavior, those in the early dishonesty condition (n = 49) saw two

dishonest behaviors in a row, but those in the late dishonesty condi-

tion (n = 42) saw two honest behaviors in a row. There was no differ-

ence between the proportion of participants who searched for a third

behavior after seeing two dishonest behaviors (i.e., in the early dis-

honesty condition; 61.22%) and two honest behaviors (i.e., in the late

dishonesty condition; 52.38%), χ2(1) = .722, p = .395, φ = .089.

Bayesian analysis comparing a model with no predictors to a model

that includes information order as a predictor for searching a third

behavior revealed a BF10 = 0.36, supporting the model with no pre-

dictors. The data were 2.75 times more likely to occur when informa-

tion order did not predict the decision to search for third behavior,

compared to when it did.

Similarly, ANOVA analysis focusing on the participants who

searched for information (n = 192), predicting the number of behav-

iors participants searched for from information order (early vs. late

dishonesty) and cost (free vs. 1 cent vs. 10 cents), revealed a main

effect for information cost, F(2, 186) = 9.25, p < .001, η2 = .096. Sup-

porting H2, participants searched for more information when informa-

tion was free (M = 3.49, SD = 3.49, n = 100) than costly (M = 1.72,

SD = 1.59, 1 and 10 cents combined, n = 92, p < .001, contrast

estimate = 1.75, 95%CI = [.94, 2.55]). There was no difference

between the number of behaviors participants searched for in the

1 cent (M = 1.91, SD = 1.86, n = 54) and 10 cents conditions

(M = 1.45, SD = 1.05, n = 38, p = .455, contrast estimate = .445,

95%CI = [�.72, 1.61]). Consistent with Experiments 1–2, there was

no main effect for information order. The number of behaviors partici-

pants searched for did not differ between the early dishonesty

(M = 2.81, SD = 3.10, n = 105) and late dishonesty (M = 2.44,

SD = 2.59, n = 87) conditions, F(1, 186) = .259, p = .612, η2 = .003.

Lastly, the interaction between information order and cost was not

significant, F(2, 186) = .368, p = .692, η2 = .004. Thus, in line with

expectations, participants exhibited similar information search strate-

gies regardless of information cost. The results were the same when

comparing the distributions (see SOM).

9.2.2 | Association between acquired information
and dishonesty

In Experiment 3, participants' actual die roll outcomes were not

recorded to assure their behavior is not affected by reputation con-

cerns toward the experimenter. Thus, the total amount participants

earned in the die rolling task serves as a proxy for dishonesty. In

line with the custom in the literature (e.g., Abeler et al., 2019;

Gerlach et al., 2019), higher earnings indicate higher levels of dishon-

esty. On average, participants earned 198.60 cents (SD = 48.03,

range: 50–300) in the die rolling task, which was significantly

higher than the 175 cents expected from honest participants, t

(1416) = 18.49, p < .001; mean difference = 23.60, 95%CI = [21.09,

26.10].

The results reveal that the decision to search information in the

early dishonesty condition was associated with higher levels of dis-

honesty, but only when information was free. First, examining H3, the

analysis focus on participants who searched for information (n = 192).

Predicting the amount participants earned from information order

F IGURE 5 The fraction of participants as a function of information order (early dishonesty vs. late dishonesty), information cost (free
vs. 1 cent vs. 10 cents), and the number of behaviors participants searched for in Experiment 3 [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.
com]
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(early vs. late dishonesty) alone revealed that the mean earnings were

in line with the direction predicted by H3, namely that participants

earned higher amounts in the early dishonesty (M = 206.66 cents,

SD = 55.51) than late dishonesty condition (M = 197.12 cents,

SD = 48.77). However, this difference was not statistically significant,

F(1, 190) = 1.56, p = .212, η2 = .008.

Second, examining the combination of information order and

cost revealed that searching for free information in the early dis-

honesty condition resulted in highest levels of dishonesty. Specifi-

cally, the next analysis examine whether there was a difference in

the amount participants earned from the die rolling task between

participants who (i) could not search for information, (ii) could, but

chose not to search for information, (iii) searched for information

in the early dishonesty condition when it was free and (iv) costly,

(v) searched for information in the late dishonesty condition when

it was free, and (vi) costly. Regression analysis predicting the

amount earned with the distinct six groups as predictors reveals

that compared to participants who could not search for information

(M = 197.04 cents, SD = 45.86, n = 271), those who could, but

choose not to, earned similar amounts (M = 198.29 cents,

SD = 47.67, n = 954), b = 1.24, p = .707, 95%CI = [�5.24, 7.73].

