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Reputational concerns moderate
the relationship between lying
and depression

Ryuji Oguni'* and Keiya Taguchi?

!College of Comprehensive Psychology, Ritsumeikan University, Ibaraki, Osaka, Japan, 2Graduate
School of Human Sciences, Osaka University, Suita, Osaka, Japan

This cross-sectional study examined whether reputational concerns moderated
the relationship between lying and depression in adolescence. We conducted
an online survey of 1,022 Japanese high school students between the ages of
15 and 18 (474 males and 548 females). Results showed that the relationship
between selfish lying and depression was not moderated by either rejection
avoidance or praise seeking. In contrast, the relationship between prosocial
lying and depression was moderated by both rejection avoidance and praise
seeking. Specifically, when rejection avoidance and praise seeking were high
and when rejection avoidance was high and praise seeking was low, those with
higher tendencies toward prosocial lying exhibited higher levels of depression.
When rejection avoidance was low and praise seeking was high, those with
higher tendencies toward prosocial lying had lower levels of depression. Our
findings indicate that reputational concerns complexly moderate the relationship
between lying and depression in adolescence.
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1 Introduction

People often lie (Cantarero et al., 2018; DePaulo and Bell, 1996; DePaulo et al., 1996;
Gerlach et al., 2019). The frequency of lying is higher in adolescence than in childhood or
adulthood, and the sophistication of lying also increases from childhood to adolescence
(Debey et al,, 2015; Jensen et al., 2004; Levine et al., 2013). Although lying can help people
avoid interpersonal conflict (DePaulo and Kashy, 1998), it increases depressive symptoms
in adolescents who lie (Dykstra et al., 2020a,b). This study addressed sensitivity to one’s
reputation as a moderator of the relationship between lying and depression in adolescence.

There are two types of lying: selfish lying and prosocial lying (DePaulo and Kashy, 1998;
Levine and Schweitzer, 2015). Selfish lying refers to statements made to mislead others for
the liar’s own benefit (Levine and Lupoli, 2022; Levine and Schweitzer, 2014). For example,
an adolescent may tell their teacher that they “forgot” their homework when in fact they
didn’t complete it, or they may fabricate an illness to avoid a shift at their part-time job.
Selfish lying is used by individuals for their own benefit or to avoid disadvantages (DePaulo
and Kashy, 1998). This type of lying is likely to result in short-term self-interest but
long-term issues, such as decreased self-esteem and disrupted interpersonal relationships
(Levine and Schweitzer, 2015; Schweitzer et al., 2006). Prosocial lying refers to statements
made to mislead others with the intention of benefiting others (Levine and Lupoli, 2022;
Levine and Schweitzer, 2014). Examples in adolescent contexts include complimenting a
friend’s unflattering new hairstyle in order to spare their feelings, or expressing enthusiasm
for an unwanted gift from a romantic partner in order to avoid disappointment. Prosocial
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lying is used to avoid hurting others’ feelings and to facilitate
interpersonal relationships (DePaulo and Kashy, 1998; Levine and
Schweitzer, 2015). Individuals who lie prosocially are viewed as
positive and moral when their intentions are benevolent, but
negative and unethical when their intentions are paternalistic
(Levine and Lupoli, 2022). These lies have the potential to be very
painful when discovered.

It is challenging for adolescents to adapt to a complex and
dynamic social environment. In such situations, lying has complex
consequences for their social and psychological adjustment. For
example, adolescents’ selfish lying to their parents is one method
of asserting autonomy, leading to a greater scope for self-
determination (Jensen et al., 2004). Additionally, prosocial lying,
such as when an adolescent receiving a disappointing gift expresses
a positive response instead, may help maintain social relationships
and protect others’ self-esteem (DePaulo and Kashy, 1998). These
findings indicate that adolescent lying also functions as a skill for
social adjustment and facilitates social interactions. However, it
can also lead to psychological maladjustment. For example, lying
increases depressive symptoms and stress responses in adolescence
(Dykstra et al., 2020a,b; Engels et al., 2006; Smetana et al., 2009;
Warr, 2007). Moreover, lying leads to decreased self-esteem in
and increased negative affect in adolescents and adults (Preuter
et al., 2024). Thus, lying has complex consequences for social and
psychological adjustment in adolescence.

