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Abstract 

Planning to cheat. Temptation and self-control 

by Daniele Caliari and Ivan Soraperra* 

Are opportunities making thieves? Accumulated experimental evidence shows that, when 
people have the opportunity to cheat, often they take it. Most of the literature on cheating 
opportunities forces people into a tempting situation where they face a trade-off between 
money and morality. In our paper, we ask whether people are sophisticated in their 
cheating behavior and whether they search for or avoid these trade-offs. Overall, 
participants in the experiment exhibit very little temptation, i.e., virtually no one is 
willing to pay a cost to avoid the possibility of misreporting in a coin-flip-like task, and 
they are able to consistently stick to their plan. Participants with a strict preference for 
the tempting situation, i.e., who are planning to cheat, show a winning rate of about 95% 
and those that are indifferent between having and not having the opportunity, i.e., who are 
planning to be honest, show a winning rate that is close to 50%. 

Keywords: temptation and self-control, cheating, unethical behavior, lab experiment 

JEL classification: B41, C91, C93 
 

                                                 
*E-mail: daniele.caliari@wzb.eu, soraperra@mpib-berlin.mpg.de.  



1 Introduction

[Francis Bacon] "Opportunity makes a thief."

In the opening quote, Francis Bacon suggests that people can be cheaters, but they may

be occasional ones. They seize cheating opportunities because resisting the temptation

to gain undeserved profits is a challenging task, and occasionally, they succumb to it.

However, they may not actively plan to pursue such opportunities. In this paper, we

explore whether this view holds true.

The existing body of evidence on lying and cheating offers limited insights into this

phenomenon. Existing studies primarily involve placing individuals in tempting situations

to observe their responses, measuring the extent to which they cheat or lie when facing the

opportunity to cheat (see, e.g., Fischbacher & Föllmi-Heusi (2013), Utikal & Fischbacher

(2013), Gneezy et al. (2018), Kajackaite & Gneezy (2017) for some notable examples, and

Abeler et al. (2019) and Gerlach et al. (2019) for meta-analytical reviews of the literature).

An important yet often overlooked factor is whether people intentionally plan to cheat or

only do so when presented with an opportunity.1 While some individuals may give in to

temptation when presented with the chance, they may actively avoid situations where they

could be tempted. In this paper, we study whether people plan to cheat, and if they do

so, whether they keep up with their plan or not. By considering the role of planning in

cheating behavior, we can gain a more nuanced understanding of why and how individuals

cheat. This, in turn, can inform the development of effective interventions and policies to

prevent cheating in various settings.

To illustrate our point, consider the following example. A shopper at the exit of the

supermarket has the choice to either go to an unsupervised self-checkout or to a staffed

counter. While the second option offers no opportunity to cheat, the first gives the shopper

the possibility to cheat avoiding scanning some items. The choice of the counter can be

difficult for the shopper, as it entails a trade-off between personal gain and his/her own

moral standards. The shopper must consider not only (i) the potential economic benefits

but also (ii) the guilt or loss of self-image associated with not scanning certain items and

(iii) the possible cost of resisting the temptation to cheat when using the self-checkout.

Assume at first that temptation does not play a role. A honest person, i.e., a decision-
1Notable exception is a recent paper by Konrad et al. (2021). See Section 5.5 for a discussion of the

differences between ours and their approach.

2



maker who values their moral standards highly enough, would choose the closest of the

two checkouts, regardless of whether this option offers cheating opportunities, and would

scan all the items. Conversely, a cheater, i.e., a decision maker who does not experience

significant guilt from not scanning items, would always choose the self-checkout, even if it

is far away, and would exploit the opportunity to cheat. Here, the cost of walking to the

counter determines how cheaters and honest shoppers select themselves: when the cost of

reaching the staffed counter is lower than the cost of reaching the self-checkout, honest

shoppers and cheaters would go to different counters; when the cost of reaching the staffed

counter is higher than the cost of reaching the self-checkout, instead, everyone goes to the

self-checkout. As a result, without temptation no-one would choose the staffed counter

when this is more costly to reach.

