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Editorial on the Research Topic

Honesty and Moral Behavior in Economic Games

RESEARCH ON MORAL BEHAVIOR IN BEHAVIORAL ECONOMICS

It is in crisis times that we can see the ailments of society under a magnifying glass and all three
major crises we have recently been facing and continue to face, the financial crisis of 2007 and
its aftermath, the current Corona crisis, and the climate crisis that will only ever become worse,
have put a spotlight on greedy and dishonest behavior which needs to be tackled if societies
want to escape such ordeals half-way unscathed. Yet politicians can simply ignore key problems
in their campaigns to get more votes; decision makers can get involved in corrupt behaviors
for monetary benefits; and ordinary citizens can simply close their eyes trying to justify selfish
acts –fueling crises further. It is, thus, not surprising that immoral behaviors and their root causes
have received increasing attention in the last decade of the social science literature. In this collection
we present 11 exciting new studies exploring the morality of behavior from the vantage point of
(behavioral) economics.

From a standard economic perspective, the decision to behave immorally for a monetary benefit
is affected by only two factors—the probability of being caught and the penalty resulting from it
(see Becker, 1968). However, the fast-growing literature in behavioral economics shows that many
people would forego an immoral action, such as lying, even if there is no possibility of being
caught and being punished (see, for instance, Gneezy, 2005; Mazar et al., 2008; Shalvi et al., 2011;
Fischbacher and Föllmi-Heusi, 2013; Abeler et al., 2014, 2019; Gächter and Schulz, 2016; Kajackaite
and Gneezy, 2017; Gneezy et al., 2018). These studies show that some people lie only partially or
do not lie at all, because they have an intrinsic cost of lying (a self-image cost) and/or because they
do not want to be perceived as liars by others or themselves (image concerns). Another stream
of research shows that moral behavior can be eroded in market interactions and voting (see, for
instance, Falk and Szech, 2013; Bartling et al., 2015, Falk et al., 2020; Ziegler et al., 2020), and that
the psychological cost of immoral behavior can be reduced by choosing to be ignorant about the
consequences of one’s, actions on others (see Dana et al., 2007; Exley, 2015; Grossman and van der
Weele, 2017; Serra-Garcia and Szech, 2021).

These papers are just the tip of the iceberg—indeed morality has become one of the most
popular topics in behavioral economics, and we are learning many valuable lessons about the forces
influencing people’s choices to behave in a more or less moral or honest way. With this Research
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Topic, we contribute to the literature by shedding more light on
mechanisms that drive morally relevant behaviors.

THIS RESEARCH TOPIC

This Research Topic consists of 11 research papers, with each
of them using lab or field experiments to answer their research
questions. The content of the contributions, forming this special
issue, ranges from contributions on lying behavior (contributions
by Behnk and Reuben; Dunaiev and Khadjavi; Jacquemet et al.;
Vorsatz et al.; Waeber), bribing (contributions by Balafoutas et
al.; Wang and Chen), pro-sociality (contributions by Regner;
Regner and Matthey), and discrimination (contribution by Feess
et al.) up to an experiment aiming to reduce meat consumption
(contribution by Haile et al.). Taking a wholistic viewpoint
as in Bandura (2016), morally relevant behavior may include
caring about nature, the environment, and animals as well. A
reduction in meat consumption may help us tackle the climate
crisis. More broadly, as in the current Corona crisis, fostering
morally relevant behaviors will hopefully contribute to dealing
with the fallout from major crises, ideally helping to overcome
them successfully.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

As demonstrated by this special issue, behavioral economics
of morality is a fruitful field of research. While the topic is
slowly maturing, the scope for future studies remains large
with many important understudied applications. One of these is
science itself including, as we were learning while writing this
introduction, the very subfield this issue deals with. While it is
tempting to dwell on the irony it is probably more interesting
and clearly more important to understand the mechanisms
that enable fraudulent behavior in the sciences. The case is
complicated partially because of academia’s self-government.
When immoral behavior can only be verified by a select few, the
question easily becomes who observes the observer? And what
are the observer’s interests? Of course, universities do not like
scandals. But sweeping things under the carpet may ultimately
be the more dangerous strategy. There is a lot to be worked on.
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