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This paper introduces frame-specific randomization devices to vary the situational

context of an online lying experiment. Participants are asked to report outcomes of

random draws from two different sources of uncertainty—decimals of the value of a

stock index or a neutrally framed random number generator. The findings show that the

frame-specific randomization device is not prone to the social norm effects documented

in the literature. Because different environments can evoke different norms, I replicate the

experiment in themore constrained setting of a traditional physical laboratory revealing no

systematic differences in behavior. Furthermore, I am not able to show that participants

who take longer to report are more honest and this is specific to the physical laboratory

environment. Finally, the findings reveal gender differences in honesty depending on

the environment—males are more honest when they participate in the laboratory as

opposed to online.

Keywords: lying, honesty, moral behavior, framing, context-dependence

1. INTRODUCTION

This research mainly centers around two different research questions addressed in two
experimental studies. In the first study, I estimate whether financial market saliency triggers
dishonest behavior in an online experiment. More specifically, the experimental design allows to
test whether participants are more honest when they are introduced to a financial market context
as opposed to a neutral context. I use frame-specific randomization devices to vary the situational
context of the game (i.e., stock market or neutral context). Although most of standard economic
theory implicitly assumes that people act as if preferences are stable, there is abundant evidence
(Tversky and Kahneman, 1981; Dufwenberg et al., 2011) showing that subtle differences in the way
a situation is framed can cause changes in preferences1. To develop a deeper understanding of the
causes of potential differences in behavior when the source of uncertainty is a stock market index,
I elicit individual beliefs about dishonest behavior of others. In the second study, I aim to find out
whether the environment (i.e., physical laboratory or online) has an effect on dishonest behavior. In
both studies, the dependent variable is the reported draw defined on the interval between 0 and 9. I
additionally capture the variation in behavior that is induced not only by the previously mentioned
independent variables (i.e., financial market setting/environment), but also decision times.

Previous research suggests that different environments evoke different norms of behavior. The
stock market environment may be linked to contexts in which competitive or exploitative norms
prevail (Liberman et al., 2004; Cohn et al., 2014). This means that the stock market context may
trigger a stronger desire to be greedy. Participants in the stock market context could thus feel as it
is easier to justify dishonest behavior to increase payoffs if he/she believes the norm in that specific

1Capraro and Perc (2021) provide an exhaustive review of moral and norm framing effects.
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environment is to make as much money as possible. In contrast,
the neutral setting should not evoke any strong connotations
(Cohn et al., 2014). I replicate the experiment in the more
constrained setting of the traditional physical laboratory. It is
possible that participants feel more socially distant from others in
an online environment2. This might reduce participants’ need to
adhere to social norms of behavior. Another source of variation
in dishonest behavior (though endogenous) is the time it takes
to make a decision. I thus explore differences in decision times
depending on the environment (i.e., laboratory or online). A
recent meta-analysis finds that honesty is deliberative (Köbis
et al., 2019). I thus expect decision times and dishonesty to be
negatively correlated.

The results from the online experiment show no significant
differences in dishonest behavior between the two enviroments—
stock market and neutral. This indicates that this specific source
of uncertainty is not prone to the social norm effects documented
in the literature. The findings confirm previous studies that do
not find significant differences in a student sample between a
financial and a neutral context (Cappelen et al., 2013; Huber and
Huber, 2020). More specifically, the frame-specific device does
not shift participants’ beliefs about the prevailing honesty norm.
Furthermore, there are no significant differences in dishonest
behavior conditional on the environment (i.e., physical lab or
online). Looking at decision times, I find that participants who
take longer to report are more honest. However, this is only
true for subjects in the physical laboratory—a possible sign of
self-reflection of self-image violating behavior. Finally, the results
suggest gender differences in honest behavior depending on the
environment. Even the slightest cues of being observed seem to
affect male but not female reporting behavior.