When temptation plays a role, instead, shoppers may experience a cost when facing a

tempting situation and they may proactively exert self-control by avoiding the unsupervised

checkout. So, honest shoppers who experience significant temptation may be willing to pay

a cost and walk to the staffed counter, even when the self-checkout is easier to reach. In

this case, some shoppers who might give-in to temptation may avoid the self-checkout

altogether to commit to not cheating. Therefore, if temptation plays a role, the selection

process is different. We may observe a significant number of shoppers going to the staffed

counter even when the cost of reaching it is higher than the cost of reaching the self-

checkout. As a result, by manipulating the cost of reaching the different counters, one can

infer whether people plan to cheat, whether they stick to the plan after the choice, and

whether cheating is indeed a temptation that people prefer to avoid.

In this paper, we experimentally and theoretically study the stylized situation described

in the shopper example. To do so, we propose a novel approach that models cheating op-

portunities as a tempting good, as they have the two characterizing properties of these

goods (Toussaert, 2018): (i) they are appealing; in our case in monetary (or probabilistic)

terms; (ii) their “consumption” is perceived as bad. Building on the theoretical framework

of Gul & Pesendorfer (2001) (hereafter GS model), we assume that individuals possess

two utility functions representing temptation and commitment, respectively. The com-

mitment utility represents the long-term utility of the agent making a decision in a cool

state without temptation. On the other hand, the temptation utility reflects the cost of

resisting temptation when making a decision in a hot state, where the individual is directly
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confronted with tempting options. Within this framework, agents want to maximize their

long-term utility, which is the utility in the cold state, and therefore may want to limit

their set of available options if they present a temptation cost.

Our experimental design is a direct analog of the shopper example. Participants were

offered a choice between two lotteries, a Public and a Private lottery, with both lotteries

offering the possibility of winning a prize of 15 euros. In addition to choosing a lottery,

participants had to personally fill the bags with white and black balls used to play the

lotteries. Similar to the example, in the Public case, bag-filling was supervised, so hon-

esty was the only option. In contrast, in the Private case, bag-filling was unsupervised,

leaving the participant free to fill the bag honestly or dishonestly. In the experiment, we

manipulate the relative cost of choosing one lottery over the other by changing the proba-

bility of winning the prize in the Public lottery. While in the Private lottery the nominal

probability of winning is 50%, in the Public it ranges from 100% to 0% making it more

or less expensive to choose the latter over the former.

Our results provide evidence of low levels of temptation on two grounds: (i) very few

participants choose the Public lottery when it yields a lower return than the Private

lottery; (ii) the winning share of those choosing the Public lottery when it yields the

same return as the Private lottery and are randomly assigned to play the Private lottery

is not significantly different from 50%, implying that even in this group virtually no-

one succumbed to temptation. Moreover, results show that, when facing the tempting

situation, participants choosing the Private lottery when it yields a strictly lower return

cheat significantly more than those choosing the Public lottery. This result is remarkably

evident, as the winning share in the Private lottery for the former is 95% while for

the latter is close to 50%. Taken together, our results reject Bacon’s conjecture that

“opportunity makes a thief” in favour of the idea that people plan to cheat and consistently

execute their plans. Finally, we manipulate both the cheating and temptation cost with a

treatment adding a negative externality of 2 euros missed donation to a given charity to

the cost of cheating. We find no significant effect of the treatment on the lottery choice

points and on the winning shares in the Private lottery.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: in Section 2, we introduce the decision

problem faced by our decision makers and discuss the application of the GS model to it;

Section 3 explains the design of the experiment, gives the procedural details, and outlines
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our hypotheses; Section 4 presents the results; and Sections 5 and 6 discuss the related

literature, the implications and limitations, and conclude.

2 Decision problem and model

The problem faced by our decision maker, which is described in Figure 1, has two stages. In

the MPL (Multiple Price List) stage, the decision maker has to choose between a Public

lottery and a Private lottery. If she chooses the Private lottery, she moves to the LG

(Lottery Game) stage where she has the choice of either being honest or cheating. In the

former case, she wins 15 euros with a probability of 0.5, while in the latter case, she wins

15 euros for sure, but incurs a cost for having cheated. If she chooses the Public lottery,

she wins 15 euros with a probability of p.

