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Cheating for material gain is a destructive phenomenon in any society. We examine the
extent to which people care about the victims of their unethical behavior—be they a
group of people or an individual—and whether they are sensitive to the degree of harm
or cost that they cause to these victims. The results of three studies suggest that when
a group (rather than a single individual) is the victim of one’s behavior, the incidence of
cheating increases only if the harm to the group is presented in global terms—such that
the cheating might be justified by the relatively minor harm caused to each individual in
the group (Studies #1 and #3). However, when the harm or cost to each individual in the
group is made explicit, the tendency to cheat the group is no longer apparent and the
tendency to cheat increases when the harm caused is minor—regardless of whether the
victim is an individual or a group of people (Study #2). Individual differences in rational
and intuitive thinking appear to play different roles in the decision to cheat different type
of opponents: individual opponents seem to trigger the subject’s intuitive thinking which
restrains the urge to cheat, whereas groups of opponents seem to trigger the subject’s
rational mode of thinking which encourage cheating.

Keywords: ethics, morality, dishonesty, the singularity effect

INTRODUCTION

Imagine a contractor who purchased all materials needed for a renovation job he is about to begin.
When is he more likely to cheat about the cost of the materials and claim they costed more than
what he actually paid: when the homeowner is a single person, or when the work is done for a
condominium with several families?

In the present study, we set out to examine whether people care about who bears the
consequences of their unethical behavior, and whether the degree of harm they cause when acting
unethically plays any part in their decision. Specifically, we compare the action of deceiving a group
of people as opposed to a single individual, and gage whether varying the degree of harm caused
has any effect on people’s behavior—either when presented in global terms, or when the respective
harm to each individual in the group is stated explicitly.

People often engage in dishonest behaviors for material gain (Lewicki et al., 1997; Brief et al.,
2001). However, research in the past decade consistently shows that people cheat only to the extent
that they can maintain a self-concept of integrity (e.g., Mazar et al., 2008; Ayal and Gino, 2011).
Thus, they are more likely to cheat when they feel they can justify their behavior, and the degree
of cheating depends on the extent to which they can justify it to themselves (e.g., Shalvi et al.,
2011).
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However, little research has been done on the effect of the
identity of the victim of unethical behavior on the tendency to
cheat. Gneezy (2005) found that participants in his study were
less likely to use deception to increase their payoffs at someone
else’s expense. However, in a competitive environment, where
participants felt vulnerable in relation to their opponents, they
were inclined to cheat, as this appears to have provided them with
a strong justification to do so (Atanasov and Dana, 2011).

In many cases, it is easier to justify cheating a group by
thinking that the harm caused would be distributed among
several people, rather than borne by a single individual. Recently,
Kesternich et al. (2014) analyzed distributional preferences in
games in which decision makers choose the provision of a good
that benefits a receiver and creates costs for a group of payers.
They found that participants take into account the welfare of
all parties and has concerns for efficiency. However, they attach
similar weights to small and large groups of players alike, and
tend to ignore large costs to the other party when these are shared
by many individuals.

Cognitive research of people’s perceptions of single individuals
and groups (e.g., Hamilton and Sherman, 1996; Susskind et al.,
1999) suggests that a single individual—in contrast to a group of
individuals—is viewed as a psychologically coherent unit, which
triggers a more extensive processing of information and active
integration of the information in real time. As a result, people
tend to be more emphatic in their assessment of an individual
than of a group, and respond more quickly and confidently
when asked to make a judgment about them. In contrast, the
comparatively indistinct image of a group makes it easier for
subjects to remain detached from it, and thereby easier to deceive
for one’s own benefit.

Research on pro-social decision making has confirmed that an
individual victim elicits greater empathy and help than a group of
victims in the same circumstances (e.g., Small and Loewenstein,
2003; Kogut and Ritov, 2005). Slovic (2007) suggests that this
is because it is easier for people to put themselves in the
shoes of one person than in the shoes of many. In addition,
decisions about groups are expected to be more rational (i.e., take
into account “objective” considerations), while decisions about
individual victims are expected to be governed more by emotions
(Kogut, 2011).

Given the global, more impersonal perception of the
group, and the possibility of justifying one’s behavior by the
comparatively lesser harm inflicted on each individual in a group,
we predicted that participants would tend to cheat a group of
opponents more often than a single individual. Furthermore we
examined whether informing participants of the specific harm
or cost caused to each individual in a group of opponents
would attenuate the tendency to cheat the group more than the
individual.