Related Literature. The study first and foremost relates to the
literature on framing effects in social preference games. Framing
generally refers to the observation that a decision problem
can be presented in different ways, for example, in positive or
negative connotations or “frames”3. Of particular importance are
studies contrasting conditions in which the description of the
relevant task evokes norms related to competitive vs. cooperative
norms. Earlier work reveals that people cooperate more in a
prisoner’s dilemma when it is called the Community Game
than when it is called the Wall Street Game (Kay and Ross,
2003; Liberman et al., 2004; Ellingsen et al., 2012). However,
social framing effects in the prisoner’s dilemma vanish when
the game is played sequentially. This suggests that social cues
primarily work by changing participants’ beliefs about other
people in the interaction rather than participants’ preferences
(Fehr and Schmidt, 2006; Ellingsen et al., 2012). Dreber et al.
(2013) investigate whether social framing effects are also present
in dictator games. They find that dictators are not sensitive to
different frames. Contrary to this, Chang et al. (2019) do find an

2Earlier studies indicate that a lower degree of social distance between parties

increases prosocial behavior (Hoffman et al., 1996; Bohnet and Frey, 1999;

Charness et al., 2007; Charness and Gneezy, 2008).
3The framing effect concept was coined by Tversky and Kahneman (1981). This

study focuses on framing effects related to the labeling of the situational context of

the experiment.

effect in a politically framed dictator game. They vary whether
participants are shown neutrally framed or tax-framed dictator
games. The aim is to render a U.S. political identity salient (i.e.,
Democrat or Republican) and to evoke the associated norm for
that identity. They show that framing causes participants to apply
different norms to the situation which affects their behavior.
Andreoni (1995) finds significant differences in contributions
when a public goods game is framed as giving to a public good
as opposed to taking from a public good. In Krupka and Weber
(2013), when the dictator game is framed as taking from another’s
endowment (i.e., a bully game) as opposed to giving away a
portion of one’s own endowment (i.e., a standard dictator game),
bullies claimed less than did dictators. Thus, these findings
indicate that changes in norms induce changes in behavior
in otherwise identical economic games. Similarly, Capraro and
Vanzo (2019) show that the words used to describe the available
actions can affect people’s decisions in extreme dictator games.
However, in their study, the take frame does not give rise to a rate
of pro-sociality significantly higher than the give frame.

Regarding the effect of financial market saliency on dishonest
behavior, the evidence is mixed. Research from priming studies
finds that simply priming subjects with the concept of money
evokes more selfish behavior (Vohs et al., 2008; Vohs, 2015). In
a subsequent study, Cohn et al. (2014) find that when financial
professionals are reminded of their professional identity, they
become more dishonest than their colleagues who are asked
to think about leisure activities. The authors argue that “the
prevailing business culture in the banking industry weakens and
undermines the honesty norm.” However, more recent studies
challenge these findings. For example, Rahwan et al. (2019)
failed to replicate the results of more dishonest behavior among
bankers across several populations. Rahwan et al. (2019) argue
that differences in honesty could be attributed to heterogeneity
in national banking norms, especially heterogeneity in the
general population’s relative expectation of bankers.4. Other
studies point out that using a neutral prime for the control
group (instead of leisure activities) might change results (Stöckl,
2015; Vranka and Houdek, 2015). Framing their experiment
in a financial context, Huber and Huber (2020) show that
financial professionals act more honestly in a financial context as
opposed to a neutral context. However, this difference in behavior
cannot be confirmed within a sample of students. The authors
identify reputational concerns as one of the drivers of financial
professionals’ behavior. Similarly, Cappelen et al. (2013) find that
students do not lie significantly less when they are in a market
context. The above-mentioned studies vary the name attached to
a game, while I vary the situational context of the game using a
frame-specific device.

My work is furthermore related to the literature focusing on
the psychological costs of dishonesty. The recent experimental
literature has shown that individuals are often willing to forego

4In the jurisdiction of the original study (Cohn et al., 2014), the banking industry

has a very bad reputation at the time of the experiment. They are perceived to

be less honest than doctors, to be less honest than the general population and

to behave about as dishonestly as prison inmates. This does not apply to other

jurisdictions in Rahwan et al. (2019).
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financial benefits to behave honestly (Gneezy, 2005; Mazar et al.,
2008; Erat and Gneezy, 2012; Cappelen et al., 2013; Fischbacher
and Föllmi-Heusi, 2013; Abeler et al., 2014; Gneezy et al., 2018).
The literature on intrinsic costs of lying suggests that people
have internal standards for honesty which influence their self-
concept (see Mazar et al., 2008). These internal standards are
shaped by the norms and values of a society (Henrich et al., 2001).
People thus do not only consider the expected monetary gains
from lying, the probability of being caught, and the potential
punishment but also how the act of lying might make them
perceive themselves. This means that people do lie when it
pays, but only to the extent that their perception of themselves
as an honest person is not violated. Analyzing dishonesty in
low stake scenarios, Barron (2019) shows that a substantial
fraction of subjects lie downwards (i.e., giving up money to signal
honesty). These subjects care about appearing good in more
lucrative interactions5.

