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Abstract 

All dishonesty is not evaluated equally, especially when in possession of justification for it. 

Indeed, research suggests a feeling of injustice is commonly used to rationalise cheating, seen 

as a way to restore a sense of justice. The current study investigated whether perceived 

injustice due to misfortune leads to self-serving dishonesty where there are no consequences 

for others. Further, the strength of an honest self-concept was introduced as a previously 

unmeasured interaction effect, with the hypothesis that a stronger desire to see oneself as 

honest would attenuate the impact of injustice on dishonesty. An experiment was conducted 

online with a sample of first-year psychology students, where a between-measures design (n 

= 52) was utilised to manipulate the feeling of injustice. Our findings did not indicate an 

induced feeling of injustice increased dishonest behaviour, nor was there an impact of a 

strong honest self-concept mitigating this effect. We urge future research to replicate our 

methodology with a larger sample, as the current results are inconclusive given the small 

sample size. 

Keywords: perceived injustice, perceived unfairness, dishonesty, dishonest behaviour, 

self-serving dishonesty, theory of self-concept maintenance, moral default 
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The Dishonesty Dance: How the Feeling of Injustice Makes You Want to Behave 

Dishonestly (But Maybe Your Inner Saint Can Stop You?) 

Any behaviour deliberately lacking in integrity is defined as dishonest behaviour. 

Such behaviour is common, and it tends to be perceived negatively. However, all dishonest 

behaviours fall along a continuum of how negatively judged they are (Talwar, 2011; Tyler et 

al., 2006). Employees steal from their workplace (Greenberg, 1990; Mazar & Ariely, 2006), 

university students copy others’ work (Baran & Jonason, 2020), and people borrow things 

without asking (Mazar et al., 2008). Despite their differences in severity, dishonest actions 

often stem from a desire to restore a feeling of injustice (Kaliuzhna, 2020; Li et al., 2022; 

Shalvi et al., 2012). For example, employees might steal when they feel they are underpaid, 

ostensibly to recuperate their perceived losses. Students may need to work substantial hours 

to finance their studies and feel justified in getting an unjust advantage elsewhere to stay on 

track. Someone who feels they have been subject to unfair treatment by their sibling may 

steal a property of that sibling as a way of ‘getting back’. Dishonest behaviours are thus not 

always equal in the eyes of the perpetrator. In fact, humans have an inherent need for justice 

(Taylor, 2003), demonstrated by how sensitive we are to fairness, even from a young age 

(Decety & Yoder, 2015). Equity theory (Adams, 1963) further supports this, positing that 

individuals compare inputs and outputs to a referent other, and perceived inequity motivates 

restoration through adjustments in these inputs or outputs. This essentially means that an 

unmet need for justice creates a reaction, with dishonesty being a tempting response. The 

resulting consequences of such behaviour can be multifaceted and far-reaching, impacting 

both oneself and others. This can manifest in for example decreased work contribution 

(Adams, 1963) and a feeling of dissonance when choosing to cheat, due to the desire to 

uphold a positive self-image (Mazar et al., 2008; Shalvi et al., 2012;). A feeling of unfairness 

can thus make anyone cheat. Therefore, this research aims to explore this complex 
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relationship, helping us understand how feelings of injustice can influence even the most 

ethical of individuals to act dishonestly.  

As demonstrated by the examples above, some may restore a sense of equilibrium by 

acting dishonestly, and this appears to happen cross-culturally (Greenberg 1990; Houser et 

al., 2012; Li et al., 2022). Due to the perceived disrespect or lack of reciprocity unjust 

treatment may indicate (Zitek et al., 2010), emotional responses to injustice, such as anger, 

disappointment, or a desire to retaliate are common (Leib et al., 2019). Consequently, 

individuals may be more likely to justify subsequent dishonest actions without feeling that 

they are transgressing (Shalvi et al., 2012). The dynamic can arguably create a vicious cycle, 

where unjust treatment leads to dishonest behaviour, in turn potentially making others feel 

unfairly treated, and so on. Moreover, the feeling of injustice appears to also be motivated by 

misfortune (Gaucher et al., 2009). This is supported by the fact that the experience of 

undeserved treatment tends to result in negative emotions (Feather & McKee, 2009), and that 

people appear to be more dishonest when unfortunate (Mourminoux, 2023). Therefore, it 

seems our heightened sensitivity to injustice creates a vulnerability to acting dishonestly, 

regardless of its cause.  