To test these hypotheses, we conducted three studies, in
which participants were asked to make private predictions of the
outcomes of a series of coin tosses while playing against a single
opponent or a group of four opponents, and receive payments
according to the accuracy of their predictions (Zimerman et al.,
2014). Since only the participants knew if their predictions were
accurate, this task enabled them to earn more money by giving

false reports of their predictions. Since we did not monitor the
actual outcomes, we could not determine at the individual level
whether or not a participant lied about their predictions, but we
could compare their performance on an aggregate basis to that
predicted by chance (see Batson et al., 1997; Shalvi et al., 2012;
Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi, 2013).

In the present study, each correct prediction credited the
player with a fixed amount of money—but unlike the above
studies, these credits came at the expense of the earnings of
an opponent, who was either a single individual or a group.
In addition, while the amount earned by the players for each
reported correct prediction remained constant in all conditions,
the attendant cost to the opponent was varied (either High
or Low). This enables us to examine exclusively the effect of
the damage causes to the opponent on the tendency to cheat.
In Study #1, the participant was informed only of the overall
cost to the opponent group of his or her deception, without
reference to the cost to each individual in it; in Study #2, they
were informed of the cost incurred by each individual in the
group; Study #3 included a direct comparison between the three
conditions: a single opponent and the two group conditions that
were examined in Studies #1 and #2, (i.e., with and without
explicit information regarding the cost to each individual in the
group).

STUDY #1

Method
One hundred and forty two undergraduate students (69 of whom
were women, M = 25.24; SD = 3.96) were invited to participate
in a short online experiment, and told that 10% of them would
be randomly selected to earn money in accordance with their
performance in the experiment.

The experiment involved a short task in which each
participant was asked to toss a coin twenty consecutive times,
after predicting the outcome in each case: for every correct
prediction they made, they would earn a fixed amount of money,
at the expense of their opponent’s account (which would start
with a particular amount). After each coin flip, they were asked
to note the outcome on a separate screen, and indicate whether
their prediction was correct or not.

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four
experimental conditions of a 2 × 2 between-subject design
involving two variables: Cost to Opponent (being either high—
NIS 2.0 ∼ USD 0.50), or low (NIS 0.50 ∼ USD 0.13), and
Opponent Type (an individual or a group of four people).

Although the Cost to Opponent varied between the High
and Low conditions, the amount earned by the participant was
constant in all instances—NIS 2. Thus, if they predicted all 20
tosses correctly, they could potentially earn as much as NIS 40
(∼US $10)—however, this would be at their opponent’s expense.
Table 1 describes the four conditions, in which the Opponent
Type (individual or group) and initial balance varied. As can be
seen in the table, since the profit earned by the player remained
constant in all conditions (2 NIS for each correct prediction) we
kept the cost for the opponent group equal to the participants’
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TABLE 1 | The four experimental conditions.

Cost to Opponent Opponent: One individual Opponent: Four individuals

Low (NIS 0.5) Initial amount: NIS10
Deduction for each correct prediction: NIS 0.5

Initial balance: NIS 40
Deduction: NIS 2.0 total from the group as a whole (NIS 0.5 each)

High (NIS 2.0) Initial amount: NIS 40
Deduction for each correct prediction: NIS 2.0

Initial balance: NIS 160
Deduction: NIS 8.0 from the group as a whole (NIS 2.0 each)

earnings, either at the group level (a total of NIS 2 per group,
i.e., 0.5 for each individual in the group) or at the individual level
(NIS 2 per each individual in the group, i.e., a total of NIS 8). The
cost in the single opponent condition was adjusted to the costs
per each individual in the group, and was either NIS 2 or NIS 0.5
(in the high and the low conditions, respectively). Participants
in each condition were informed about the payoffs to the self
and to their opponent precisely as reported in the table, without
indication of the respective cost to each individual in the group
condition.

Since research on the singularity effect highlighted the role of
emotions and intuition in decisions that favor a specific target,
we sought to examine the extent to which individual differences
in Intuitive-Experiential and Analytical-Rational thinking are
related to the decision to act unethically toward single opponents
and toward groups. Hence, at the end of the experiment
participants were asked to complete the short version of
the Rational-Experiential Inventory questionnaire (REI; Epstein
et al., 1996), comprising 10 items that gage individual differences
between Intuitive-Experiential and Analytical-Rational thinking.
(Cronbach’s Alphas 0.86 and 0.82 for the Analytical-rational
and the Intuitive-experiential scales, respectively; the correlation
between the two scales was not significant (r = 0.10, p= 0.30).