Public Lottery

15 0

p 1-p

u(C)
0.5 0.5

15 0

C H

Private Lottery

MPL stage

LG stage

Figure 1: Extensive form representation of the decision problem

The decision maker has, therefore, three options: (i) she can choose the Private lottery

and cheat (C), (ii) she can choose the Private lottery and behave honestly (Hpr), (iii)

she can behave honestly by choosing the Public lottery (Hpu). Following the two-stage

formal setup of the GS model, at the MPL stage the decision maker has to make a choice

between two sets of options: the Private lottery, which is represented by the set {Hpr,C},

and the Public lottery, which is represented by the singleton {Hpu}. At the LG stage,

the decision maker has to choose one of the options from the chosen set, which translates

to choosing between Hpr and C in the former case, and not having a choice in the latter

case.

Following GS, we assume that the decision maker’s behaviour is governed by two utility

functions: the commitment utility u and the temptation utility v. Furthermore, the choice

between {Hpu} and {Hpr,C} in the MPL stage is made in the cold state and the choice
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between Hpr and C in the LG stage is made in the hot state. Cold and hot states

are separated by the role of the temptation utility. On the one hand, in the cold state,

the decision maker considers temptation to be costly and so she may try to avoid the

most tempting alternative. On the other hand, in the hot state, she is tempted and,

therefore, temptation increases the perceived utility of the tempting option. The model

operationalizes this intuition by assuming that, during the second stage (hot), the decision

maker maximizes u(x)+v(x) when selecting from the set. Conversely, during the first stage

(cold), the decision maker chooses anticipating temptation and computes the utility U(A)

of each set using equation 1, where the cost of temptation is represented by maxy∈A v(y).

U(A) = max
x∈A

(u(x) + v(x))−max
y∈A

v(y) (1)

In our setup, decision-makers are therefore characterized by a tuple (u, v) as shown in

Table 1 below. u(p) is the utility of the Public lottery and it depends on the probability of

winning p ∈ [0, 1]. Similarly, u(Hpr) is the commitment utility of the Private lottery when

the decision maker behaves honestly, and u(C) is the commitment utility of the decision

maker when cheating. Finally, v(Hpr) and v(C) are the temptation utilities of behaving

honestly and cheating, respectively.2

u v

Hpu u(p) 0
Hpr u(Hpr) v(Hpr)
C u(C) v(C)

Table 1: Values of the two utility functions u and v for the options in the decision problem

Therefore, when choosing whether to cheat or not in the second stage, the decision

maker compares the following utilities: u(Hpr)+v(Hpr) and u(C)+v(C). When choosing

between the Public and Private lotteries in the first stage, instead, she compares the

following utilities:

U({Hpr,C}) = max{u(Hpr) + v(Hpr), u(C) + v(C)} −max{v(Hpr), v(C)} (2)
2Here we make the simplifying assumption that v(p) = 0. Note that this assumption is inconsequential

in our setup. This is because v(p) is only used in the evaluation of the singleton {Hpu} and, therefore, it
cancels out.
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U({Hpu}) = u(p) (3)

In what follows, we make the assumption that, in the cold state, the utility of not

cheating in the Private lottery is equivalent to the utility of a Public lottery with a

probability of p = 0.5, i.e., u(Hpr) = u(0.5). The rationale behind this assumption is that

the decision-maker remains indifferent between having a commitment device that prevents

her from cheating by removing temptation and not having the option to cheat at all.

3 Experimental design and hypotheses

This section describes the experimental design used in our study and outlines our hypothe-

ses regarding the impact of temptation and planning to cheat. Firstly, we will describe the

main task and outline the experimental procedures. Next, we will formulate our research

hypotheses based on the model in Section 2.

3.1 Experimental design

The experiment is divided into three parts: the preparation, the main task, consisting of

the MPL stage and the LG stage, and, finally, the questionnaire.

3.1.1 The main task

In the MPL stage of the main task, participants faced a series of 11 binary choices in

which they had to choose between the Private lottery and a Public lottery which offered

a probability p to win the prize that was decreasing in each of the 11 binary choices (see

Table 2). As explained, in the Public lottery, participants knew that the bag used to play

the lottery was prepared under the experimenter’s supervision. In contrast, in the Private

lottery, participants knew that they would be preparing the bags themselves, without the

possibility of supervision by the experimenter. The binary choices in the MPL stage

were presented in the same order reported in Table 2, but each choice was presented on a

separate screen. After the participant made her choices in each of the screens, the computer

randomly selected one screen to be played and the participants entered the LG stage of

the main task, where the lottery chosen by the participant in the randomly selected screen

was played out.