While honesty is highly valued in many societies (Le et al., 2022), reasons beyond 

injustice explain the occurrence of dishonesty. Since people can justify almost anything to 

themselves through motivated, directional reasoning (Kunda, 1990), one of the first theories 

to explain why we do so with dishonesty was expected utility theory (Becker, 1968). Utilising 

cost-benefit analysis, it suggests people will always choose the option with the highest 

potential reward, even if it involves dishonesty. Moreover, self-interest also appears to be a 

strong motivator for cheating (Shalvi et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2024), especially ‘when no 

one is watching’ (Denisova-Schmidt et al., 2022). In fact, anonymity can further amplify the 

tendency to see dishonest acts as acceptable (Mazar et al., 2008), but again only to an extent 
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to which you can convincingly justify them (Shalvi et al., 2015). Yet, from a cost-benefit 

perspective, the chances of being caught are substantially decreased in anonymous situations, 

leading to a higher observed incidence of cheating (Denisova-Schmidt et al., 2022). 

Additionally, one could posit that in victimless situations, a person may feel that they have 

nothing to lose by being dishonest. Therefore, in the context of cost-benefit analysis and from 

a self-serving bias perspective, the questions is why would you not act dishonestly, especially 

when you feel you have been unfairly treated?  

Self-Serving Bias and the Theory of Self-Concept Maintenance 

Experiencing a sense of injustice is not the same as acting on it. Certainly, recent 

research discovered people may not always seek the maximum dishonest gain (Capraro & 

Rand, 2018; Gerlach et al., 2019) and despite an award becoming available, they are unlikely 

to lie even when the required lie is only small (Shalvi et al., 2010). Moreover, despite people 

engaging in dishonest behaviour that negatively impacts others (Gino & Ayal, 2012), severe 

costs to others appear to keep people from acting dishonestly (Murphy et al., 2020) and 

individuals do not engage in dishonesty lightly even in victimless scenarios (Houser et al., 

2012, Shalvi et al., 2010).   

What appears to deter dishonesty are internal motivations such as avoiding guilt and 

upholding morals (Murphy et al., 2020). The reasoning behind such motivations is explained 

by the theory of self-concept maintenance (Mazar et al., 2008). In this framework, humans 

have a desire to view themselves positively, which includes being an honest person. 

Dishonest behaviour, however, clashes with this positive self-view, creating a feeling of 

dissonance (Festinger, 1957). To reduce this dissonance and to maintain an honest self-

concept, people either (1) avoid engaging in dishonest behaviour or (2) justify why this 

specific dishonest behaviour does not make them a bad person. In the latter case, individuals 

categorise their dishonest actions as less dishonest based on the malleability 
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(reinterpretability) of the act and their personal limit, the point at which the act becomes too 

dishonest (Mazar et al., 2008). This aligns with the fact that people are more likely to be 

dishonest when they have a way of justifying their actions (Shalvi et al, 2010). To reduce 

dissonance, the choice to act dishonestly arguably depends on the strength of their self-

concept as a fundamentally honest person.  

Previous studies have established how dishonest behaviour is influenced by self-

concept maintenance (Shalvi et al., 2010, 2012, 2015) and how it is driven by perceived 

injustice (Li et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2024). However, to our knowledge, no previous study 

has examined how these factors interact. Building on prior research, we would expect that 

individuals with a strong honest self-concept have a high threshold for engaging in dishonest 

behaviour (Speer et al., 2020) even when they feel unjustly treated. In contrast, those with a 

weaker honest self-concept may be more susceptible to restoring feelings of justice through 

dishonest actions.  