Results and Discussion
Means (SDs) of the reported correct predictions are reported in
Table 2. Overall, participants reported 11.17 correct predictions
(SD = 2.37)—a significantly higher outcome than the expected
chance performance rate (10); t(141) = 5.88, p < 0.001. This
held true for both the Individual Opponent condition [10.82,
t(67) = 2.71, p = 0.009] and the Group Opponent condition
[11.49, t(73)= 5.8, p < 0.001].

To examine the role played by Opponent Type (individual
or group), of the Cost to Opponent (High or Low), and of the
two REI subscales (intuitive-experiential and analytical-rational
thinking) in predicting the number of correct coin-tosses
reported by the participants (0–20), we conducted a multiple

TABLE 2 | Mean (SDs) number of reported correct coin toss predictions, in
each of the four conditions (Study #1).

Cost to Opponent Individual
Opponent

Group of 4
opponents

Total

Low (NIS 0.5) M = 10.72 M = 11.42 M = 11.09

(SD = 2.67) (SD = 2.29) (SD = 2.49)

High (NIS 2.0) M = 10.91 M = 11.55 M = 11.25

(SD = 2.38) (SD = 2.14) (SD = 2.26)

Total M = 10.82 M = 11.49

(SD = 2.51) (SD = 2.20)

regression analysis. As is recommended for binomial
distributions, we performed an ARCSINE transformation
of the proportion of correct predictions. The predictors
included all four main effects, all two-way interactions and
three-way interactions between these variables (see Table 3).
The overall explained variance of the model was significant
F(11,130) = 1.92, p = 0.04, R2

= 0.14. The Opponent
Type variable made a significant unique contribution to the
model (B = −3.53, t = −2.22, p = 0.028). As expected,
participants in the Group condition reported more correct
predictions (M = 11.49) than those in the Individual Opponent
condition (M = 10.82)—indicating a higher tendency to false
reporting when the opponent was a group. In addition, both
the interaction between Opponent Type and the Intuitive-
Experiential subscale (B = 0.96, t = 2.27, p = 0.025) and
between Opponent Type and the Analytical-Rational subscale
(B = 0.89, t = 2.21, p = 0.029) were significant. These
were plotted in Figure 1 (right and left, respectively), as
recommended by Aiken and West (1991) and Dawson and
Richter (2006)1. As it demonstrates, when the opponent was

1According to Aiken and West (1991) in order to examine an interaction between
two independent variables found in a regression analysis, the simple slopes of the
regression should be plotted, using two meaningful points to anchor each line.
Theoretically, one could choose any two values within the observed range of the
DV to plot each line. It is most common to choose the mean, 1 SD below the mean,
and 1 SD above the mean of a continuous variable.

TABLE 3 | The regression model – Study #1.

Model Unstandardized Coefficients t Significant

B Standard Error

(Constant) 1.982 0.300 6.613 0.000

Cost to Opponent 0.164 1.100 0.149 0.882

Opponent Type −3.531 1.591 −2.219 0.028∗

Analytical-Rational 0.034 0.071 0.476 0.635

Intuitive-Experiential −0.128 0.052 −2.452 0.016∗

Opponent ∗

Rational
0.889 0.401 2.215 0.029∗

Opponent ∗

Intuitive
0.957 0.421 2.275 0.025∗

Opponent ∗ Cost −0.023 0.096 −0.240 0.811

Cost ∗ Rational −0.144 0.286 −0.505 0.615

Cost ∗ Intuitive −0.100 0.284 −0.352 0.726

Cost ∗ Rational ∗

Intuitive
0.058 0.075 0.783 0.435

Opponent ∗

Rational ∗ Intuitive
−0.236 0.107 −2.200 0.030∗

∗p ≤ 0.05.
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FIGURE 1 | Mean number of reported correct predictions, as a function of Opponent Type and the two REI sub-scales—plotted as recommended by
Aiken and West (1991) and Dawson and Richter (2006), one SD below and one SD above the mean of each subscale in each of the Opponent Type
conditions.

a single individual, Intuitive-Experiential ratings correlated
negatively with correct predictions, the higher the Intuitive-
Experiential tendency the lower the tendency to cheat. In
addition, higher Analytical-Rational ratings were linked to
increased incidence of cheating when the opponent was a
group, and less so when the opponent was an individual. The
three-way interaction between Opponent Type and the two
Rational-Experiential scales was also significant (B = −0.24,
t = −2.20, p = 0.030). No other significant interactions were
found: in particular, the Cost to Opponent was not significant
(t = 0.15, p = 0.88), nor did it significantly interact with any of
the other variables.