Fraud and unethical behavior are recurring issues in markets,
which are costly for all market participants. Dishonesty poses a
severe negative externality tomarkets, which can ultimately cause
market failure. If everyone behaves honestly, eveyone benefits
because high costs arise in doing business otherwise. An example
of everyday deception is insurance fraud. The FBI estimates the
total cost of insurance fraud in the U.S. (non-health insurance) to
be more than USD 40 billion per year, which increases premiums
for the average U.S. family between USD 400 and USD 700
annually (FBI, 2020). Similar acts of dishonesty can be observed
in tax reporting. A recent Internal Revenue Service (IRS) study
estimates the tax gap (i.e., the difference between what the IRS
estimates taxpayers should pay and what they actually pay) at
USD 441 billion per year for the 2011–2013 timeframe (Internal
Revenue Service, 2019).

2. METHODS-EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

I present a novel experimental design to measure dishonest
behavior in an online setting. The experimental task is a one-
shot individual decision-making situation. I rely on a between-
subjects design in which the treatments are distinguished by how
the particular decision situation is framed (i.e., random number,
financial market).

The experiment follows the fundamental idea of other
experimental setups to infer dishonest behavior (e.g., Fischbacher
and Föllmi-Heusi, 2013) by asking participants to report a
randomly generated number6. I collect reports of unobserved
payout-determining random draws from two novel non-physical
and verifiably random sources of uncertainty. I let participants
report the outcomes of random draws from either decimals of a
stock index price (TFM) or a random number generator (TRN). As

5Pfister et al. (2019) find that dishonest behavior does not only entail

aforementioned intrinsic costs but that they also come with cognitive costs that

emerge right before and while a person deliberately violates a rule.
6Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi (2013) had participants roll a die in private and

report their roll. Participants were paid CHF 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 for the corresponding

outcome and CHF 0 for an outcome of 6.

mentioned earlier, participants took part in the study not in the
laboratory but at home in the main part of this study.

2.1. Treatment Variations
I implement two treatments in a between-subjects design. Under
both conditions, participants report outcomes using an online
form. In treatment 1, the payoff is determined by the second
decimal place of either the Swiss Market Index (SMI) or the
DAX Performance Index (DAX) at a particular point in time;
the reported value equals the payoff in CHF. Participants in the
experiment are asked to lookup the value of their respective index
of choice on a Google Widget, showing either the SMI or the
DAX (see Figure 1 for an example of the SMI). In treatment
2, I measure dishonest behavior using a neutrally framed
randomization device. The payoff is determined by looking up a
random number (between zero and nine) on a Google Widget—
the reported value equals the payoff in CHF. Because the payoff
participants receive for participation depends on the reported
value, there is a clear incentive to report higher numbers. I
emphasize that I do not know about participants’ choice of
index/random number, lending credibility to the unobservability
of the source of uncertainty, for which it is important to avoid
reputation and strategic concerns.7 As opposed to previous
studies (e.g., Cohn et al., 2014), a subject’s payoff is not
dependent on others’ choices8. By the design, I cannot detect
dishonesty at the individual level, but, because I know the
actual distribution of values9 I can infer dishonesty for different
subpopulations. The full set of experimental instructions can be
found in the Appendix10.

The non-strategic nature of the experiment makes it rather
easy to establish different environments in which I can hold
constant important features of the decision task, while varying
context in a way that can influence norms.

Subsequent to the main experiment, I examine the role
of dispositional greed in explaining potential differences in
dishonest behavior between the two groups. I focus on the
Dispositional Greed Scale DGS (Seuntjens et al., 2015) tomeasure
individual differences in people’s propensity to be greedy. All
items (e.g., “As soon as I have acquired something, I start to think
about the next thing I want.”) were rated using a five-point Likert-
scale, ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). It

7To test whether fear of detection plays a role, I elicit subjects’ risk attitudes to test

whether there is a relationship between risk aversion and dishonest behavior. If the

fear of detection is a relevant issue in the design, I expect that more risk averse

subjects are less dishonest. I find that subjects’ risk aversion does not significantly

decrease reported values (p = 0.519). It can thus be concluded that punishment

concerns do not play a role in the experimental design.
8As pointed out by Stöckl (2015), due to the competitive aspect of the experiment

in Cohn et al. (2014), subjects actually play a strategic game.
9The distribution of second decimals in the range of [0,9] of the DAX and SMI

stock index is not only known approximately but exactly, as we look up the

data in 5-min intervals at a later point in time in the respective Google Widgets.