Thus, it seems that participants who chose to not seek information

when they could are not more or less honest than others.

Moreover, compared to participants who could not search for

information, those who searched for information in the early

dishonesty condition when information was free earned higher

amounts (M = 211.05 cents, SD = 58.33, n = 57), b = 14.00,

p = .045, 95%CI = [.27, 27.73]. All other groups who searched

for information (in the early dishonesty condition when information

was costly, and in the late dishonesty condition when information

was free and costly) earned similar amounts to those who could

not search for information, ps > .557 (see SOM for detailed

comparison).

9.2.3 | Perceived prevalence of dishonesty

On average, participants evaluated that 56.12% of the sample

(SD = 26.36, range: 0–100) were dishonest. The higher the preva-

lence of dishonesty participants evaluated, the more money they

earned in the die roll task, r(1413) = .185, p < .001. Similar to Experi-

ments 1–2, searching for information in the early dishonesty condition

was associated with perceiving dishonesty as common. Regression

analysis revealed that compared to participants who could not search

for information (M = 59.18%, SD = 25.62, n = 271), those who

searched for information in the early dishonesty condition evaluated

dishonesty as more prevalent (M = 65.85%, SD = 24.48, n = 105),

b = 6.67, p = .026. Further, compared to participants who could

not search for information, those who searched for information in

the late dishonesty condition (M = 46.33%, SD = 27.13, n = 87) or

did not search for information at all (M = 55.07%, SD = 26.29,

n = 952) evaluated dishonesty as less common (b = �4.11, p = .022

and b = �12.85, p < .001, respectively). Lastly, both participants

who searched for information when it was free (n = 100) and when it

was costly (1 cent and 10 cent combined, n = 92) evaluated dishon-

esty as more prevalent when they were in the early dishonesty than

late dishonesty condition (b = �21.64, p < .001 in the free informa-

tion condition, and b = �18.45, p < .001 in the costly information

conditions).

10 | DISCUSSION

In line with results of Experiments 1–2, participants in Experiment

3 searched for information similarly in both information order condi-

tions. This was the case in all information cost conditions, revealing

that the cost of information did not affect information search strategy.

Taken together, the findings across Experiments 1–3 suggest that in

tempting situations, participants search for information to learn about

the general social norm.

While costly information did not affect information search strat-

egy, it did serve as a boundary condition for information search alto-

gether and subsequently reduced dishonesty. Because participants

searched for less information when it was costly, they were exposed

to less instances of dishonest others, and in turn, were less dishonest

themselves. Indeed, it is participants who searched for free informa-

tion in the early dishonesty condition, who were exposed to the most

amount of dishonest others (see SOM), and subsequently earned the

highest amount in the die rolling task. In line with Experiments 1–2,

also in Experiment 3, the correlations between the number of liars

(and proportion of liars) participants saw and their own behavior and

perception were positive. While not all correlations reached signifi-

cance in Experiment 3 (number of liars observed and earnings in the

die rolling task: r = .045, p = .131; number of liars observed and per-

ception of the prevalence of dishonesty: r = .057, p = .055; propor-

tion of liars observed and earnings in the die rolling task: r = .127,

p = .078; proportions of liars observed and perception of the preva-

lence of dishonesty: r = .400, p < .001),8 in the Discussion of Experi-

ment 4, I report four mini meta-analyses aggregating the results of

Experiments 1–4, revealing overall significant positive correlations.

11 | EXPERIMENT 4

The pre-registered Experiment 4 aims to (i) gain further insight into

the reasons that underlie information search and (ii) examine further

why it is the participants who searched for information in the early

dishonesty condition who exhibited the highest level of dishonesty.

Analyzing information search patterns across Experiments 1–3

suggests that participants search for information to learn about the

social norm, not to learn about others' dishonesty in particular.