The Present Research 

Feeling unjustly treated should make it more likely for people to self-servingly tell 

themselves that it is acceptable to be dishonest. Studies have investigated the effect of 

random allocation on participant’s likelihood to engage in dishonest behaviour, even when it 

does not directly impact others (Gill et al., 2013; John et al., 2014) and how misfortune 

impacts dishonesty (Mourminoux, 2023). Therefore, considering an anonymous situation 

with arguably no cost to oneself nor to others, we build on previous research by examining 

how perceived injustice due to misfortune influences dishonest behaviour. We hypothesise 

that:  

Hypothesis 1: Individuals who perceive injustice are more likely to engage in 

dishonest behaviour in pursuit of a reward in a victimless situation, compared to those who 

do not perceive such injustice.  
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To the authors’ knowledge, no study other than Houser et al., (2012) has specifically 

combined the elements of misfortune and a subsequent feeling of injustice, and how this 

leads to victimless dishonest behaviour. However, the authors focused solely on the 

immediate effect. Understanding dishonesty in such situations might be more nuanced.  

Research presented above suggests a strong honest self-concept could mitigate the effect of 

perceived injustice on dishonest behaviour. Mazar et al., (2008) demonstrated reduced 

dishonesty when the participants were reminded of their own moral standards, creating a 

tighter range for acceptable dishonest behaviours. In this study, we use a similar reminder 

with our participants in order to measure the strength of their honest-self concepts. Despite 

this, we argue that the malleability and limit of the opportunity for dishonesty easily allows 

for categorising the dishonest act as less dishonest. Thus, a higher likelihood of dishonesty 

should occur regardless of participants’ awareness of their own moral standards, especially 

when the participants feel unjustly treated. Therefore, we extend previous research by 

measuring how the desire to maintain an honest self-concept interacts with the main effect of 

perceived injustice and dishonesty. We hypothesise that: 

Hypothesis 2: The effect in H1 is moderated by the strength of a person’s honest self-

concept. Specifically, a strong honest-self-concept attenuates the effect of perceived injustice 

on dishonest behaviour.  

Methods 

Participants 

 Between 6th May 2024 and 17th May 2024, a total of 52 first-year B.Sc. Psychology 

students completed our study through the University of Groningen’s online participants' pool 

SONA by means of self-selection. Of the participants, 39 identified as female, 10 identified 

as male, and 3 as non-binary or other. The questionnaire and experiment was completed in 

English.  
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Procedure 

 The current study employed a between-subjects experimental design. Experimental 

Condition served as the independent variable, representing the two study conditions (an 

‘easy’ task condition; n = 26 vs. a ‘hard’ task condition; n = 26), and Reported Difficulties 

functioned as the main dependent measure. We received ethics approval from the Faculty of 

Behavioural and Social Sciences (BSS) ethics committee at the University of Groningen. 

  The study made use of deception at multiple points throughout. To obfuscate its true 

nature, the study was conducted in two parts. In the first part, participants were asked to fill 

out a questionnaire that included all moderating measures. The questionnaire was introduced 

as a questionnaire about attitudes towards moral judgment to be used in another project.  

The second part featured the experimental manipulation and dependent variable. 

Multiple steps were taken to induce a feeling of injustice. The purpose of the study was 

framed as assessing mechanisms of reading comprehension in two different conditions. 

Participants were told they would randomly be allocated to either the 'easy' task condition or 

the 'hard' task condition. Furthermore, the participants were falsely informed that the ‘easy’ 

task would require half as much time as the ‘hard’ task. In reality, all participants were given 

the same task (see Appendix A for survey instructions). This was to first read a text and to 

then perform a cognitive and a reading comprehension task. They were presented with a 

visual overview of the fictitious conditions, which depicted a short text for the ‘easy’ 

condition, and a long text for the ‘hard’ condition. The text itself was an excerpt of a 

cognitive neuroscience article (Westö et al., 2016), which included many technical terms that 

are likely to be unfamiliar to first-year students.  

Participants were instructed that they would have to answer questions about the text. 

All were informed that correct answers could be rewarded with bonus SONA credits. 