It is important to emphasize that we are not able to observe the same data

as participants during the time of the experiment. I show in Figure A1 of the

Appendix that the values are indeed equally distributed.
10On a cautionary note, I should mention that while the two different randomizer

layouts reduce participants’ beliefs of experimenter-induced influence of outcomes,

it should not be ignored that such differences in the specific layouts may give rise

to systematic variation between conditions.
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FIGURE 1 | Google widget for SMI/random number.

has been shown that greedy people take more and contribute less
in economic games (Seuntjens et al., 2015) and are more willing
to accept bribes and engage in unethical behavior (Seuntjens
et al., 2019). If financial markets are linked to norms that
encourage greedy behavior, I expect that experimental measures
of honesty will differ in these two treatments. I additionally elicit
subject’s risk attitudes using the survey questions developed by
Dohmen et al. (2011).

2.2. Procedures
I recruited participants from the participant pool of the
behavioral lab at the University of St.Gallen. This allows us
to attentively control the pool of participants, which mitigates
experimenter control problems. Additionally, the design is
conceptually rather simple, which should reduce concerns about
participants’ mental performance being worse in the online
setting compared to a laboratory setting11. Because the design
requires that I conduct sessions during the trading hours of the
SMI and DAX stock indices, participants were asked to select a
time slot before taking part in the study. The link to the study was
sent out in a separate e-mail shortly before the session started.
Due to the nature of the experiments, some participants could
access the experiment from their home, while others could do
so in a noisy environment. I thus asked participants to make
sure that they are in a quiet place without any distractions when
starting the experiment.

In the experiment, I informed participants that the data
is anonymized and treated confidentially. The context of the
experiment was framed as a survey on health-related and and
risk-related questions, for which participants are being paid.
Participants first received instructions of the experiment via the
experimental software oTree (Chen et al., 2016). The experiment
then proceeds to the game, and participants were assigned to

11Anderhub et al. (2001) show that subjects are less attentive in an online

experiment compared to a class experiment. In contrast, Bosch-Domenech et al.

(2002) find that the results of a guessing game are similar in both settings.

TABLE 1 | Summary statistics by group.

Variable Levels n Min x̄ Max

Age (in years) TRN 67 18 24.37 51

TFM 68 19 23.57 30

p = 0.67 all 135 18 23.97 51

Gender TRN 67 0 0.48 1

TFM 68 0 0.50 1

p = 0.80 all 135 0 0.49 1

Income TRN 67 0 0.43 1

TFM 68 0 0.59 1

p = 0.07 all 135 0 0.51 1

Income source TRN 67 0 0.55 1

TFM 68 0 0.56 1

p = 0.94 all 135 0 0.56 1

Risk aversion TRN 67 2 6.04 10

TFM 68 1 5.82 10

p = 0.37 all 135 1 5.93 10

one of the conditions, assuring equal distribution of treatments
within one experimental session.

Participants were compensated with a fixed participation
fee of CHF 6 plus an additional payoff that varied with
each participant and was conditional on a random draw
(i.e., ranging between CHF 0 and CHF 9). Payments were
sent to the participants’ bank accounts the evening of the
day of participation. To strengthen the credibility of the
payment procedure, I asked subjects to enter their bank account
information that is (or will be) associated with their PayPal
account in the description of the study as well as in the
experimental instructions. I asked participants for their bank
information on a separate website connected to a separate
database that I cannot link with the experimental data. This also
reduces the possibility that some subjects will participate more
than once. The average duration of an experimental session was
about 9 min.
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FIGURE 2 | Reports of random draws. The figures show reported random draws conditional on treatment assignment.

TABLE 2 | Results of OLS and probit regressions.

Value reported High report

(1) (2)

TFM −0.094 −0.089

(0.452) (0.085)

Gender −0.930∗∗ −0.124

(0.451) (0.084)

Constant 5.064∗∗∗

(1.570)

Controls Yes Yes

Observations 135 135

R2 0.046

Adjusted R2 0.016

The table shows (1) OLS estimates of the treatment effects on the reported random

draw defined on the interval between 0 and 9 and (2) probit estimates of the treatment

effects of reporting very high values (i.e., > 6). The reference category is TRN . Additional

independent variables include age in years, dummies for being female, different study

major. *** Significant at the 1 percent level. ** Significant at the 5 percent level. * Significant

at the 10 percent level.