Which individuals are most likely to be negatively influenced
by lying? This study focused on reputational concerns and whether
they moderate the relationship between lying and depression in
adolescence. Reputation plays an important role in establishing
and maintaining complex social interactions (Nowak and Sigmund,
2005). Individuals differ in their sensitivity to their reputation (i.e.,
reputational concern), which can be broadly classified into rejection
avoidance and praise seeking (Kojima et al., 2003). Rejection
avoidance refers to the desire to avoid negative reputations from
others, while praise seeking refers to the desire to obtain positive
reputations from others (Kojima et al., 2003). Those with high
rejection avoidance have a strong fear of “not being liked” or “being
rejected” and tend to be modest in their behavior (e.g., avoidance
of conspicuousness, fear of failure). In contrast, those with high
praise seeking have a strong desire to be “praised” or “recognized”
and act proactively to make a good impression on others (e.g.,
taking prominent roles, making self-promotional statements).
Adolescents have especially high levels of both rejection avoidance
and praise seeking, and their interpersonal behavior is strongly
influenced by their reputational concerns. For example, adolescents
are more likely to engage in risky or illegal behaviors such
as drinking, smoking, and drug use with their peers, which is
underpinned by both a desire to avoid a negative reputation and
to earn a positive reputation from those peers (Blakemore, 2018;
Tomova et al., 2021). Based on these findings, it is possible that
rejection avoidance and praise seeking in adolescence are closely
related not only to unhealthy and risky behaviors, but also to
complex interpersonal behaviors such as lying, which can be moral
or unethical depending on the situation. Because adolescents may
lie about their experiences to avoid rejection by peers (Dykstra et al.,
2020b), those with higher rejection avoidance tendencies may also
be more likely to lie. They may also be more likely to feel anxiety
and fear that others will reject them if their lies are discovered.
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Furthermore, because lying can be a tactic to convey a positive
image of oneself (Guzikevits and Choshen-Hillel, 2022), those with
high levels of praise seeking may be more likely to lie. However,
no studies have examined the role of reputational concerns in the
relationship between lying and depression.

This cross-sectional study examined whether reputational
concerns moderate the relationship between lying and depression
in adolescence. First, this study examined whether rejection
avoidance and praise seeking, respectively, moderate the
relationship between lying and depression. Those with high
levels of rejection avoidance may be more sensitive to the fear
of being rejected by others if their lies are exposed. When a lie
is discovered, the liar is evaluated negatively by others (Gordon
and Miller, 20005 Schweitzer et al., 2006). Moreover, the more
anxious and fearful one feels, the higher the level of depression
(Naragon-Gainey, 2010). Based on these findings, we predicted
that higher rejection avoidance would be associated with higher
depression during both selfish and prosocial lying. On the other
hand, those with high levels of praise seeking are highly motivated
to obtain praise and approval from others and actively seek to
make a positive impression on others. This tendency may buffer
the negative effects of lying because they value the social rewards
of lying (DePaulo and Kashy, 1998; Levine and Lupoli, 2022) more
than the potential social losses of being caught lying (Gordon
and Miller, 20005 Schweitzer et al., 2006). Thus, we predicted that
higher praise seeking would be associated with lower depression
during both selfish and prosocial lying. Second, this study also
exploratory examined whether rejection avoidance and praise
seeking not only independently but also in complex interactions
moderate the relationship between lying and depression. This is
because it has been suggested that the two aspects of reputational
concerns are intertwined in complex ways behind behavior in
adolescence (Blakemore, 2018; Tomova et al., 2021). For example,
those with high rejection avoidance and low praise seeking may
have higher depression during selfish and prosocial lying because
they are more sensitive to the fear of being rejected by others if their
lies are discovered than to the approval or praise they gain from
lying (Levine and Lupoli, 2022; Schweitzer et al., 2006). Conversely,
those with low rejection avoidance and high praise seeking may
emphasize the potential social rewards of lying, such as praise and
approval (DePaulo and Kashy, 1998; Levine and Lupoli, 2022), and
thus may have lower depression during selfish and prosocial lying.
This suggests that rejection avoidance and praise seeking may
modulate the relationship between lying and depression not only
independently but also in complex interactions. Thus, we aimed to
clarify how these interactions contribute to the complexity of the
relationship between lying and depression and to provide a more
nuanced understanding of these dynamics in adolescence.