Participants in the ‘easy’ condition were told that they would need to provide correct answers 
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on a majority of questions to receive the bonus, whereas participants in the ‘hard’ condition 

were told that they would need to answer all questions correctly (see Appendix B for 

manipulation texts). In reality, one of the questions was impossible to answer based on the 

text. This guaranteed that all participants in the hard condition would experience failure. The 

above steps were taken to induce a perception of injustice in the participants. Namely, those 

allocated to the ‘hard’ condition would have to do substantially more work to than their ‘easy’ 

counterparts to be eligible for the bonus.  

 At the end of the study, participants were asked to indicate whether they had any 

issues with reading comprehension or other problems that could have hindered their 

performance, which is the dependent variable of this study. Namely, this acted as the 

opportunity for dishonesty: participants received bonus SONA credits it they indicated at 

least one difficulty, regardless of correctly answered questions. A reminder was present that 

participants could not be identified by the researchers.  

Measures  

 This study was part of a larger survey, therefore only measures employed in the 

current investigation will be described.  

Reported Difficulties   

 To capture dishonest behaviour, participants were provided with the opportunity to be 

dishonest by indicating that they had difficulties performing the reading task. They were 

presented with six statements on reading and/or concentration difficulties that could have 

affected their performance. Participants indicated agreement with a statement by a box tick. 

This was introduced as a way to account for legitimate reasons why someone would be 

disadvantaged in this study. If an induced perception of injustice indeed leads to more 

dishonest behaviour, more participants would indicate having difficulties in the ‘hard’ 

condition than in the ‘easy’ condition – to still be eligible for the bonus SONA credits. 
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Examples of box items included ‘It is hard for me to pay attention for longer periods of time’ 

or ‘something distracted me during the study’ (see Appendix C for full list of box items).  

Strength of an Honest Self-Concept  

 Assessment of the strength of a person’s honest self-concept was done using a subset 

of items from Black and Reynolds’ (2016) Moral Identity Questionnaire (MIQ), divided into 

the Moral Integrity subscale (MIQ-MI) and the Moral Self subscale (MIQ-MS). Items were 

picked based on perceived relevance for the study. The MIQ-MI included items such as ‘it is 

more important that people think you are honest than being honest’ and ‘lying and cheating 

are just things you have to do in this world’. The MIQ-MS included items such as ‘one of the 

most important things in life is to do what you know is right’ and ‘I want other people to 

know they can rely on me’ (see Appendix D for full list of items). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89 

for the MIQ-MI and 0.90 for the MIQ-MS. Answers were rated on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = 

strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree), with a lower score indicating a stronger concern for 

being honest.   

Results 

Logistic regression analysis was conducted using JASP (version 0.18.3.0) to test the 

effect of perceived injustice on Reported Difficulties. A moderating effect of the strength of a 

person’s honest self-concept, measured with the Moral Identity Questionnaire (MIQ), 

(consisting of the subscale MIQ-MI and subscale MIQ-MS) was further conducted to test its 

effect on the likelihood to be dishonest in face of perceived injustice (see Table 1 for 

descriptive statistics).  

The dependent variable, Reported Difficulties, was categorical in nature, with 

participants ticking box items of Reported Difficulties. Up to six boxes could be ticked, but 

for the sake of this analysis, dummy-coding was used to reflect the difference between any 

boxes ticked or none (1 = yes, 0 = no). Observations were coded as dishonest behaviour if 
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participants picked any box item. The independent variable, Experimental Condition, was 

coded as either a ‘hard’ task condition or an ‘easy’ task condition. As a first indication, more 

participants in the ‘hard’ condition (expected to induce a stronger feeling of perceived 

injustice) ticked at least one box (M = 0.77, SD = 0.43) than in the ‘easy’ condition (M = 

0.65, SD = 0.48) (see Table 2 for descriptive statistics and Figure 1 for plot).   

Pearson’s correlation coefficients indicated a non-significant negative association 

between MIQ and perceived injustice (r = -0.04, p = 0.80) and a non-significant negative 

correlation between Reported Difficulties and MIQ (r = -0.06, p = 0.70) (see Table 3 for 

correlations). The Chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the model fit 

and significance of the relationship between Reported Difficulties and perceived injustice. 

We measured a non-significant association between these variables (χ2 (1) = 0.84, p = 0.36), 

indicating the model provides no evidence for increased dishonest behaviour in the ‘hard’ 

task condition due to perceived injustice.  