3. RESULTS

3.1. Summary Statistics
The participants in the study were 135 students at the University
of St. Gallen and the Fachhochschule St. Gallen. In terms
of gender, the sample is quite balanced. The sample includes
69 (0.51) men and 66 (0.49) women with an average age
of 23.97 years, ranging from 19 to 51. Table 1 provides
summary statistics12.

12For ease of interpretation, I recoded the categorial variables into binary variables

(i.e., dummy coding). Gender is a dummy variable that takes on the value 1 when

the participant is female. Income is a dummy variable that takes on the value of

1 if the participant has between CHF 500 to 1,499 at his/her disposal per month.

Income source is a dummy taking on the value of 1 if their main source of income

is their family.

Regarding the categorial variables, about 51 percent of
respondents reported to have between CHF 500 and CHF 1,499
at their disposal per month. When asked about their sources of
income, more than 50 percent of respondents indicated their
family, 30 percent referenced their job, and 10 percent reported a
scholarship as their main source of income. Sixty-seven percent
of participants ranked their health status as excellent or very
good. Table A1 in the Appendix provides further details on the
subjects’ demographics across different samples.

3.2. Main Results
Figure 2 shows the distribution of reported outcomes conditional
on treatment assignment, and Table 2 shows estimates of
treatment effects on reported outcomes (OLS) and reporting
very high outcomes (Probit). In general, numbers above (below)
six are significantly more (less) frequently reported than their
expected true share of 10 percent (p <0.001). This suggests that
some participants reported higher numbers than the one they
had actually seen. I can thus confirm the findings on dishonest
behavior from previous studies (Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi,
2013). Contrary to the expectations, participants in treatment
TFM do not cheat more frequently than participants in treatment
TRN (Kolmogorov-Smirnov test: p = 0.896). I further observe
that controlling for additional individual characteristics does not
have an effect on the significance of the differences between the
two treatments. This confirms previous studies, which find no
significant differences in student samples between a financial and
a neutral context (Huber and Huber, 2020). Similarly, Cappelen
et al. (2013) do not find a significant effect when priming students
to think about markets.13. I consider additional heterogeneous
treatment effects. As previous research shows (Capraro, 2018;
Gerlach et al., 2019), I find that women are more honest on
average (p = 0.041).

13In the base treatment, participants are asked to write about the city of Bergen,

Norway. In the market treatment, they are asked to write about when they had

benefited from buying or selling a good or service.
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FIGURE 3 | Beliefs about reported payoffs in reference experiment. The figures show the beliefs about reported payoffs in a reference experiment in terms of the

share of participants that reported a payoff.

I further examine the role of dispositional greed in explaining
potential differences in dishonest behavior between the two
groups. It is possible that the financial market setting evokes
greedy behavior. Earlier research shows that greed is associated
with fraudulent behavior (Seuntjens et al., 2019). However,
I cannot find a significant impact of dispositional greed on
dishonest behavior (p = 0.841).

3.3. Elicitation of Descriptive Norms
A large body of research shows that dishonest behavior also
depends on the social norms implied by the dishonesty of others
or by beliefs about what constitutes honest behavior (Fischbacher
and Föllmi-Heusi, 2013; Cohn et al., 2014; Kocher et al., 2018).
To identify norms separately from behavior, I use the norm
elicitation method by Krupka and Weber (2013). In particular, I
aim to test whether different expectations exist toward dishonest
behavior when the source of uncertainty is a stock market index.
I thus aim to test whether different expectations exist toward
dishonest behavior when the source of uncertainty is a stock
market index. The focus in this research is on descriptive norms.

I conduct an additional experiment with a new set of subjects.
In the experiment, participants must guess other participants’
reporting behavior. More specifically, I prompt participants to
predict the behavior of other participants in a previously run
experiment (i.e., the “reference experiment”). On the first page of
the experiment, I explain the setting of the reference experiment.
Participants then guess what percentage of participants reported
a specific payoff. They were paid depending on the accuracy
of their predictions (Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi, 2013).
Participants could earn CHF 9 if they guess all shares correctly.
For every percentage point deviation from the correct share, I
reduce participants’ payoff by CHF 0.1. The minimum payoff
in the belief elicitation task is CHF 1. Participants received a
show-up fee of CHF 6 that was added to the earnings from the
experiment. I recruited participants from the participant pool of
the behavioral lab at the University of St.Gallen and excluded
all subjects with previous experience in similar experiments.