In the LG stage, each participant entered a separate room where they were provided
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Choice P. win P. win
nr. in Public in Private

#1 100% 50%
#2 80% 50%
#3 60% 50%
#4 55% 50%
#5 50% 50%
#6 45% 50%
#7 40% 50%
#8 30% 50%
#9 20% 50%
#10 10% 50%
#11 0% 50%

Table 2: Multiple price list planning to cheat

with the necessary materials to prepare the bags required for the lottery game.3 If the

lottery chosen in the selected screen was the Public lottery, both the experimenter and

referee would remain in the room with the participant. The participant would then prepare

the bag based on the winning probability of the selected lottery. After the participant

inserted the correct number of winning (white) and losing (black) balls, the referee drew

one ball from the bag. If the ball was white, the participant obtained the prize of 15 euros

otherwise they obtained nothing.

If the lottery chosen in the selected choice was the Private, the experimenter and

the referee would leave the participant alone and unobserved in the room. There, on a

table, the participant would find two bags and three balls, one losing ball (black) and two

winning balls (white). The task was for the participant to put one ball in each of the

bags and discard the third ball by throwing it in a container. Once the participant filled

the bags, the experimenter and referee were let back into the room, and the referee had

to choose one of the two bags. The chosen bag was then opened, and if the ball in the

bag was white, the participant won 15 euros. After showing the ball to the experimenter,

the referee put the ball back into the bag, and both the referee and experimenter left the
3To ensure a fair and transparent procedure and increase credibility, we followed the methodology

proposed by Baillon et al. (2022). At the beginning of the experiment, we randomly selected one participant
to act as the referee. The referee’s role was to supervise the random draws in the lottery game and guarantee
that the experimenter had no possibility of observing the participant’s decision in the Private lottery.
The referee was randomly selected at the beginning of each session, prior to reading the instructions.
Referees did not make any choice during the experiment and received a fixed payment of 18 euros for their
participation.
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room. The participant would then insert the two balls in the container with the third ball,

ensuring the ball contained in the other bag could not be identified. The LG stage was

then concluded.

3.1.2 Experimental procedures, demonstration of the task, and the Pledge of

Honesty

We conducted the experiment between February and March 2023 at the Technical Uni-

versity of Berlin. The experiment was programmed in zTree (Utikal & Fischbacher, 2013)

and participants were recruited via ORSEE (Greiner, 2015). The design and the main

hypotheses were pre-registered on as-predicted, n. 121475.4 Overall, 196 participants took

part in the experiment (14 sessions of 14 participants each). Upon arrival, participants

were randomly assigned to a cubicle and the referee was randomly selected.

In the preparation stage before the main task, the experimenter read the instructions

aloud and explained how the lotteries in the LG stage worked.5 Participants were brought

to a separate room and the procedure used to fill the bags was demonstrated. This prepa-

ration stage was implemented to ensure that the participants had a good understanding

of how filling the bags in the two options works and could therefore anticipate temptation.

After the demonstration, participants returned to their cubicles and were required to agree

to and sign a Pledge of Honesty to proceed with the experiment. The Pledge of Honesty

required participants to declare that they would play the Private lottery honestly and fill

the bag according to the nominal probability of winning.6 We made this design choice to

increase the moral cost of misreporting and to attenuate the risk that participants would

consider cheating opportunities in our experiment as a rule of the game. The use of oaths

or pledges in experiments has been documented to increase the moral cost of breaking rules

and to reduce cheating behavior Jacquemet et al. (2019); Heinicke et al. (2019).

Once participants signed the pledge, they were given time to review the instructions and

to answer a series of control questions to ensure they understood the experimental design.

Only after correctly answering these questions participants could begin the MPL stage of

the main task. When all participants completed this stage, they were randomly selected

one-by-one to play the LG stage in a separate room. After that, they returned to their
4The pre-registration can be found here.
5Experimental instructions can be found in appendix A.
6For the exact wording of the Pledge of Honesty, please refer to the appendix A.
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cubicles and completed the final questionnaire, which gathered demographic information

such as age, gender, nationality, language, and field of study, as well as assessments of the

Big 6 personality traits and of cognitive abilities using standard Raven matrices.