Logistic Regression Analysis 

We conducted a logistic regression analysis to test our two hypotheses. Reported 

Difficulties was entered as the dependent variable, Experimental Condition as the 

independent variable, and the centered moderator, MIQ (consisting of MIQ-MI and MIQ-

MS), as a covariate to test the interaction effect (see Table 4 for coefficients table). First, we 

tested the main effect of perceived injustice on Reported Difficulties (H1). A non-significant 

positive trend was found of the difference in Reported Difficulties between the two 

conditions of perceived injustice (OR = 1.75, W = 0.79, p = 0.38). Therefore, our results 

indicate that despite a nominally higher rate of Reported Difficulties in the ‘hard’ condition, 

this difference is non-significant. No evidence of dishonest behaviour in the ‘hard’ task 

condition was thus observed, rejecting hypothesis 1. 
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Second, we tested the interaction effect of the strength of a person’s honest self-

concept using the MIQ on Reported Difficulties (H2). Participants were divided into two 

groups based on their MIQ score. A median split was used, creating a low-scoring group 

(scores below 3.5) and a high-scoring group (scores at or above 3.5). Despite a visual trend 

suggesting a potential interaction (see Figure 2 for association plot), we measured a non-

significant effect for this relationship as well (OR = 1.94, W = 0.32, p = 0.58). This means the 

strength of a person’s honest self-concept did not moderate the effect of perceived injustice 

on dishonest behaviour. Therefore, hypothesis 2 was also rejected.  

Discussion 

Previous research suggests that dishonest behaviour is fuelled by feelings of injustice 

(Houser et al., 2012; Li et al., 2022), by providing individuals with justification for their 

actions (Shalvi et al., 2012). On the basis of this, we conducted an experiment where 

participants were randomly allocated to either an ‘easy’ task condition or a ‘hard’ task 

condition, with the latter designed to induce a feeling of injustice. We hypothesized that a 

feeling of perceived injustice in participants would impact their propensity for dishonesty. 

Specifically, we predicted individuals who felt unfairly treated would be more prone to 

dishonesty, especially when the opportunity offered a reward without causing harm to others. 

However, research on susceptibility for dishonest behaviour suggests that the choice for 

acting dishonestly is carefully weighed against the need to update one’s self-concept. This is 

summarised in the theory of self-concept maintenance, stating people have an innate desire to 

see themselves as honest (Mazar et al., 2008). Therefore, we hypothesised that a strong desire 

to maintain an honest self-concept would counteract feelings of injustice and prevent the 

triggering of dishonest behaviour.  

The results did not support our hypotheses. Counter to H1, inducing a feeling of 

unjust treatment did not increase the likelihood of acting dishonestly. Regarding H2, there 
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was no support for the strength of a person’s honest self-concept impacting on the 

relationship between perceived injustice and dishonest behaviour. Thus, we found no 

evidence that a strong honest self-concept affects the likelihood of dishonest action even 

when there is a feeling of unjust treatment. Though the sample size was restricted, it is worth 

noting, however, that a positive trend, albeit non-significant, was detected in our results for 

H1. In other words, slightly more participants were inferred as being dishonest in the ‘hard’ 

task condition, where we would expect a stronger feeling of injustice occurred, than in the 

‘easy’ task condition. Therefore, the data point in the direction we hypothesised. Moreover, a 

visual trend for a potential interaction was detected for H2, suggesting a strong honest self-

concept might weaken the relationship between perceived injustice and dishonesty. 

Nevertheless, our non-significant results for both hypotheses prevent us from making far-

reaching conclusions. 