2 Method
2.1 Participants

Our sample consisted of adolescents between the ages of 15
and 18. We believed this age range was the most appropriate to
examine the questions of this study, as adolescents in this period are
particularly sensitive to their own reputations (Blakemore, 2018;
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Tomova et al,, 2021) and are the most likely to lie (Debey et al.,
20155 Jensen et al., 2004; Levine et al., 2013). We conducted a power
analysis using G*Power 3.1.9.4 (Faul et al., 2007) to determine
the sample size prior to beginning data collection. We estimated
that a minimum sample size of 688 participants would be required
to detect small effects (effect size f = 0.02, alpha level = 0.05,
power = 0.80, number of tested predictors = 6, total number of
predictors = 14). For the number of tested predictors, we entered
6 variables (rejection avoidance x selfish lying, rejection avoidance
x prosocial lying, praise seeking x selfish lying, praise seeking x
prosocial lying, rejection avoidance x praise seeking x selfish lying,
and rejection avoidance x praise seeking x prosocial lying) that
correspond to the hypotheses of this study. We collected data from
1,400 Japanese high school students between the ages of 15 and
18 (700 males and 700 females; Mage = 16.58, SD = 1.12) who
were registered with an online survey company (Freeasy; iBRIDGE
Company, Tokyo, Japan).

2.2 Procedure

This study recruited participants through the online survey
company. The study collected data on reputational concerns,
lying, and depression using self-report measures. The study also
measured age and gender as control variables, as age and gender
differences in reputational concerns, lying, and depression have
been shown (Levine et al., 2013; Shorey et al., 2022; Tomova et al.,
2021). The study was approved by [ethics review committee masked
for blind review] and was conducted after obtaining informed
consent from participants and their parents. Participants were paid
for their participation by the online survey company.

2.3 Measures

2.3.1 Reputational concerns

To assess rejection avoidance and praise seeking, we used the
rejection avoidance and praise seeking need scales (Kojima et al.,
2003). Overall, 18 items were rated using a 5-point rating scale (1
= disagree to 5 = agree). The alpha coeflicients for each factor
were as follows and were similar to Kojima et al. (2003): rejection
avoidance: o = 0.89 and praise seeking: o = 0.86.

2.3.2 Lying

To assess selfish and prosocial lying, we used the selfish and
prosocial lying scales (Taguchi, 2022). Overall, 14 items were
rated using a 6-point rating scale (1 = strongly disagree to 6 =
strongly agree). The alpha coefficients for each factor were o =
0.82 for selfish lying and o = 0.73 for prosocial lying, similar to
Taguchi (2022).

2.3.3 Depression

To assess depression, we used the Japanese version of the Center
for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (Shima et al, 1985;
original English version, Radloff, 1977). Using a 4-point scale, 20

Frontiers in Developmental Psychology

10.3389/fdpys.2024.1513617

items were rated (1 = not at all to 4 = often). Similar to Radloff
(1977), the alpha coeflicient of the scale was o = 0.90.

2.4 Statistical analyses

Data were analyzed using R version 4.3.1 (R Core Team, 2021)
and the R packages “dplyr”, “here”, “psych”, “gvlma”, “MASS”.
We determined exclusion criteria before the analysis. Exclusion
criteria were established prior to analysis. We excluded data from
378 participants who failed the attention task (i.e., “Please answer
"2/ for this item.”) and analyzed data from the remaining 1,022
Japanese high school students aged 15 to 18 years (474 males and
548 females; Mage = 16.59, SD = 1.13). In this study, gender was
coded as a binary variable (0 = male, 1 = female).

First, we calculated correlation coeflicients between the
scales. Second, we conducted a multiple regression analysis with
depression as the dependent variable. The independent variables
included rejection avoidance, praise seeking, selfish lying, prosocial
lying, and their interactions (rejection avoidance x praise seeking,
selfish lying x prosocial lying, rejection avoidance x selfish lying,
rejection avoidance X prosocial lying, praise seeking x selfish
lying, praise seeking x prosocial lying, rejection avoidance x praise
seeking x selfish lying, and rejection avoidance x praise seeking x
prosocial lying). Age and gender were also included as covariates.
All independent variables were mean centered. We formally tested
the regression models for violations of important assumptions
using “gvlma” package. Our data had issues with skewness and
kurtosis, so we applied robust linear regression to address these
violations. Previous studies have shown that the R? statistic is not
appropriate for assessing the fit of robust linear regressions (Willett
and Singer, 1988). Therefore, we do not report it. We determined
the significance of associations using bootstrapped 95% confidence
intervals (CIs) rather than p-values. The 95% confidence intervals
were calculated using a bootstrap with 10,000 bootstrap replicates.
For significant interactions, simple slopes were calculated one
standard deviation below and one standard deviation above the
mean of the moderator variable, following recommendations for
continuous variables (Aiken and West, 1991).