The results of Study #1 indicate that people tend to cheat
a group of opponents more often than an individual one—
even when the harm or cost to each individual in the group
is the same as that caused to the individual in the Single
Opponent condition. Moreover, each condition appears to trigger
a different mode of thinking: when faced with an individual
opponent, the subject’s Intuitive thinking tends to restrain
their urge to cheat, whereas when faced with a group of
opponents, the subject’s Rational mode of thinking appears to
encourage cheating. These results are in line with research on
the singularity effect—namely, that a single opponent triggers a
spontaneous emotional response in the subject that tends to result
in decisions that are more favorable to the opponent (Kogut,
2009).

In the present study participants in the Group condition
were informed of the cost of their deception to the group
as a whole, without reference to the cost to each individual
within the group. Thus, informing participants of the cost
incurred by each individual in the opponent group may
make people care more about each such individual, thereby
making it more difficult for them to use the comparatively
minor harm caused to each individual in the group as an
excuse for cheating. To test this possibility, in Study #2 we
replicated Study #1, but added information about the cost
incurred by each group member in the Group Opponent
conditions.

STUDY #2

Participants: One hundred and fifty two undergraduate students
(81 of whom were women—M = 24.8, SD = 1.89), who were
randomly assigned to one of the four experimental conditions
of the same 2 × 2 between-subject design as in Study #1. Here
too, they were invited to take part in a short online experiment,
and told that 10% of them would be randomly selected to earn
money according to their performance in the experiment. We
used the same method as in Study #1—with one difference: in
the Group Opponent condition, the participants were informed
of the respective cost of their deception to each individual in
the opponent group, as well as the total cost to the group as a
whole.

Results and Discussion
The means (SDs) of the correct predictions reported in
each condition are presented in Table 4. Overall, participants
reported 12.21 correct predictions (SD = 2.95)—once again,
significantly higher than the expected chance prediction rate
(10); t(151) = 9.24, p < 0.000. This was true for both
reports in the Single Opponent condition [12.32, t(70) = 6.94,
p = 0.001] and in the Group condition [12.11, t(80) = 6.19,
p < 0.001].

To examine the role of the two independent variables
(Opponent Type and Cost to Opponent) in predicting the

TABLE 4 | Mean number of reported correct predictions (SD), in each of
the four conditions (Study #2).

Cost to
Opponent

Single Opponent Group of 4 Total

Low M = 12.97 M = 12.47 M = 12.69

(0.5 NIS) (SD = 2.94) (SD = 3.11) (SD = 3.09)

High M = 11.69 M = 11.71 M = 11.70

(2 NIS) (SD = 2.42) (SD = 3.00) (SD = 2.71)

Total M = 12.32 M = 12.11

(SD = 2.82) (SD = 3.01)
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TABLE 5 | The three experimental conditions – Study #3.

A Single opponent A global group A detailed group

Initial amount: NIS 40
Deduction for each correct prediction: NIS 2.0

Initial balance: NIS 160
Deduction: NIS 8.0 from the group as a whole

Initial balance: NIS 160
Deduction: NIS 8.0 from the group (i.e., NIS 2.0 from each individual)

participants’ reports, we conducted a 2 × 2 ANOVA on the
transformed ARCSINE data of the proportion of the correct
prediction of coin tosses as a function of the Opponent Type
(individual or group) and the Cost to Opponent (High or Low).
The results revealed no main effect for the Opponent Type
F(1,148) = 0.15, (NS). However, the main effect for the Cost to
Opponent approached significance [F(1,148) = 3.72, p = 0.056,
η2

p = 0.025]—in that participants may have reported overall
greater success in their predictions under the Low Cost condition
(M = 12.69) than under the High Cost condition (M = 11.70).
No significant interaction was found [F(1,148)= 0.36, NS].

The results of Study #2 indicate that when the actual cost
to each individual in the opponent group is stated explicitly,
participants likely care about the harm they may cause to others,
irrespective of whether it is a single individual or a group. In
these instances, the magnitude of harm or cost caused comes into
play: when the harm or cost to each individual in the opponent
group is minor, participants are inclined to cheat more often. In
other words, informing the participant of the harm caused to each
opponent group member appears to increase the participant’s
awareness of each individual in the group. It also appears to make
it more difficult for the participants to use the relative minor harm
to each individual in the group as a pretext for cheating (especially
in the High Cost condition).