After the questionnaire participants were paid in cash in private and could leave the

lab. On average, an experimental session lasted approximately 1 hour and participants

earned a payoff of about 18.5 euros each including a show-up fee of 7 euros.

3.1.3 Treatments

We implemented two treatments that differ in the introduction of a negative externality

associated with cheating behavior: no-charity and charity treatment. The no-charity

treatment follows the above experimental procedure. The charity treatment introduces a

2 euros donation to “Save the Children” that is canceled in case of cheating. To implement

this, we modify the consequences in the Public and Private lotteries as follows. On

one hand, irrespective of the result of the Public lottery the charity receives two euros.

On the other hand, if the Private lottery is played, the third ball is not discarded, but

inserted into a locked box which keys have been given to the referee in the preparation

phase. At the end of the experiment, the locked box is opened by the referee and the

experimenter. The number of white balls reveals how many subjects have respected the

Pledge of Honesty. For each white ball, the charity receives 2 euros. The presence of the

charity donation has three main features: (i) it allows us to increase the cost of cheating;

(ii) it does not affect the behaviour of the honest participants because they can assure

the charity donation behaving truthfully in the Private lottery; (iii) it does not affect the

observability of cheating behaviour which assures the absence of reputation concerns.

3.2 Hypotheses

We use the GS model to make predictions about the participants’ behavior in our task.

The model allows us to make clear-cut predictions with regard to two main variables: (i)

the switching point, which is defined by the probability of winning p in the Public lottery

at which a decision maker starts to choose the Private over the Public lottery; and (ii)

the winning-share in the Private lottery conditional on the switching point.

Our predictions rely only on three weak assumptions: (i) u(0.5) = u(Hpr) when p = 0.5;

(ii) monotonicity of u(p) with respect to p; and (iii) v(C) ≥ v(Hpr). The first assumption,
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discussed in Section 2, implies that the decision maker is indifferent between having a

commitment device preventing her from cheating and not having the option to cheat at

all. The second assumption makes the mild requirement that preferences over lotteries

respect first-order stochastic dominance.7 Importantly, the monotonicity of u(p) implies

the uniqueness of a switching point and the direction of the choices should always be from

the Public to the Private lottery. The third assumption implies that the temptation to

cheat is higher than the temptation to be honest, which is in line with Bacon’s quote and

it is the most natural direction of temptation when applied to cheating behaviour.

Using equations (2) and (3), we can make behavioral predictions based on different

values of u(C), v(C), and v(Hpr), allowing us to identify four distinct types of participants.

Figure 2 summarizes the four types based on the values of u and v, where u(C) is depicted

on the y-axis, and the difference between v(C) and v(Hpr) is depicted on the x-axis. Type

1 are the “cheaters” because they prefer to cheat even in the cold state when temptation

is not present (u(C) ≥ u(0.5) = u(Hpr)). These participants switch from the Public to

the Private lottery for some p ≥ 0.5 and, when facing the opportunity to cheat in the

hot state, they take it.8 Type 2 are the “honest participants that give-in” to temptation.

These participants prefer not to cheat in the cold state when temptation is not present

(u(C) ≤ u(0.5) = u(Hpr)), are tempted to cheat (v(C) > v(Hpr)), and cannot resist

temptation in the hot state (u(C) + v(C) > u(0.5) + v(Hpr)). This type switches to the

Private lottery when p < 0.5 to avoid the tempting situation but when facing temptation

the type succumbs and cheats. Type 3 are “honest participants that resist” temptation.