Regardless of the type of information participants search for, their

8The correlations with the number of liars observed are calculated on all the conditions in

which participants had the opportunity to search for information (n = 1146). The correlations

with the proportion of liars observed are calculated only for participants who searched for

information (n = 192).
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search can be motivated by the desire to avoid feeling negatively

about themselves and/or the desire to avoid being negatively judged

by others. Because people want to maintain an honest self (Mazar

et al., 2008) and public image (Abeler et al., 2019), they rely on justifi-

cations to lie without spoiling their image (Abeler et al., 2019; Leib &

Shalvi, 2020; Shalvi et al., 2015). Information about others' dishonesty

can serve as a justification (e.g., Gino et al., 2009), guarding people

from spoiling their self and public image while lying. In other words,

searching for information about others' dishonesty can be driven by

the desire to avoid feeling negatively about oneself (e.g., “If I learn

that others lie, I can lie without feeling like a bad person”) and/or the
desire to avoid being negatively judged by others (e.g., “If I learn that

others lie, I can lie and people will not judge me negatively”). At the
same time, people follow social norms because they internalize them

and following the norms makes them feel like good people

(Bicchieri & Muldoon, 2014; Gächter & Schulz, 2016), as well as

because they wish to avoid being sanctioned and negatively judged

by others (Axelrod, 1986; Coleman, 1989). Thus, searching for infor-

mation about the social norm can be driven by the desire to avoid

feeling negatively about oneself (e.g., “If I learn about the social norm

and follow it, I will do ‘the right thing’ and not feel bad about myself”)
and/or the desire to avoid being negatively judged by others (e.g., “If I
learn about the social norm and follow it, people will not judge me

negatively”). Information search patterns in Experiments 1–3 suggest

that people search for information to learn about the social norm. In

Experiment 4, participants are asked directly about the reasons for

their search. Specifically, participants indicate (i) the extent to which

they are motivated to learn about social norm, and (ii) the extent to

which they search for information to avoid feeling negatively about

themselves vs. being negatively judged by others.

In Experiments 1–3, participants who searched for information in

the early dishonesty condition lied the most. This pattern of results

might be driven by (i) the mere order of information or (ii) the combina-

tion of the decision to search for information and information order.

To examine what drives dishonesty, in Experiment 4, participants

could either search for information (in the early or late dishonesty

conditions, like in Experiments 1–3) or were forced to obtain it.

The first possibility is that the mere order in which information is

presented drives the results of Experiments 1–3. This can be the case

if in Experiments 1–3 dishonesty is driven by a primacy effect

(Asch, 1946) – the tendency for information encountered early

(vs. late) to have more weight on memory and decision making.

Supporting this possibility, prior work showed that primacy effect

plays a role in evaluating people's morality (Luchins & Luchins, 1986)

and credibility (Nahari & Ben-Shakhar, 2013). If indeed primacy

effect drives the results obtained in Experiments 1–3, we should

expect that (i) participants in the early dishonesty condition lie more

than the participants in the late dishonesty condition, (ii) both when

participants can search for information and when they are forced to

obtain it.

The second possibility is that it is the combination of the decision

to search for information together with information order that shapes

dishonesty. Specifically, consistent with the interpretation presented

in the discussion sections of Experiments 1–3, the decision to search

for information in the early dishonesty condition results in exposure

to more instances of dishonest behavior, in turn pushing participants

to lie more themselves. Supporting this possibility, in Experiments 1–

3, participants who search for information in the early (vs. late) dis-

honesty condition saw more dishonest others (see SOM), and the cor-

relations between the number of liars participants saw and their own

dishonesty were positive (r = .324; .290; .045; in Experiments 1–3,

respectively). Similarly, the correlations between the proportion of

liars participants saw and their own dishonesty were positive as well

(r = .305; .550; .127; in Experiments 1–3, respectively). If indeed the

combination of the decision to search information with information

order (and not primacy effect) drives the results obtained in Experi-

ments 1–3, we should expect that (i) participants who are forced to

obtain information exhibit similar levels of dishonesty in the early and

late dishonesty conditions. Further, when participants can search for

information, we should expect a similar pattern of results as in Experi-

ments 1–3. Namely, that (ii) participants who searched for information

in the early dishonesty condition exhibit the highest level of

dishonesty.

11.1 | Method

The experiment was conducted on Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk)

and took approximately 4 min to complete. Participants were paid

$0.4 for participation and could earn additional money based upon

their reports. The experiment entailed a 2 (early vs. late dishonesty) by

2 (choose to search vs. forced information) between subject design.