Taking the results of the two experiments together suggests
that when the partner is a group, the extent of cheating depends
on the way in which the information about the damage is
presented: When the damage appears globally, without specifying
the cost to each individual, people tend to cheat a group more
than a single opponent; while, when the exact damage caused
to each individual in the group is explicitly given, level of
cheating groups and single opponents does not significantly
differ. However, the two studies do not allow a direct comparison
between the two groups (with and without explicit details on
the extent of damage caused to each individual in the group),
since different samples were examined, which differ in the overall
extent of cheating. Hence, we conducted another study with three
between subject groups: a single recipient, a global group (in
which the damage caused to the group appears globally) and a
detailed-group (in which the damage caused to each individual
in the group is explicitly specified). In this study we kept the
cost to each single opponent (whether an individual, or an
individual in a group) constant (always two shekels, which is
equal to the amount earned by the participant for each correct
report).

STUDY #3

Participants: One hundred and nine undergraduate students (56
women—M = 25.87, SD= 3.97), who were randomly assigned to

one of the three experimental between-subject conditions: (1) a
single recipient, (2) a group of four recipients with information
on the respective cost of a deception to the group as a whole
(hereafter “Global-group”), and (3) a group of four recipients
with information on the respective cost of a deception to each
individual in the opponent group, as well as the total cost
to the group as a whole (hereafter “Detailed-group”). Here
too, participants were invited to take part in a short online
experiment, and told that 10% of them would be randomly
selected to earn money according to their performance in the
experiment. The method was the same as in the high cost
conditions in Studies #1 and #2 in the previous studies (see
Table 5). In addition, as in Study #1, participants were asked to
complete the short version of the Rational-Experiential Inventory
questionnaire (REI; Epstein et al., 1996), at the end of the
experiment (Cronbach’s Alphas 0.80 and 0.85 for the Analytical-
rational and the Intuitive-experiential scales, respectively; the
correlation between the two scales was not significant (r=−0.07,
p= 0.41).

Results and Discussion
Mean (SDs) number of reported correct coin toss predictions, in
each of the three conditions are presented in Table 6. Overall,
participants reported 11.06 correct predictions (SD = 2.69)—
a significantly higher outcome than the expected chance
performance rate (10); t(108) = 4.12, p < 0.001. However, in
the Single Opponent condition, reported correct predictions were
not significantly different from the ones expected by chance
[10.62, t(33)= 1.33, p= 0.191]. The difference between reported
correct predictions in the Detailed-Group condition and the
expected outcome by chance (10.84) approached significance
[t(31) = 1.97, p < 0.058]; while reports in the Global-Group
condition were significantly different than the expected by chance
[11.57, t(42)= 3.61, p < 0.01].

To examine the role played by Condition (Single, Global-
group, and Detailed-group), and of the two REI subscales
(Intuitive-experiential and Analytical-rational thinking) in
predicting the number of correct coin-tosses reported by
the participants (0–20), we conducted a multiple regression
analysis on the ARCSINE transformation of the proportion
of the correct prediction of coin tosses (see Table 7). Two
dummy variables were created (Single and Detailed) using the

TABLE 6 | Mean (SDs) number of reported correct coin toss predictions, in
each of the three conditions (Study #3).

Condition Mean (SD)

Single Opponent 10.62 (2.70)

Detailed-Group 10.84 (2.37)

Global-Group 11.57 (2.88)
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TABLE 7 | The regression model – Study #3.

Model Unstandardized Coefficients t Significant

B Standard Error

(Constant) 1.908 0.425 4.484 0.000

Single 0.549 0.272 2.014 0.047∗

Detailed-group 0.563 0.338 1.667 0.099

Rational −0.198 0.133 −1.489 0.140

Intuitive −0.170 0.176 −0.967 0.336

Rational × Intuitive 0.120 0.056 2.161 0.033∗

Single × Intuitive −0.025 0.093 −0.269 0.788

Detailed-group × Intuitive −0.247 0.118 −2.086 0.040∗

Single × Rational −0.245 0.080 −3.074 0.003∗∗

Detailed-group × Rational −0.023 0.087 −0.263 0.793

∗p ≤ 0.05; ∗∗p ≤ 0.01.