These participants prefer not to cheat in the cold state when temptation is not present

(u(C) < u(0.5) = u(Hpr)), are tempted to cheat (v(C) > v(Hpr)), and resist temptation

in the hot state (u(C) + v(C) < u(0.5) + v(Hpr)). This type chooses the Public lottery

when p < 0.5 to avoid the temptation cost and, when facing the Private lottery, the type

behaves honestly. Finally, Type 4 are “honest participants without temptation”. These

participants prefer not to cheat in the cold state when temptation is not present (u(C) <

u(0.5) = u(Hpr)) and do not experience temptation to cheat (v(C) = v(Hpr)). This type

is indifferent between the Private and Public lottery when p = 0.5 and, since they do

not have to avoid temptation, they choose the Public lottery if p > 0.5 and the Private
7Note that for our predictions to be valid we don’t require expected utility to hold. Moreover, we don’t

make any assumption on the specific shape of cheating costs in the cold state, u(C).
8Note that, since both v() and u() rank the alternatives in the same way, for Type 1 temptation does

not play a role.
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lottery if p < 0.5. When facing the latter, they behave honestly.

1

3

4

2

Temptation utility, v(C)− v(Hpr)

u(C) + v(C)− v(Hpr) = u(0.5)

Honest
participants

without
temptation

Honest
participants
that give in

(high temptation)

Honest
participants
that resist

(low temptation)

Cheaters

Commitment utility, u(C)

u(1)

u(0.8)

u(0.6)

u(0.55)

u(0.5) = u(Hpr)

u(0.45)

u(0.4)

u(0.3)

u(0.2)

u(0.1)

u(0)

Figure 2: Types when v(C) ≥ v(H)

Notes: The dashed lines represent indifference curves for the different levels of p. Whenever a type
(u, v) is southeast of a dashed line u(p) she prefers the Public lottery characterized by the probability
p to the Private lottery. The colour of the area represent the behaviour in the LG stage with red
being cheating and green being honest behaviour.

The types identified in the previous paragraph and represented in Figure 2 lead to the

following predictions (independently of the treatments).

Prediction 1 (Temptation) If temptation is present, a non-negligible fraction of par-

ticipants switch to the Private lottery when p < 0.45.

Prediction 2 (Winning-shares)
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1. Conditional on having switched when p > 0.5, the winning share in the Private

lottery is 100%.

2. Conditional on having switched when p = 0.5, the winning share in the Private

lottery is between 50% and 100%.

3. Conditional on having switched when p < 0.5 the winning share in the Private lottery

is between 50% and 100%. Further, in the absence of temptation, the winning share

is 50%.

In our charity treatment, we modify the commitment and temptation utilities by

introducing a negative externality towards the charity. In doing so, we expect the cost of

cheating to increase, therefore, reducing u(C). The implications can be seen in Figure 2

as a movement south of the distribution of types. The following predictions arise:

Prediction 3 (Switching points) On average, participants switch to the Private lot-

tery for lower values of p in the charity treatment.

Prediction 3 is driven by the behaviour of Types 1 and 2. For these participants,

a movement south in Figure 2 implies, potentially, a lower switching point (horizontal

indifference curves). Instead, Types 3 and 4 are unaffected by an increased cost of cheating

(vertical indifference curves).

Prediction 4 (Winning-shares) In the charity treatment,

1. the winning share in the Private lottery for those decision-maker who switch when

p > 0.5 does not change compared to the no-charity treatment;

2. the winning share in the Private lottery for those decision-maker who switch when

p ≤ 0.5 moves ambiguously compared to the no-charity treatment.

Prediction 4.1 is straightforward, as shown by the color red characterizing Type 1

in Figure 2, the ones switching for p > 0.5 still prefer to cheat in the cold state after

u(C) decreases. To explain prediction 4.2, notice that since u(C) decreases the number

of Type 1 in the region between u(0.55) and u(0.5) may increase/decrease compared to

the number of Type 2 implying a higher/lower level of cheating for those who switched

when p = 0.5. Similarly, a lower cheating cost implies that Type 2 may become Type 3,

13



therefore reducing the number of participants who succumb to temptation; however, the

influx of (tempted) Type 1 becoming Type 2 may increase the number of participants who

succumb to temptation.

4 Results

We begin by showing summary statistics in the two treatments: no-charity and charity.

We find that the randomization between treatments has been successful in terms of gender,

age, nationality, cognitive abilities, and personality traits, while only field of study seems

to significantly differ across treatments (See Table 3).