Determining the sample size assumed a small effect size of

f = 0.12 for the 2 by 2 interaction. Using G*Power software with .05

criterion of statistical significance and 80% power to detect an effect

reveals that a sample size of N = 547 should be sufficient (n = �137

per cell). In Experiment 3, �30% of participants searched for informa-

tion when it was free. Thus, to obtain �137 participants who searched

for information in each of the two “chose to search information” con-
ditions, I multiplied n = 137 by 3, leading to a sample of 411 partici-

pants in each of the “choose to search information” conditions. All

together the aim was to collect 1100 participants [411 � 2 (who can

choose to search information) + 137 � 2 (who are forced to

obtain information) = 1096, rounding to 1100], with one of every four

participants assigned to one of the two “forced information” condi-

tions, and the remaining three assigned to one of the “choose to

search information” conditions. Overall, 1110 participants (48.64%

females, Mage = 41.01, SD = 12.44) completed two comprehension

questions and attention check correctly and thus took part in Experi-

ment 4.

All participants learned that they will engage in a die rolling task.

As in Experiments 1–3, before the die rolling task, participants in the

“choose to search information” conditions could learn about the

behavior of others in a sequential manner, one behavior at a time. Par-

ticipants could learn about the behavior of up to five people, and once

they chose to start their own die rolling task, they proceeded to the
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task and could not search for additional information. In the early dis-

honesty condition, the sequence of information was D, D, H, H, H, H;

and in the late dishonesty condition, the sequence of information

was H, H, H, D, D (“D” represents a dishonest behavior, and “H” rep-
resents an honest behavior). Participants in the “forced information”
conditions observed all five behaviors, either in the early dishonesty

or late dishonesty information sequence, and then engaged in the die

rolling task.

As in Experiment 3, the die rolling task was private: participants

were asked to roll a playing die at home or google “roll a die” and

report the die roll outcome five times. Participants earned the sum of

all five die roll reports, such that reporting 1 = $0.1; 2 = $0.2; 3 =

$0.3, 4 = $0.4; 5 = $0.5; 6 = $0.6. Before completing the task, par-

ticipants learned that 10% will be randomly selected and get paid for

the die rolling task.

After completing the task, participants evaluated how prevalent

(see main text) and justifiable (see SOM) dishonesty is. Finally, to

obtain additional insights into the reasons for information search, par-

ticipants who searched for information in the “choose to search infor-

mation” conditions answered two self-report items: (i) “To what

extent your decision to search for information about others' behavior

was driven by the desire to learn about how others behaved (i.e., to

learn about the social norm)?” (1 = not at all to 7 = very much so);

(ii) “To what extent your decision to search for information about

others' behavior was driven by a desire to:” (1 = avoid feeling bad

about yourself to 10 = avoid being negatively judged by others; par-

ticipants could report their reason on the 1 to 10 scale, but the scale

itself was not labeled by the numbers 1–10).

11.2 | Results

First, I focus on the information search pattern and dishonest behav-

ior among participants in “choose to search information” conditions

(n = 849). Then, I move to examine dishonesty among participants in

the two “forced information” conditions (n = 261), comparing them

to one another. Lastly, I compare dishonest behavior among partici-

pants in the “choose to search information” and “forced information”
conditions.

11.2.1 | Information search

Taking all participants in the “choose to search information” condi-

tions into account (n = 849), on average, participants searched for

0.72 behaviors (SD = 1.42, range: 0–5). Focusing on participants who

searched for at least one behavior (n = 250; 29.44% of the sample),

on average, participants searched for 2.44 behaviors (SD = 1.63,

range: 1–5).9

The following analyses focus on the participants who searched

for information and assesses whether the information participants

saw (honest vs. dishonest behavior) affected their subsequent deci-

sion to search for additional information. Among the 250 participants

who searched for the first behavior, those in the early dishonesty con-

dition (n = 133) saw a dishonest behavior, but those in the late dis-

honesty condition (n = 117) saw an honest behavior. Consistent with

Experiments 1–3 and H1b, there was no difference between the pro-

portion of participants who searched for a second behavior after see-

ing dishonest behavior (i.e., in the early dishonesty condition; 55.64%)

and honest behavior (i.e., in the late dishonesty condition; 56.41%),

χ2(1) = .015, p = .902, φ = .007; see Figure 6. Bayesian analysis com-

paring a model with no predictors to a model that includes informa-

tion order as a predictor for searching a second behavior revealed a

BF10 = 0.15, supporting the model with no predictors. The data were

6.35 times more likely to occur when information order did not pre-

dict the decision to search for a second behavior, compared to when

it did.