Implications  

Despite the small sample size, some implications can be discussed. Our findings for 

our first hypothesis are not in line with previous studies reporting that feelings of injustice 

promote dishonesty (Houser et al., 2012; Leib et al., 2019; Li et al., 2022), as does 

unfortunate treatment (Mourminoux, 2023). Additionally, as a result of a cost-benefit 

analysis, dishonesty has been found to be more likely in situations where there is a low 

chance of being caught (Gino et al., 2009), such as in anonymous situations (Mazar et al., 

2008). However, newer research challenges these findings, and might partly explain the 

results of the current study. That is, people do not always lie for personal gain, even when 

anonymity is assured (Shalvi et al., 2015), and especially when there is no justification for 

lying (Shalvi et al., 2012). Nevertheless, perceived injustice could be used as a justification 

for lying (Greenberg, 1990; Houser et al., 2012), and therefore it is surprising that this was 

not the case in our study. Thus, despite conflicting findings on the occurrence of dishonesty, 
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existing research on the relationship between injustice and dishonesty contradicts what we 

discovered. Arguably, however, with higher statistical power, we may have detected a 

significant difference between the two task conditions, since the direction of the relationship 

was in line with our hypothesis.  

While no one, to our knowledge, has tested the moderating effect of a person’s honest 

self-concept on the relation between perceived injustice and dishonesty, prior research has 

suggested that a person’s honest self-concept does have an impact on whether a person 

chooses to act dishonestly. Specifically, people differ in their moral default, where individuals 

with a stronger sense of seeing themselves as honest engage in more internal thinking when 

faced with an opportunity to be dishonest (Abe, 2020; Speer et al., 2020). In contrast, 

cheaters have been found to be more sensitive to the lure of rewards in such situations (Speer 

et al., 2020). A possible link between dishonesty and attitude has also been suggested. Halevy 

et al., (2013) reported that those who deceive more often may have a less negative attitude 

towards dishonesty. In the authors’ view, this suggests that a desire to maintain an honest self-

concept may not impact frequent liars as much as non-frequent liars. Presumably, an honest 

self-concept is thus weaker in frequent liars. Therefore, it is possible that frequent liars have a 

lowered need to maintain an honest self-concept, making them more susceptible to 

dishonesty when feeling unjustly treated. In light of this research, there appears to be several 

individual factors that influence the strength of a person’s honest self-concept. How this fits 

into the relationship of injustice and dishonesty, however, requires further investigation.  

Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions 

Despite the results being non-significant, the strengths of our study are worth 

mentioning, as they could be included in future research to maximise success. First, the study 

had high ecological validity, meaning it took place in a realistic scenario, embedded in a 

context the participants were required to be in (the SONA research programme). Second, our 
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manipulation was a real scenario. This contributed to high experimental realism of our study, 

as it is likely that we induced a real psychological state of perceived injustice in participants. 

However, because the feeling of injustice is subjective (Houser et al., 2012), future research 

could measure participants’ perceptions of the feeling, albeit at the expense of potentially 

impacting participants’ degree of dishonesty. Third, our dependent variable was actual 

behaviour observed during the study, rather than self-reported predictions about future 

behaviour. Thus, we measured objective data in a realistic situation, meaning the data had 

high accuracy and good ecological validity. Lastly, participants took part in the study to 

collect SONA credits, a valued resource for the population in question. This created a genuine 

reason to act dishonestly in pursuit of bonus SONA credits in the moment. 

The main limitation of the study was the small sample size, resulting in overall low 

power, and thus a smaller likelihood of accurately detecting the true difference in the effects 

of low and high perceived injustice. Future research is thus needed where a significantly 

larger number of participants are recruited, preferably using simple random sampling to avoid 

bias. The external validity of the study was further compromised due to the sample only 

consisting of first-year students at the University of Groningen. Moreover, despite the 

seemingly limitless nature of SONA credits, in theory there could be a scenario where 

dishonest behaviour by one participant restricts their availability for others. Thus, we cannot 

say with certainty whether our findings would apply to other populations as well as to other 

contexts, especially where the reward for dishonesty is finite. Therefore, it could be of 

interest for future research to expand the current approach, for example, looking at cultural 

differences in relation to injustice. Previous research has hinted at differences in cultural 

norms that impact the perceived injustice people experience in the same situation (Adams, 

1963), and this could carry over to cultural differences in the kinds of situations where 

dishonest behaviour occurs. Further, it could also be considered whether these cultural 
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differences impact sensitivity to cheating for a reward, and how a person’s honest self-

concept moderates this impact.  