In total, 95 participants took part in this experiment (48 had
to guess the behavior in TFM and 47 in TRN). Figure 3 shows
participants’ beliefs about the behavior of others in terms of
honesty. The data shows that beliefs increase in the reported
number. Subjects report a belief that a fraction of more than
10 percent reported the highest number. Thus, they believe
that similar decision makers act dishonestly. I observe that
the distributions of beliefs correspond fairly closely to the
distributions of the actual reporting behavior. This shows that
participants act in accordance with the perceived norm. I do not
find a significant influence of the frame-specific device on beliefs.
A Kolmogorov-Smirnov test indicates that the two distributions
are not significantly different from each other (p = 0.880). More
specifically, the frame-specific device does not shift participants’
beliefs about the prevailing honesty norm.

3.4. Laboratory Evidence
I extend the study to the traditional laboratory (using the same
treatment conditions TRN and TFM) in order to understand
whether the environment (i.e., traditional lab experiment or
online experiment) has an effect on the decision to be
honest. To make online experiments comparable with laboratory
experiments, investigating potential differences in results is of
crucial importance. The environment of subjects in a laboratory
is quite different from the environment of subjects taking part
in the study using a Web browser at home.14. It is possible that
participants feel more socially distant from others in an online
environment. This might reduce participants’ need to adhere to
behavior norms. In a typical laboratory setting, participants can
see each other and possibly even talk to each other. I therefore
replicate the experiment in the more constrained setting of the
traditional physical laboratory.

14Previous studies that compare laboratory to Internet data mostly use a very

different subject pool in the online experiment. I, however, conduct an online

experiment with subjects comparable to the subjects in the laboratory, as I recruit

subjects from the same participant pool.
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FIGURE 4 | Reports of random draws. The figures show reported random draws conditional on treatment assignment.

I recruited participants from the participant pool of the
behavioral lab at the University of St.Gallen using the same
instructions (i.e., random number or financial market), the same
incentive-compatible design, and the same decision interface.
This ensures the credibility of comparability of the two groups.
During the experiment, each participant sat at a randomly
assigned, separated PC terminal. No form of communication
was allowed during the experiment. I conducted all sessions at
the behavioral lab in St. Gallen. I excluded all subjects with
previous experience in the honesty task. The participants in the
study were 135 students at the University of St. Gallen and the
Fachhochschule St. Gallen. The sample appears balanced across
treatment conditions (see Table A2 in the Appendix). This is
expected due to the randomized assignment to treatment. To
make payments in the lab as salient as in the online setting,
payments were sent to the participants’ bank accounts the
evening of the day of participation.

Figure 4 shows the distribution of reported outcomes
conditional on treatment assignment. As a means of comparison,
I show both results from the online and the laboratory
experiment. Supporting earlier results from the online setting,
I find that participants in the lab are not more dishonest
in treatment TFM . To put it differently, mean outcomes

do not significantly differ depending on the environment
(KS test p = 0.734).

In a next step, I explore differences in decision times
depending on the environment (i.e., laboratory or online). A
large body of literature suggests that deception is cognitively
more demanding than responding honestly, and, thus, honesty
is considered as behavioral default (Foerster et al., 2013). This
conclusion was supported by more recent studies which find
that time pressure promotes honesty (Capraro, 2017; Capraro
et al., 2019). Other research, however, reported the opposite
(Shalvi et al., 2012). More precisely, Shalvi et al. (2012) show that
lying is an initial, automatic tendency that is overcome only if
sufficient time to deliberate is available and if dishonest behavior
cannot be justified. This is supported by earlier findings in
neuropsychological research showing that the right dorsolateral
prefrontal cortex, a brain area involved in executive control, is
associated with overriding selfish impulses in economic decisions
(Knoch et al., 2006) and that this area, together with two
other brain areas associated with self-control, is activated when
individuals make an effort to forgo lying (Greene and Paxton,
2009).

To control for differences in decision times, I observe the
time difference (in seconds) between the instruction to look
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TABLE 3 | Results of OLS regressions.