Global group condition as the comparison group. Thus, the
predictors included all four main effects (the Single and the
Detailed-group dummies, the intuitive-experiential and the
analytical-rational thinking scales and all two-way interactions
between these variables. The overall explained variance of the
model was significant F(9,99) = 3.62, p = 0.001, R2

= 24.8.
The contribution of the Single dummy – comparing the
Global-group to the Single opponent conditions was significant
(B = 0.55, t = 2.01, p = 0.047); such that participants in
the Global-group reported more correct predictions (11.57)
than participants in the Single opponent condition (10.62)—
indicating a higher tendency to false reporting when the
opponent was a Global-group, replicating the results of Study
#1. The main effect of the Detailed-group dummy, comparing
the Global-group to the Detailed-group, approached significance
(B = 0.56, t = 1.67, p = 0.099); such that reported correct
predictions were higher in the Global group than in the
Detailed group (10.84). In addition, the interaction between
the Single dummy and the Analytical-Rational subscale was
significant (B = −0.24, t = −3.07, p = 0.003); such that
higher Analytical-Rational ratings were linked to increased
incidence of cheating only in the Global-group condition;
while in the single opponent condition higher Analytical-
Rational ratings were liked to a decrease in the number of
reported correct predictions. Finally, the interaction between
the Intuitive-experiential scale and the Detailed-dummy
was significant (B = −0.25, t = −2.09, p = 0.04), showing
that intuitive thinking is correlated with higher reports of
correct predictions in the Global group condition, and with
fewer reports of correct predictions in the Detailed-group
condition.

In summary, the results of the third study support the
conclusions of Studies #1 and #2 by showing that people
tend to cheat a group more than a specific individual, mostly
when the cost or harm to the group is presented in global
terms. However, when the cost to each individual in the
group is explicitly given, participants tend to cheat groups
and individual opponents to a similar degree. The results
also support the idea that higher analytical-rational thinking
is related to the tendency to cheat a global group, replicating

the results of Study #1. However, the results for the Intuitive-
experiential scale were only partially consistent with the
results of Study #1 by demonstrating a decrease in reported
number of correct predictions in the Detailed-group condition
(replicating the direction of results found in Study #1 for single
opponents). However, in the global group condition the Intuitive-
experiential scale was correlated with higher reports of correct
predictions.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Cheating is a destructive phenomenon in any society. When
presented with an opportunity to profit by cheating, most people
will do so—but only to a limited extent, to maintain their
positive self-image as honest individuals (e.g., Mazar et al., 2008).
However, when given a pretext for such behavior, they are more
likely to cheat and to profit at the expense of others (e.g., Shalvi
et al., 2011). Our results confirm that participants do cheat to
some extent when faced with either a group of opponents or
an individual one. However, if the consequent cost or harm
to the group is presented in global terms, participants tend to
cheat more often than when the opponent is an individual—
perhaps because they imagine that the cost to each individual
in the group is comparatively minor (Studies #1 and #3).
Conversely, when they are explicitly told of the cost to each
individual in the opponent group, participants tend to heed
this and cheat groups and single opponents to the same degree
(Studies #2 and #3). Furthermore, in such cases, participants are
sensitive to the degree of harm or cost they cause, and tend
to cheat more often when the harm they cause is less severe—
regardless of whether their opponent is a single person or a
group (Study #2). Since the amount of money earned from each
correct prediction was the same in all studies, and is easily
divisible by four (the number of people in the group), one
might expect people to calculate the cost to each individual in
the opponent group and show greater sensitivity as a result,
even when this information is not explicitly stated. However,
the results of our studies suggest that participants act only on
the information given to them: when the cost of the deception
to the group is presented in global terms, they appear to use
the undefined cost to each individual opponent as a pretext for
cheating.

As previously noted, research suggests that people perceive
groups in a more global and impersonal fashion, which may
induce a greater psychological distance and diminish their level
of caring (Kogut and Ritov, 2005; Slovic, 2007). However, making
the presence of each individual in a group more salient may
increase a subject’s level of concern for the group (Bartels and
Burnett, 2011). This may have occurred in Studies #2 and #3,
when participants were explicitly told of the respective loss that
each member of the opponent group would incur as a result
of their deception. This finding is in line with the self-concept
maintenance model put forward by Mazar and Ariely (2006),
which states that portraying unethical actions as more offensive
may increase the internal cost of engaging in such actions, and
discourage people from behaving dishonestly.
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According to the standard economic model, individuals aim
to maximize their own profit. A “rational” individual is therefore
one who chooses the option that is expected to yield them the
greatest profit (e.g., Hobbes and Macpherson, 1968; Smith, 1999).
From this perspective, a person’s decision to be honest depends
only on the expected external benefits and costs to themselves
(Lewicki, 1983; Hechter, 1990). The results of Studies #1 and #3—
according to which individual differences in Analytical-Rational
thinking predict a greater incidence of cheating—are in line with
this model. However, this prediction was significant only when
the opponent was a global group—not a single individual. The
relatively detached perception of the group (compared with the
perception of a single individual) allows for more “rational”
thinking (as defined by the standard economic model), and
appears to increase the incidence of cheating for monetary
gain. Interestingly, when the opponent is a single individual
(which possibly fosters greater perspective taking—Slovic, 2007),
Intuitive-Experiential thinking tends to come into play, resulting
in diminished cheating—possibly due to the subject’s greater
empathy toward the opponent. This pattern was also found for
the Detailed-group, a group-setting that makes the individuals
in the group more salient (Study #3). However, we did not find
a replication for this direction in the single opponent condition
in Study #3, and it is for future research to further explore this
issue.