Similarly, among the 140 participants who searched for the

second behavior, those in the early dishonesty condition (n = 74)

saw two dishonest behaviors in a row, but those in the late dis-

honesty condition (n = 66) saw two honest behaviors in a row.

There was no difference between the proportion of participants

who searched for a third behavior after seeing two dishonest

behaviors (i.e., in the early dishonesty condition; 62.16%) and two

honest behaviors (i.e., in the late dishonesty condition; 66.66%),

χ2(1) = .308, p = .578, φ = .046. Bayesian analysis comparing a

model with no predictors to a model that includes information

order as a predictor for searching a third behavior revealed a

9The proportion of participants who searched for information did not differ between the

early (30.64%) and late dishonesty conditions (28.19%), χ2(1) = 0.61, p = .433, φ = .026.

F IGURE 6 The fraction of participants as a function of
information order (early dishonesty vs. late dishonesty), and the
number of behaviors participants searched for (among the
participants in the “choose to search information” conditions,
n = 849) in Experiment 4 [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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BF10 = .23, supporting the model with no predictors. The data

were 4.29 times more likely to occur when information order did

not predict the decision to search for a third behavior, compared

to when it did.

Consistent with Experiments 1–3, focusing on participants who

searched for information (n = 250), there was no difference between

the number of behaviors participants searched for in the early dishon-

esty (M = 2.41, SD = 1.62, n = 133) and late dishonesty (M = 2.47,

SD = 1.64, n = 117) conditions, F(1, 248) = .074, p = .785, η2 = .001.

The results were the same comparing the distributions of the condi-

tions (see SOM).

11.2.2 | Reasons for information search

Learn about social norm

Participants who searched for information (n = 250) indicated on a

scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much so) the extent to which they

searched for information to learn about the social norm. Participants'

self-report indicated that they had quite high motivation to learn

about the social norm (M = 5.04, SD = 1.73, Mdn = 5, range: 1–7).

Avoid feeling bad about self versus being negatively judged by others

Participants who searched for information (n = 250) indicated on a

scale from 1 (avoid feeling bad about yourself) to 10 (avoid being neg-

atively judged by others) the relative strength of these two motiva-

tions when they searched for information. Most participants (n = 72;

28.80%) reported the value 5, indicating that both motivations had a

similar weight during their information search process. The average,

4.86 (SD = 2.16, range: 1–10), did not significantly differ from

5 (p = .322), further demonstrating that both the motivation to avoid

feeling bad about oneself and the motivation to avoid being nega-

tively judged by others had equal weight in the decision to search for

information.

11.2.3 | Association between acquired information
and dishonesty

On average, participants in the “choose to search information” condi-
tions earned 192.13 cents (SD = 43.00, range: 90–300) in the die roll-

ing task, which was significantly higher than the 175 cents expected

from honest participants, t(848) = 11.60, p < .001; mean

difference = 17.13, 95%CI = [14.23, 20.02].

In line with Experiments 1–3, regression analysis revealed that

participants who searched for information in the early dishonesty con-

dition exhibited the highest level of lying. Compared to the partici-

pants who did not search for information (M = 190.35, SD = 42.41,

n = 599), those who searched for information in the early dishonesty

condition earned more in the die rolling task (M = 200.00,

SD = 47.35, n = 133), b = 9.64, p = .019, 95%CI = [1.57, 17.72].

There was no difference between those who did not search for infor-

mation and those who searched for information in the late dishonesty

condition (M = 192.30, SD = 40.05, n = 117), b = 1.95, p = .652,

95%CI = [�6.55, 10.47]; see Figure 7.

11.2.4 | Perceived prevalence of dishonesty

On average, participants in the “choose to search information” con-

ditions evaluated that 47.44% of the samples (SD = 27.61, range:

0–100) were dishonest. The higher the prevalence of dishonesty

participants evaluated, the more they earned in the die rolling task,

r(847) = .227, p < .001. In line with Experiments 1–3, participants

who searched for information in the early dishonesty condition

evaluated the highest prevalence of dishonesty. Compared to partic-

ipants who did not search for information (M = 46.71%, SD = 27.43,

n = 599), those who searched for information in the early

dishonesty condition evaluated that dishonesty was more

prevalent (M = 60.00, SD = 27.36, n = 133), b = 13.28, p < .001,

F IGURE 7 The amount earned in the die
rolling task among participants who (i) could
search for information but chose not to
(ii) searched for information in the early
dishonesty and (iii) late dishonesty condition
(in blue), and (iv) were forced to obtain
information in the early dishonesty and (v) late
dishonesty condition (in gray) in Experiment
4. The Y axis starts from 175 cents – the amount
earned assuming honesty. *p < .05, **p < .01,
***p ≤ .001 [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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95%CI = [8.22, 18.34]. Compared to participants who did not

search for information, those who searched for information in

the late dishonesty condition evaluated dishonesty as less

common (M = 36.88, SD = 23.37, n = 117), b = �9.82, p < .001,

95%CI = [�15.16, �4.48].

11.2.5 | Dishonesty in “forced information”
conditions

On average, participants in the “forced information” conditions

(n = 261) earned 194.63 cents (SD = 46.52, range: 90–300) in the

die rolling task, which was significantly higher than the 175 cents

expected from honest participants, t(260) = 6.81, p < .001; mean

difference = 19.63, 95%CI = [13.96, 25.30]. Further, there was

no difference between the earnings among participants who were

forced to see information in the early dishonesty (M = 194.37,

SD = 44.42, n = 137) and late dishonesty conditions (M = 194.91,

SD = 48.93, n = 124), b = .539, p = .926, 95%CI = [�10.83, 11.91];10

see Figure 7.

11.2.6 | Dishonesty in searched versus forced
information conditions

Finally, regression analysis comparing earnings in the die rolling task

among participants who (i) could, but chose not to search for informa-

tion, (ii) searched for information in the early dishonesty, and (iii) late

dishonesty condition, (iv) were forced to obtain information in the

early dishonesty and (v) late dishonesty condition, revealed that the

combination of the decision to search for information together with

information order shaped dishonesty. Specifically, compared to

(i) participants who did not search for information, (ii) those who

searched for information in the early dishonesty condition earned

more in the die rolling task, b = 9.64, p = .021, 95%CI = [1.40,

17.88]. All other groups earned amounts that did not differ from par-

ticipants who did not search for information, ps > .290 (see SOM for

detailed comparisons).

Sensitivity analyses for experiments 1–4

Sensitivity analyses were conducted to make sure the experiments

had sufficient power to detect an effect of information order (early

dishonesty vs. late dishonesty) on the information search patterns.

Sensitivity analyses for Chi-square with 80% power and significance

level of .05 revealed that if all participants would search for informa-

tion, the sample sizes (Exp 1: n = 183, Exp 2: n = 213, Exp 3:

nwho could search information = 1146, Exp 4: nwho could search information = 849)

would have been sufficient to detect small to medium effect sizes

(w = .207, .192, .082, .096 for Experiments 1–4, respectively). For the

sample sizes that actually searched for information (Exp 1: n = 120,

Exp 2: n = 47, Exp 3: n = 192, Exp 4: n = 250), there was power to

detect medium to large effect sizes (w = .255, .408, .202, .177, for

Experiments 1–4, respectively).

12 | DISCUSSION

The results of Experiment 4 replicated the information search pattern

obtained in Experiments 1–3, suggesting that participants search for

information to learn about the general social norm. Participants' self-

reports corroborate this finding, revealing that when searching for

information, the motivation to learn about the social norm was rather

high. Further, the decision to search for information was equally

driven by a desire to avoid feeling bad about oneself and avoid being

negatively judged by others. Thus, it seems that participants search

for information to learn about the social norm both because they

internalized the norm and because they wish to avoid being sanc-

tioned by others.

Examining dishonest behavior, participants who searched for

information in the early dishonesty condition lied the most. The order

of information alone did not affect participants' dishonesty. When par-

ticipants were forced to obtain information, they observed two dis-

honest and three honest behaviors, and the order in which this

information was presented did not affect their lies. It is the combina-

tion of the decision to search for information, together with being

assigned to the “dishonesty early” condition that resulted in partici-

pants observing more (and a higher proportion of) dishonest others

(see SOM), and in turn lie more themselves. Also in Experiment 4, the

correlation between the number of liars participants saw and their

own earnings was positive (yet did not reach significance, r = .053,

p = .118), so was the correlation between the number of liars partici-

pants saw and their perception of the prevalence of dishonesty

(r = .120, p < .001). Similarly, the correlations between the proportion

of liars participants saw and (i) their own earnings (r = .162, p = .010),

and (ii) perception of the prevalence of dishonesty (r = .491, p < .001)

were positive.11 Mini-meta analyses aggregating correlations across

Experiments 1–4 revealed overall positive, significant correlations (r N

observed liars and own dishonesty = .166, p = .009, 95%CI [.04, .29]; r N observed

liars and prevalence of dishonesty = .204, p = .002, 95%CI [.07, .33]; r Proportion

of observed liars and own dishonesty = .265, p = .001, 95%CI [.10, .42];

r proportion of observed liars and prevalence of dishonesty = .561, p < .001, 95%CI