Moreover, demand characteristics may have impacted the results of our study. 

Specifically, being asked questions related to injustice prior to being introduced to the 

experimental manipulation impacted on how some of the participants interpreted the study, 

with one participant explicitly stating it prevented them from cheating. This relates to the 

conclusion of Mazar et al., (2008), that by drawing attention to the moral standards of the 

participants before the opportunity of being dishonest presents itself, it can decrease the 

likelihood to act dishonestly. Priming of moral standards and its impact on dishonesty is 

strongly supported by research (Rosenbaum et al., 2014). Thus, it could be of interest for 

future research to counterbalance the order of presentation, with half of the participants being 

given the questionnaire on a separate day after the experiment. This would allow one to 

investigate the priming effect of the questionnaire, to see whether attention to one’s own 

moral standards influence participants’ behaviour in the experiment. Further, it could be of 

interest to investigate if a more powerful feeling of injustice can outweigh the influence of 

attention to one’s moral standards, as our study might not have induced a strong enough sense 

of unfairness to generate this effect. Lastly, dishonesty was inferred in our study rather than 

directly measured. To be eligible for the reward of bonus SONA credits, participants could 

indicate whether they had experienced any difficulties with the task in the experiment. We 

assumed that if feelings of injustice truly increase dishonesty, participants in the ‘hard’ task 

condition would report difficulties more often than participants in the ‘easy task condition. 

Despite previous research having used direct observation to detect cheating with the help of 

cameras (Ong et al., 2023), this could influence demand characteristics and cause participants 

to change their behaviour. Therefore, we urge future researchers to measure dishonesty more 

reliably, using a methodology similar to ours, by for example pre-screening participants true 
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characteristics and behaviour relevant to the presented difficulties long before they take part 

in the actual study, to account for carryover effects.   

In light of these considerations, we believe this research area holds significant value 

and potential for future discoveries. Previous research has demonstrated individuals choose 

honesty even in entirely victimless situations. Moreover, even when something could be 

gained by being dishonest, individuals cheat but not to the full extent (Shalvi et al., 2010). In 

our study, we made it as easy as possible to be dishonest. We required no proof from 

participants on the validity of their reported difficulties with the task and the answers of the 

participants were kept anonymous. Furthermore, we used bonus SONA credits as the reward 

for being dishonest, a valuable resource for first-year psychology students seeking to fulfil 

course requirements, but whose value cannot be directly compared to for example real 

money. Additionally, inducing a feeling of injustice should have made the choice to cheat 

even more desirable (Houser et al., 2012). Yet, we found no significant effects in relation to 

our hypotheses. While our limited sample size may have contributed to this outcome, these 

findings highlight the complexity of factors influencing honesty. Thus, it is of interest to 

delve deeper into the psychological mechanisms that promote honesty even when external 

pressures encourage dishonesty.  

Conclusion  

Taken together, despite trends that supported both hypotheses, our results did not find 

statistically significant support for an induced feeling of perceived injustice leading to an 

increase in dishonest behaviour, contradicting previous research. Further, we found no 

support for a strong honest self-concept preventing dishonesty when feeling unjustly treated. 

Therefore, it remains unclear what role a person’s desire to maintain an honest self-concept 

plays. Our main limitation was a small sample size, unrepresentative of a larger population. 

Consequently, we urge the need for future replications with larger samples. The strengths of 



18 

 

the study - including high ecological validity, a realistic scenario manipulation, and an 

objective measure of dishonesty - provide a valuable foundation for future research into how 

perceived injustice influences dishonesty. 
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Table 1  

Descriptive Statistics of All Variables 

  Reported Difficulties Experimental Condition Moderator_MIQ 

Valid  52  52  52  

Missing  0  0  0  

Mean  0.712  0.500  3.589  

Std. Deviation  0.457  0.505  0.572  

Minimum  0.000  0.000  1.714  

Maximum  1.000  1.000  5.286  

 

Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics Displaying Difference Between Experimental Conditions on the DV 

 Reported Difficulties 

  EASY HARD 

Valid  26  26  

Missing  0  0  

Mean  0.654  0.769  

Std. Deviation  0.485  0.430  

Minimum  0.000  0.000  

Maximum  1.000  1.000  

 