Total charity no-charity p-value

196 98 98

64,80% 64,29% 65,31% 0,88

26,65 (7.45) 26,20 (6.92) 27,09 (7.96) 0,41

70,41% 68,37% 72,45% 0,53

5,76 (1,38) 5,59 (1,30) 5,93 (1,45) 0,089

0,034

Economics 28,57% 36,37% 20,41%

(Other) Social Sciences 19,39% 14,29% 24,49%

STEM 51,53% 47,96% 55,10%

Missing 0,51% 1,02% 0,00%

Honesty 63,44 (14,52) 61,81 (14,70) 65,08 (14,23) 0,12

Agreeableness 56,11 (14,65) 55,20 (13,54) 57,02 (15,71) 0,39

Extraversion 64,92 (14,66) 64,82 (14,05) 65,03 (15,33) 0,92

Resiliency 55,26 (17,31) 54,95 (15,33) 55,56 (19,17) 0,81

Originality 62,50 (13,14) 62,37 (12,84) 62,63 (13,50) 0,89

Conscientiousness 60,40 (13,63) 61,96 (13,56) 58,83 (13,59) 0,11

Personality traits

Sample size

Male

Age

German (nationality)

Raven scores

Field of study

Table 3: Descriptive statistics

4.1 The distribution of Types

Figure 3, reports the distributions of switching points in the two treatments. As a first

result, we observe that only a small fraction of participants is willing to pay a price in

order to avoid the tempting situation. Indeed, only 5% of the participants are switching

to the Private lottery for p < 0.45 — 2 out of 89 in the no-charity and 8 out of 94 in the

charity treatment, respectively —. Contrary to Prediction 1 and Bacon’s opening quote,
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this result provides very little evidence in favor of temptation being an important factor

for the decision to cheat.

Looking at the effect of externality on the switching point, we find no significant dif-

ference between the distributions in the two treatments (two-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov

test, p-value = 0.0626).9 Therefore, the externality does not seem to change the cost of

cheating in our experiment, providing evidence against Prediction 3.10 This becomes even

clearer when we look at the distributions conditional on switching when p > 0.45, which

are the ones for which the switching point should change (two-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov

test, p-value = 0.0556). Since some demographics are not perfectly randomized between

the two treatments, Table 4 presents regression results testing the effect of introducing the

externality on the switching points while controlling for demographics as well as personality

traits. Results do not reject the null hypothesis of no effect of the treatment.

Figure 3: Distribution of switching points by treatment.

9The evidence on the effect of externalities on lying is mixed. Gneezy & Kajackaite (2020) find no
effect of externalities when stakes are high. Similar results are found in different contexts by Fischbacher
& Föllmi-Heusi (2013) and Kajackaite & Gneezy (2017). On the other hand, Sutter (2009) and Erat &
Gneezy (2012) find negative effects on lying.

10As pre-registered, we focus on participants with a unique switching point. Remarkably, only 6.6% of
our participants display multiple switching behaviour. We interpret this data as confirmation of the clarity
of our instructions.
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(1) (2) (3)

VARIABLES Switching Point Switching Point Switching Point

Charity -0.00153 -0.0130 -0.0125

(0.0281) (0.0303) (0.0292)

Constant 0.589*** 0.653*** 0.785***

(0.0234) (0.102) (0.144)

Demographic Controls   

Personality Traits   

Observations 183 183 183

R-squared 0.000 0.034 0.096

Notes: The dependent variable is defined as the probability of winning the Public lottery when

the Private lottery was firstly chosen ("Switching Point"). The variable Charity is our treatment

dummy. The demographic controls are gender, field of study, Raven’s scores, nationality, and first

language (in these cases, we used dummies that take value 1 for German). The personality traits

are honesty, agreeableness, extraversion, resiliency, originality, and conscientiousness. The regression

models are estimated in Stata (Robust clustered standard errors at the session level). *** <0.01, **

<0.05, *<0.1.

Table 4: Treatment effect.

4.2 The winning shares in the Private lottery

Moving to the behavior in the LG stage, we look at the share of participants winning the

prize in the Private lottery conditional on the switching points. Figure 4 shows these

shares when collapsing data over treatments. Results closely follows what outlined in

Prediction 2: the winning share of the participants switching to Private when p > 0.5

is 95% (Prediction 2.2); the winning share of the participants switching to Private when

p = 0.5 is 69% (Prediction 2.2); and the winning share of the participants switching to

Private when p < 0.5 is 53% (Prediction 2.3). To have a better idea of the prevalence

of cheating, we can estimate the proportions of participants who cheated (pc) from the

winning shares (w) by solving the following equation: w = pc +
1
2(1 − pc) (Houser et al.,

2012). We find that the estimated proportion of cheaters pc is equal to 90%, 38%, and 6%

when p > 0.5, p = 0.5, and p < 0.5, respectively.