[.43, .68]; random effect models).

13 | GENERAL DISCUSSION

While prior work examined how information about others' behavior

shapes dishonesty, this work is the first to examine what kind of

10There was no difference between the perceived prevalence of dishonesty among

participants who were forced to see information in the early dishonesty (M = 44.21%,

SD = 19.80, n = 137) and late dishonesty conditions (M = 44.49, SD = 22.20, n = 124),

b = .280, p = .914.

11The correlations with the number of liars observed are calculated on all the conditions in

which participants had the opportunity to search for information (n = 847). The correlations

with the proportion of liars observed are calculated only for participants who searched for

information (n = 250).
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information about others' behavior people search for. Across four

financially incentivized experiments, a robust pattern of results

emerged: when participants search for information, their decision to

keep searching for additional information is not influenced by the type

of information (honesty or dishonesty) they had already observed.

The pattern of results is in line with the idea that in ethically ambigu-

ous settings, people are interested to learn about the social norm

(Berlyne, 1954; Loewenstein, 1994) and search for information out of

curiosity (Barkan et al., 2016; Shani et al., 2008; Shani &

Zeelenberg, 2007) to learn about the norm. In the particular setting of

this research, information about norms seems to be more important

than considerations of justification of potential future transgressions.

Directly asking participants about their reasons to search for informa-

tion demonstrated that the motivation to learn about the social norm

is rather high.

Across all four experiments, participants who searched for infor-

mation in the early dishonesty condition exhibited the highest levels

of dishonesty. It is the combination of the decision to search for infor-

mation and information order that drove this effect. Because the

amount of information search was similar across both information

order conditions, when participants searched for information in the

early dishonesty condition they saw more (and a higher proportion of)

dishonest others. In turn, they were more dishonest themselves and

perceived dishonesty as more common. The results of Experiment

4 support this interpretation, as when participants were forced to

obtain information, the information order alone did not affect dishon-

esty. All in all, the decision to search for information in and by itself is

not associated with higher levels of dishonesty. It is the type of infor-

mation participants acquired while searching for information that

shaped their behavior. The same decision to search for information

leads to different level of dishonesty, depending upon the random

information participants obtain (others' dishonest or honest behavior).

Experiment 3 examined a boundary condition for information

search and subsequent dishonesty – the cost of information. While

information search pattern – searching to learn about the social norm

– was robust to different information costs, the likelihood to search

for information, and the amount of information participants searched

for, was affected by its cost. When information was costly, partici-

pants searched for less information, which subsequently reduced their

dishonesty.

The results of Experiment 3 provide two main insights. First,

the preference to not search for information is unrelated to levels

of dishonesty. Participants who could not search for information

and those who chose not to search for information lie to similar

extents. This suggests that those who avoid information about

others do so because they wish to make an independent decision,

not because they are inherently more (or less) honest than the gen-

eral population.

Second, making information costly can reduce dishonesty. Partici-

pants who searched for free information and were assigned to the

early dishonesty condition earned the highest amount from the die

rolling task. Costly information discouraged information search, in turn

limiting participants' exposure to others' dishonesty, and subsequently

their own lies. Free information, coupled with dishonesty appearing

early in the information search process, poses the highest risk for hon-

esty. This finding challenges the famous quote: “sunlight is the best

disinfectant; electric light the most efficient policeman” (Louis

Brandeis, a United States Supreme Court Justice, 1914). Prior work

has asserted that greater access to information and greater transpar-

ency are promising tools for curbing unethical behavior (Brunetti &

Weder, 2003; Halter et al., 2009; Starke et al., 2016). In contrast, the

results obtained here show that when it comes to information about

others' dishonest behavior, providing access to free information can

promote, rather than deter, dishonesty. Thus, when descriptive norms

involve unethical behavior, managers and policy makers may be able

to curb unethical behavior by curtailing access to information about

others' behavior.