Table 3 
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Pearson's Correlations  

Variable   Experimental Condition Reported Difficulties  

          

Moderator_MIQ  Pearson's r  -0.036  -0.055    

  p-value  0.798  0.699    

 
 

Table 4 

Coefficients Table for Main Effect and Interaction Effect 

 Wald Test 

 Estimate 

Standard 

Error 

Odds 

Ratio 

z 

Wald 

Statistic 

df p 

(Intercept)  0.655  0.418  1.926  1.567  2.457  1  0.117  

Moderator_MIQ_centered  -0.424  0.694  0.655  -0.61  0.373  1  0.541  

Experimental Condition (1)  0.557  0.628  1.746  0.887  0.787  1  0.375  

Moderator_MIQ_centered * 

Experimental Condition (1) 
 0.664  1.183  1.943  0.561  0.315  1  0.575  

 
 

Note.  Experimental Condition level '1' coded as ‘hard’ condition.  
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Figure 1 

Conditional Estimates Plot Displaying Difference Between Conditions on the DV 

 

Figure 2 

Association Plot Displaying Relationship Between Experimental Condition and Reported 

Difficulties on Different Levels of MIQ 
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Appendix A 

Survey Instructions for All Participants 

 “On the next screen, you will be randomly assigned to one of two conditions. This can be the 

easy reading comprehension condition or the hard reading comprehension condition. The 

goal is the same in both conditions. Please make sure to carefully read the text. Based on our 

initial testing, the easy reading comprehension task should take about half as long as the hard 

reading comprehension task. Please try to give it your best effort. This will really help us 

increase our understanding of the link between cognitive styles and reading comprehension. 

The difference between the conditions may seem unfair, but we cannot really study this in 

another way. Regardless of condition, you can earn a bonus amount of SONA credits if you 

answer all questions correctly! Eligible participants will be contacted after participation. Your 

cooperation is greatly appreciated!” 
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Appendix B 

Manipulation Texts 

‘Hard’ Task Condition 

“You have been assigned to the hard reading comprehension condition. On the following 

screen you will see a long text on a scientific subject. Please read the text carefully – you will 

be asked a few questions about its content afterwards. If you answer all questions correctly, 

you will receive a bonus amount of SONA credits after the study concludes. You cannot 

go back to read the text again. So make sure you advance only when you are ready! 

‘Easy’ Task Condition 

“You have been assigned to the easy reading comprehension condition. On the following 

screen you will see a text on a scientific subject. Please read the text carefully – you will be 

asked a few questions about its content afterwards. If you answer more than half of the 

questions correctly, you will receive a bonus amount of SONA credits after the study 

concludes. You cannot go back to read the text again. So make sure you advance only when 

you are ready! 
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Appendix C 

Reported Difficulties – Box Items  

1) I am a slow reader 

2) It is hard for me to pay attention for longer periods of time 

3) I have a form of ADHD/ADD 

4) I am dyslexic 

5) Something important distracted me during the study 

6) There is something that affected my performance, but I do not want to say what it is 
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Appendix D 

Measures – Moral Identity Questionnaire (MIQ) Items 

Moral Integrity Subscale (MIQ-MI) 

1) It is ok to do something you know is wrong if the rewards for doing it are great 

2) If no one is watching or will know it does not matter if I do the right thing 

3) It is more important that people think you are honest than being honest 

4) If no one could find out, it is okay to steal a small amount of money or other things that no 

one will miss 

5) There is no point in going out of my way to do something good if no one is around to 

appreciate it  

6) Lying and cheating are just things you have to do in this world 

7) Doing things that some people might view as not honest does not bother me 

8) If people treat me badly, I will treat them in the same manner 

 

Moral Self Subscale (MIQ-MS) 

1) Not hurting other people is one of the rules I live by 

2) It is important for me to treat other people fairly 

3) I want other people to know they can rely on me 

4) I always act in ways that do the most good and least harm to other people 

5) If doing something will hurt another person, I try to avoid it even if no one would know 

6) One of the most important things in life is to do what you know is right 

 