In many real-life situations, the precise harm caused by one’s
unethical behavior is not readily apparent. Our results suggest
that in such cases people tend to cheat more often when their
opponent is a group (as opposed to an individual)—perhaps
on the assumption that the harm to each group member is
minor compared with the harm that would have been caused to
a single individual. Research has revealed various situations in
which people fail to notice that their behavior violates their own

moral standards (Gino et al., 2010; Bazerman et al., 2011; Schurr
et al., 2012). Our research suggests that when considering a cost
for a group of people, providing explicit information about the
respective harm or cost that it would cause to each individual
group member may reduce the incidence of such undesirable
behavior, but only in cases when the relative cost to each group
member is significant.

ETHICS STATEMENT

The research has been approved by the institutional review board
of Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, Israel.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

All coauthors designed the research. AA conducted first study.
The second was conducted by a research assistant. All coauthors
analyzed the data. All coauthors participated in writing the paper,
which was led by TK.

FUNDING

This research was supported by Israel Science Foundation (ISF)
Grant 1449/11.

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

This study is part of the first author’s MA dissertation under the
supervision of the second and third authors.

REFERENCES
Aiken, L. S., and West, S. G. (1991). Multiple Regression: Testing and Interpreting

Interactions. London: Sage Publications.
Atanasov, P., and Dana, J. (2011). Leveling the playing field: dishonesty in

the face of threat. J. Econ. Psychol. 32, 809–817. doi: 10.1016/j.joep.2011.
07.006

Ayal, S., and Gino, F. (2011). “Honest rationales for dishonest behavior,” in The
Social Psychology of Morality: Exploring the Causes of Good and Evil, eds
M. Mikulincer and P. R. Shaver (Washington, DC: American Psychological
Association).

Bartels, D. M., and Burnett, R. C. (2011). A group construal account of drop-in-the-
bucket thinking in policy preference and moral judgment. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol.
47, 50–57. doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2010.08.003

Batson, C. D., Kobrynowicz, D., Dinnerstein, J. L., Kampf, H. C., and
Wilson, A. D. (1997). In a very different voice: unmasking moral
hypocrisy. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 72, 1335–1348. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.72.
6.1335

Bazerman, M. H., Gino, F., Shu, L. L., and Tsay, C. J. (2011). Joint evaluation as a
real-world tool for managing emotional assessments of morality. Emot. Rev. 3,
290–292. doi: 10.1177/1754073911402370

Brief, A. P., Buttram, R. T., and Dukerich, J. M. (2001). “Collective corruption in
the corporate world: toward a process model,” in Groups at Work: Theory and
Research. Applied Social Research, ed. M. E. Turner (Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum),
471–499.

Dawson, J. F., and Richter, A. W. (2006). Probing three-way interactions in
moderated multiple regression: development and application of a slope
difference test. J. Appl. Psychol. 91, 917–926. doi: 10.1037/0021-9010.91.4.917

Epstein, S., Pacini, R., Denes-Raj, V., and Heier, H. (1996). Individual
differences in intuitive-experiential and analytical-rational thinking
styles. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 71, 390–405. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.71.
2.390

Fischbacher, U., and Föllmi-Heusi, F. (2013). Lies in disguise—an experimental
study on cheating. J. Eur. Econ. Assoc. 11, 525–547. doi: 10.1111/jeea.
12014

Gino, F., Shu, L. L., and Bazerman, M. H. (2010). Nameless + Harmless =
Blameless: when seemingly irrelevant factors influence judgment of
(un)ethical behavior. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. Process. 111, 102–115.
doi: 10.1016/j.obhdp.2009.11.002

Gneezy, U. (2005). Deception: the role of consequences. Am. Econ. Rev. 95,
384–394. doi: 10.1257/0002828053828662

Hamilton, D. L., and Sherman, S. J. (1996). Perceiving persons and groups. Psychol.
Rev. 103, 336–355. doi: 10.1037/0033-295X.103.2.336

Hechter, M. (1990). The attainment of solidarity in intentional
communities. Ration. Soc. 2, 142–155. doi: 10.1177/1043463190002
002004

Hobbes, T., and Macpherson, C. B. (1968). Leviathan; Edited with an Introduction
by CB Macpherson. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books.