14 | LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE
DIRECTIONS

Here, participants searched for information to learn about the gen-

eral norm, not to justify their future lies. Another way in which par-

ticipants might search information to justify future lies is by

searching information that showcases that “everyone lies”. The

results obtained in Experiments 1–4, however, suggest that partici-

pants do not search information using such strategy. If participants

would search for information to discover that “everyone lies”
(or that majority of people lie), we should expect participants to

search for all (or most) of the information available to them. How-

ever, in all experiments, participants searched for a rather limited

number of others' behaviors (between 1.60 and 3.89 on average).

This result is consistent with prior work showing that people often

search for limited amount of information (Cohen &

Teodorescu, 2021; Teodorescu & Erev, 2014), as well as make deci-

sions based on limited information (Fiedler, 2000; Fiedler &

Kareev, 2006; Kareev, 2000). While participants were interested to

learn about how others behaved in general, they were not interested

to learn about how everyone behaved.

The findings reveal an association between information search in

the early dishonesty condition and participants' own dishonesty. But

do participants first plan whether to lie or not and then search for

information? Or alternatively, do they first decide to search for infor-

mation and then based on the information they obtain decide whether

or not to lie? While in some settings people plan their dishonesty

(Chowdhury et al., 2021; Cohn et al., 2022), in the current setting it

seems like participants first decide whether to search for information

and then whether or not to lie. If participants first decide whether to

lie, and then search for information, we should expect similar levels of

dishonesty among those who searched for information in the early

and late dishonesty conditions (due to random assignment to informa-

tion order conditions). However, if participants first decide to search

for information and then whether to lie based on the information they

obtained, we should expect exposure to different information during

the information search process to affect dishonesty. Indeed, across all

LEIB 17 of 20

 10990771, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/bdm

.2296 by C
ochrane N

etherlands, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [21/12/2022]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



four experiments, it is those who search for information in the early

dishonesty condition (and thus observe more dishonest others) that

lie more. Future work can explore a more direct causal link between

information search and dishonesty by disentangling the decision to

search for information and actually obtaining it. For instance, compar-

ing the levels of dishonesty among those who decide to search for

information but do not receive it and those who decide to search for

information and do receive it, is a first promising step to achieve

this goal.

In Experiments 1–2, participants were asked to report die roll

outcomes that appeared on the computer screen (see Kocher et al.,

2018; Gross et al., 2018 for a similar approach). Although partici-

pants were not explicitly told that their (dis)honest behavior can be

monitored, they might have inferred that from the experimental set-

ting. In Experiments 3–4, however, participants were asked to find a

playing die at home or google “roll a die”, making the die rolling

task private. While monitored versus private settings may affect

people's behavior, the results reported here were robust to this vari-

ation. Both when the die rolling task was monitored (Experiments

1–2) and when it was private (Experiments 3–4), participants

searched information to learn about the social norm. Further, in

both private and monitored settings, (i) participants lied to increase

their pay, but not to the full extent (in line with previous work, see

Abeler et al., 2019; Gerlach et al., 2019; Mazar et al., 2008), and

(ii) those who searched for information in the early dishonesty con-

dition exhibited the highest level of dishonesty themselves. An

interesting avenue for future work is to examine how observability,

reputational concerns, and risk of detection shape information

search and subsequent dishonesty. Such work could explore how

people balance the tension between their desire to learn about

others' behavior, their reputation concerns, and their desire to avoid

future detection. Quite possibly, some people do not search for

information about others' dishonesty, not because they are not curi-

ous, but because they are concerned about the downstream conse-

quences for their reputation.

15 | CONCLUSIONS

Knowing that others lied pushes people to lie as well. But what type

of information about others' behavior do people search for in ethi-

cally tempting situations? Across four experiments, results show that

when people search for information, they do so in order to learn

about the social norm. When the decision to search for information

results in observing more dishonest others, people become more dis-

honest themselves. While costly information does not affect infor-

mation search strategy, it does reduce information search altogether.

The lower willingness to search for costly (compared to free) infor-

mation results in less exposure to dishonest others, subsequently

reducing dishonest behavior. Taken together, in contexts in which

people are likely to see others' dishonest behavior, making informa-

tion costly to obtain may curb dishonesty and foster ethical

behavior.
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