3 Results

3.1 Descriptive statistics

Table 1 shows the correlation coefficients among all scales.
Rejection avoidance was positively correlated with praise seeking,
selfish lying, prosocial lying, and depression. Praise seeking was
also positively correlated with rejection avoidance, selfish lying,
prosocial lying, and depression.

3.2 Multiple regression analysis

To determine whether reputational concerns moderated the
relationship between lying and depression, we conducted a multiple
regression analysis (Table 2). Results indicated that main effects
of gender (8 = 0.123), rejection avoidance (8 = 0.089), praise
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TABLE 1 Means, standard deviations, coefficient alphas, and correlations.

M SD « 1 2 3 4

1 Rejection 3.58 0.88 0.89
avoidance
2 Praise 3.02 0.81 0.86 0.30*
seeking
3 Selfish lying 3.49 0.88 0.82 0.42* 0.22*
4 Prosocial 3.60 0.80 0.73 0.45* 0.16* 0.16*
lying
5 Depression 1.79 0.56 0.90 0.27* 0.01 0.32* 0.26*
*p < .01

TABLE 2 Multiple regression analysis.

95%ClI
Lower Upper
Age —0.010 —0.039 0.020
Gender 0.123 0.055 0.189
Rejection avoidance 0.089 0.028 0.141
Praise seeking —0.069 —0.124 —0.015
Selfish lying 0.184 0.134 0.234
Prosocial lying 0.041 —0.012 0.098
Rejection™praise 0.048 —0.014 0.118
Selfish*prosocial —0.005 —0.057 0.042
Rejection*selfish —0.074 —0.125 —0.018
Rejection*prosocial 0.115 0.050 0.187
Praise*selfish —0.007 —0.070 0.048
Praise*prosocial —0.028 —0.093 0.033
Rejection™ praise*selfish —0.045 —0.080 —0.001
Rejection™praise* prosocial 0.069 0.023 0.110

The values represent standardized partial regression coefficients.

seeking (8 = —0.069), selfish lying (8 = 0.184) were significant.
Gender, rejection avoidance, and selfish lying positively predicted
depression, whereas praise seeking negatively predicted depression.
In addition, the interaction terms for rejection avoidance x selfish
lying (B = —0.074), rejection avoidance X prosocial lying (B
=0.115), rejection avoidance X praise seeking x selfish lying (8
= —0.045), and rejection avoidance x praise seeking x prosocial
lying (8 = 0.069) were also significant.

Results of the simple slope analysis for the interaction of
rejection avoidance x praise seeking x selfish lying are presented
in Figure 1 and for the interaction of rejection avoidance x praise
seeking x prosocial lying in Figure 2. Simple slope analysis revealed
that for all cases of rejection avoidance —1SD and praise seeking
—1SD (B = 0.351, 95%CI [0.219, 0.497]), rejection avoidance
—1SD and praise seeking +1SD (8 = 0.433, 95%CI [0.266,0.571]),
rejection avoidance 4-1SD and praise seeking +1SD (8 = 0.128,
95%CI [0.012,0.246]), and rejection avoidance +1SD and praise
seeking —1SD (B = 0.246, 95%CI [0.110, 0.391]), those with
higher levels of selfish lying reported more depression than those
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with lower levels. In addition, the results indicated that for
rejection avoidance + 1SD and praise seeking —1SD (8 = 0.166,
95%CI [0.041, 0.323]) and rejection avoidance +1SD and praise
seeking +1SD (B = 0.241, 95%CI [0.104, 0.393]), those with
higher tendencies toward prosocial lying exhibit higher levels of
depression. Conversely, for rejection avoidance —1SD and praise
seeking +1SD (8 = —0.190, 95%CI [—0.351, —0.026]), those with
higher tendencies toward prosocial lying exhibit lower levels of
depression. There was no association between prosocial lying and
depression for rejection avoidance —1SD and praise seeking — 1SD
(B = 0.015, 95%CI [—0.108, 0.149]).

