
Meta-analysis indicates participants tend to cheat by a little and to a similar extent for $1, $50 
and “when stakes are increased 500-fold.” (Abeler et al., 2016, p.8). 

We differentiate between the overall level of cheating, and its pattern. Even if the level of 
cheating is relatively stable (e.g. percentage) different justification mechanisms may be 
reflected in different patterns of cheating.

We consider here Compensatory vs. Non-compensatory justification patterns.

In a compensatory justification, people use the incentives to justify unethical behavior. Higher 
profit justifies unethicality, but lower profit does not. In a Top/Bottom die-roll game, this 
mechanism leads to a monotonically increasing relation between incentives and cheating. 

In a non-compensatory justification, people use the rules of the game to justify unethical 
behavior and are intentionally blind to incentives to prove ‘it is the principle rather than the 
profit’. In a Top/Bottom die-roll game, this mechanism leads to a step-like relation between 
incentives and cheating.

We demonstrate that compensatory justification mechanism emerges when the threat to the 
self is moderate, but non-compensatory justification mechanism emerges when the threat to 
the self is more intense.

In Studies 1a and 1b participants recall their Mother or Father (moderate vs. more intense 
threat to the moral-self). Study 1a pretests the manipulation using the matrices task. Study 1b 
demonstrates the different patterns in a Top/Bottom die-roll game. We use the same game in 
Study 2a (silence and noise simulate a sense of anonymity or visibility, respectively) and in 
Study 2b (where Black&White vs. White&White contrast simulate ambiguity vs. clarity).

The findings generally support the notion between compensatory and non-compensatory 
justification patterns
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STUDY CHOICE TYPE
SUBJECT

POOL
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Size

Characteristics of the studies

Lab

Study

Matrices

Task

Top/Bottom

roll-die

Parents

as reminders

Physical

contrast

1a
Incentive 

compatible

Undergrad

students
205   

1b
Incentive

compatible

Undergrad

students
80   

2a
Incentive

compatible

Undergrad

students
104   

2b
Incentive

compatible

Undergrad

students
104   
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The findings demonstrate that compensatory justification patterns emerge when the threat to 

the moral self is milder, and non-compensatory justification pattern emerge when the threat to 

the moral self is more pronounced.