Kesternich, I., Kosfeld, M., Schumacher, H., and Winter, J. (2014). Us
and Them: Distributional Preferences in Small and Large Groups, CESifo

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 March 2016 | Volume 7 | Article 371

http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/
http://www.frontiersin.org/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive


fpsyg-07-00371 March 25, 2016 Time: 17:18 # 8

Amir et al. Careful Cheating

Working Paper Series No. 4657. Available at: http://ssrn.com/abstract=
2407901

Kogut, T. (2009). Public decisions or private decisions? When the specific
case guides public decisions. J. Behav. Decis. Making 22, 91–100. doi:
10.1002/bdm.613

Kogut, T. (2011). The role of perspective-taking and emotions in punishing
identified and unidentified wrongdoers. Cogn. Emot. 25, 1491–1499. doi:
10.1080/02699931.2010.547563

Kogut, T., and Ritov, I. (2005). The “identified victim effect”: an identified
group, or just a single individual? J. Behav. Decis. Making 18, 157–167. doi:
10.1002/bdm.492

Lewicki, R. J. (1983). “Lying and deception: a behavioral model,” Negotiating in
Organizations, Vol. 68, eds M. H. Bazerman and R. J. Lewicki (Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage Publishing), 90.

Lewicki, R. J., Poland, T., Minton, J. W., and Sheppard, B. H. (1997). “Dishonesty
as deviance: a typology of workplace dishonesty and contributing factors,” in
Research on Negotiation in Organizations, eds R. J. Lewicki, B. H. Sheppard and
R. J. Bies (Greenwich, CT: JAI Press).

Mazar, N., Amir, O., and Ariely, D. (2008). The dishonesty of honest people:
a theory of self-concept maintenance. J. Market. Res. 45, 633–644. doi:
10.1509/jmkr.45.6.633

Mazar, N., and Ariely, D. (2006). Dishonesty in everyday life and its policy
implications. J. Public Policy Market. 25, 117–126. doi: 10.1509/jppm.25.1.117

Schurr, A., Ritov, I., Kareev, Y., and Avrahami, J. (2012). Is that the answer you had
in mind? The effect of perspective on unethical behavior. Judgm. Decis. Making
7, 679–688.

Shalvi, S., Dana, J., Handgraaf, M. J. J., and De Dreu, C. K. W. (2011). Justified
ethicality: observing desired counterfactuals modifies ethical perceptions

and behavior. Organ. Behav. Hum. Decis. Process. 115, 181–190. doi:
10.1016/j.obhdp.2011.02.001

Shalvi, S., Eldar, O., and Bereby-Meyer, Y. (2012). Honesty requires time (and lack
of justifications). Psychol. Sci. 23, 1264–1270. doi: 10.1177/0956797612443835

Slovic, P. (2007). If I look at the mass I will never act: psychic numbing and
genocide. Judgm. Decis. Making 2, 1–17.

Small, D. A., and Loewenstein, G. (2003). Helping a victim or helping
the victim: altruism and identifiability. J. Risk Uncertain. 26, 5–16. doi:
10.1023/A:1022299422219

Smith, A. (1999). The Wealth of Nations: Books IV and V. London: Penguin Books.
Susskind, J., Maurer, K., Thakkar, V., Hamilton, D. L., and Sherman, J. W. (1999).

Perceiving individuals and groups: expectancies, dispositional inferences, and
causal attributions. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 76, 181–191. doi: 10.1037/0022-
3514.76.2.181

Zimerman, L., Shalvi, S., and Bereby-Meyer, Y. (2014). Self-reported ethical
risk taking tendencies predict actual dishonesty. Judgm. Decis. Making 9,
58–64.

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was
conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2016 Amir, Kogut and Bereby-Meyer. This is an open-access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY).
The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the
original author(s) or licensor are credited and that the original publication in this
journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution
or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 March 2016 | Volume 7 | Article 371

http://ssrn.com/abstract=2407901
http://ssrn.com/abstract=2407901
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/
http://www.frontiersin.org/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive

	Careful Cheating: People Cheat Groups Rather than Individuals
	Introduction
	Study #1
	Method
	Results and Discussion

	Study #2
	Results and Discussion

	Study #3
	Results and Discussion

	General Discussion
	Ethics Statement
	Author Contributions
	Funding
	Acknowledgment
	References