4 Discussion

This cross-sectional study examined whether reputational
concerns moderated the relationship between lying and depression
in adolescence. We showed that the relationship between selfish
lying and depression was not moderated by either rejection
avoidance or praise seeking. In contrast, we found that the
relationship between prosocial lying and depression was moderated
by both rejection avoidance and praise seeking. Specifically, when
both rejection avoidance and praise seeking were high, and when
rejection avoidance was high and praise seeking was low, those
with higher tendencies toward prosocial lying had higher levels
of depression. In contrast, when rejection avoidance was low and
praise seeking was high, those with higher tendencies toward
prosocial lying had lower levels of depression.

This study demonstrated that reputational concerns moderate
the relationship between lying and depression. First, we showed
that the effects of selfish lying on depression were not moderated
by reputational concerns (rejection avoidance and praise seeking).
Specifically, those with higher tendencies toward selfish lying also
tend to exhibit higher levels of depression, regardless of their
level of rejection avoidance or praise seeking. This suggests that
selfish lying has a consistently negative impact on an individual’s
psychological health. The feelings of guilt and self-discrepancy
that result from lying seem to increase depressive symptoms,
regardless of the individual’s level of reputational concern. This
supports and extends the findings of Dykstra et al. (2020a,b). In
contrast, we showed that the effect of prosocial lying on depression
was moderated by reputational concerns (rejection avoidance and
praise seeking). Specifically, when rejection avoidance and praise
seeking were both high or when rejection avoidance was high
and praise seeking was low, those with higher tendencies toward
prosocial lying had higher levels of depression, whereas when
rejection avoidance was low and praise seeking was high, those
with higher tendencies toward prosocial lying had lower levels
of depression. This suggests that the effect of prosocial lying on
depression is complexly moderated by reputational concerns. Our
results thus suggest that regardless of the level of praise seeking,
individuals with high rejection avoidance can experience an
increase in depression when lying even for prosocial reasons. This
finding is important as it suggests that high rejection avoidance
can have negative psychological consequences when combined with
lying, including prosocial lying. On the other hand, when praise
seeking was high and rejection avoidance was low, prosocial lying
was associated with a lower level of depression. This suggests that
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individuals who are both more likely to seek positive evaluations
from others and less concerned with negative evaluations may
experience beneficial effects from prosocial lying. These individuals
may maintain psychological health by facilitating relationships with
others and maintaining a positive self-image through prosocial
lying. These findings suggest that lying and its psychological
consequences in adolescence vary greatly depending on individual
differences in reputational concerns. In particular, the effects of
prosocial lying can be both positive and negative depending on
the balance of an individual’s reputational concerns. These results
extend previous findings that lying increases depression (e.g.,
Dykstra et al., 2020a). However, these results should be interpreted
with caution, as they are based on an exploratory analysis of three-
way interactions and lack a strong a priori theoretical justification.
These results need to be validated and their implications clarified
through further research.

This study has several limitations. First, the participants in
this study were limited to adolescents aged 15 to 18 vyears.
Future studies should examine whether our findings are specific
to adolescents by examining a broader age range. Second, this
study relied on self-report measures and cannot rule out the
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possibility that social desirability influenced participants’ responses
to the questionnaire. For example, participants with higher levels
of reputational concern may have underreported lying. This
potential for systematic reporting bias may have led to an
underestimation of the relationship between reputational concerns,
lying, and depression. Future research should examine whether
the results of this study can be replicated by measuring actual
lying behavior through laboratory and field experiments. Third,
this study cannot establish causality because it used cross-sectional
design. Future research should use a longitudinal design to
determine whether the effects of lying on depression are moderated
by reputational concerns. Fourth, we do not consider the
multidimensionality of depression. The Center for Epidemiologic
Studies Depression Scale used in this study considers depression as
a single dimension. However, depression can also be assessed from
multiple dimensions, such as emotional, cognitive, somatic, and
interpersonal (Cheung and Power, 2012). Future research should
consider the multidimensionality of depression and which aspects
are related to reputational concerns and lying.

these this
concerns moderate

that
relationship  between

Despite issues, study demonstrated

reputational the
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lying and depression in adolescence. These results indicate that
reputational concerns are complexly related to lying and its
negative consequences in adolescence, providing insight into
understanding the potential negative effects associated with
social development and providing appropriate support during
adolescence. Future research should explore how we can use this
knowledge to adequately support the healthy development of
adolescents who are undergoing significant psychological and
social changes.
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