Reporting time

Seconds 0.365

(0.457)

Lab 0.007

(0.013)

Seconds:Lab −0.034∗∗

(0.017)

Constant 5.863∗∗∗

(1.375)

Controls Yes

Observations 270

R2 0.028

Adjusted R2 0.010

The table shows OLS estimates of reporting time (i.e., time spent on the reporting page)

as well as its interaction with a dummy variable indicating whether subjects conducted the

study in the laboratory or at home on the reported random draw defined on the interval

between 0 and 9. *** Significant at the 1 percent level. ** Significant at the 5 percent level.

* Significant at the 10 percent level.

up the stock index value and the actual reporting of results
(this is not visible to participants). I find that the average
decision time in the laboratory is significantly higher than the
average decision time online (p = 0.042). This confirms previous
results (Anderhub et al., 2001; Hergueux and Jacquemet, 2015).
I include decision times in the regressions presented in Table 3,
both as an additional control variable and as an interaction
term with a dummy variable indicating whether the experiment
was conducted in the lab or online. This allows capturing the
variation in honest behavior that is induced by the environment
and decision times. The results confirm what (Shalvi et al., 2012)
had indicated—participants who take longer to report are more
honest. However, this is only true for laboratory subjects. As
depicted in Table 3, a 1-s increase in the time to report changes
the report by –0.034 (p = 0.042) for participants in the laboratory.
This could potentially be explained by the fact that the latter
group of participants take more time to think about others’
behavior (i.e., what is socially acceptable).

My conclusion that honesty is deliberative should, however,
be interpreted with caution. A recent replication study (Van der
Cruyssen et al., 2020) was not able to yield support for the original
study of Shalvi et al. (2012). Having said this, my results are
in line with a recent meta-analysis, indicating that, honesty is
deliberative, but only when no concrete other is harmed (Köbis
et al., 2019).

Finally, I look at potential gender differences in terms of
reporting behavior in the laboratory experiment by including a
dummy variable for gender into the regression. I additionally
include an interaction between the gender dummy and a dummy
indicating whether subjects conducted the study in the laboratory
or online. This interaction term allows testing whether either
gender is more sensitive to the environment. Table A3 in
the Appendix presents the results. The results illustrate that
the coefficient of the gender dummy is significantly different

depending on the environment—men are significantly more
honest when they conduct the experiment in the laboratory
as opposed to online (p = 0.021). Thus, lesser social distance
affects truth-telling behavior of men. Another explanation may
be subjects’ reputation. Even though the experimental design
allows to credibly eliminate any reputation concerns, it is
possible that participants feel observed by other students (and
the experimenter) when they are sitting in the lab. Even the
slightest cues of being observed seem to affectmale but not female
reporting behavior.

4. CONCLUSION

In this study, I investigate dishonest behavior using frame-
specific randomization devices to vary the situational context of
the game (i.e., stock market or neutral context). The results show
no significant differences in dishonest behavior between the two
groups. This indicates that this specific source of uncertainty is
not prone to the social norm effects documented in the literature.
The findings confirm previous studies (Cappelen et al., 2013;
Huber and Huber, 2020) and extend them by varying the setting.

As different environments can render different social norms
salient, I replicate the experiment in the more constrained setting
of the traditional physical laboratory. I cannot confirm significant
differences in dishonest behavior depending on the environment.
Additional estimations capture the variation in honest behavior
that is induced not only by the environment, but also decision
times. I find that participants who take longer to report are
more honest. However, this is only true for subjects in the
physical laboratory. Depending on the experimental setting, the
inclusion of controls for differences in decision times among
online subjects can be important for future studies. Finally, the
results suggest that even the slightest cues of being observed
affects truth-telling behavior of male but not female participants.

The present study has some limitations. First, the frame-
specific device showing a stock market index may not have
been strong enough to activate the norms related to financial
markets. Second, due to the nature of the online experiment,
some participants may have accessed the experiment from
a quiet place, while others may have done so in a noisy
environment. However, the design is conceptually rather simple,
which should reduce concerns that subjects are less attentive in
the online environment.

Lastly, this paper also makes a methodological contribution.
The experimental approach to measure dishonest behavior
outside of the lab can be applied broadly in decentral
experimental setups as well as surveys. Non-physical and
verifiable sources of uncertainty are key to extending the
valid measurement of dishonest behavior to broader settings
such as online experimentation. The non-strategic nature of
the experiment makes it rather easy to establish different
environments in which one can hold constant important features
of the decision task—the payoffs, the description of the way the
task works, and so on—, while varying context in a way that can
influence social norms.
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