Overall, the conditional winning shares demonstrate a remarkable degree of consistency
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among our participants. The choices made in the LG stage align closely with the predic-

tions derived from their behavior in the MPL stage. This finding rejects the idea that

participants select the lottery without anticipating temptation or without a clear idea of

their future behavior. Instead, it supports the idea that participants plan to either cheat

or remain honest, and they are able to adhere to their chosen course of action.

It is worth noting that the winning share among the participants showing temptation,

i.e., those who switch for p < 0.5, is very close to 50%. This reinforces the notion that

temptation does not play a decisive role in guiding the choices of our participants.

Notes: The figure reports the winning shares by switching points (maximum likelihood estimates) as

well as the standard errors.

Figure 4: Probability of winning the Private lottery.

Looking at the conditional winning shares by treatment (Figure 5). We observe a

remarkably consistent behaviour for those participants who switched when p > 0.5. A

Fisher exact test does not reject the null hypothesis that the winning share is the same in

the two treatments (p-value = 0.63), confirming Prediction 4.1. As for the winning shares

when p ≤ 0.5, predictions are ambiguous (Prediction 4.2). Winning shares can either

increase or decrease depending on the movement of the different types of participants.

Since we found no supporting evidence of a shift in the distribution of the switching points,

we expect these shares not to differ. Indeed, we find no difference in the winning share
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for participants who switched when p = 0.5 (Fisher exact test p-value = 0.30) nor for

participants who switched at p < 0.5 (Fisher exact test p-value = 1.00).

Figure 5: Probability of winning the Private lottery by treatment.

4.3 Exploratory analysis: response times

Suggestive evidence of the robustness of our results emerges from analyzing the response

times. Examining the time taken by participants to make choices on each screen, we

observe that individuals spend significantly more time when they are near their switching

point, regardless of their preferences. Figure 6, reports the time spent making a choice as

a function of the probability of winning in the Public lottery for participants switching

above, at, and below p = 0.5. Disregarding the time spent on the first screen (p = 1), where

participants need to understand the interface, we observe that the participants switching

above 0.5 take longer to decide when p = 0.8, the ones switching at p = 0.5 take longer

when p = 0.55, and those switching below 0.5 take longer when p = 0.5 and p = 0.45.

These results are in line with the prediction of drift-diffusion and Fechnerian models (see

Ratcliff (1978), Alós-Ferrer et al. (2021)) which imply that response times are proportional

to utility differences and, therefore, can signal the difficulty of the choice for the decision

maker. In our case, response times highlight that people find the choice between Public
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and Private lotteries difficult in a way that is consistent with their type. Moreover, the

fact that all participants seem to choose very quickly when p < 0.45 suggests once again

that temptation plays a minor role in determining the participants’ decisions.

Figure 6: Response Times by type.

The pattern of the response times suggests also that participants think about each

problem separately, supporting the idea that choices in different screens are made when

looking at the options. If the participants had worked out all the choices during the

instructions, we should not find significant differences in response times by switching points.

5 Discussion and related Literature

Our discussion is organized as follows. First, we compare our results to the results in the

literature studying self-selection into cheating opportunities and evidence for commitment

in moral decision-making. Additionally, we extend the discussion to the literature studying

the self-selection of workers and managers into organizations and sectors matching their

personal moral standards. In doing so, we discuss the issue of the external validity of our

stylized setup. Then, we shift the focus to the discussion of the novelty of our experimental

design by comparing our contribution to the more standard tasks used to measure cheating

in the experimental literature. In doing so, we discuss the merits and the limitations of
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our design and potential avenues for further investigation. Finally, we compare our task

to previous experiments testing Gul & Pesendorfer (2001)’s model and discuss the inter-

pretation of our results through the lenses of alternative theories of dynamic consistency

and preferences for commitment or flexibility.

Sorting into cheating opportunities and demand for moral commitment have received

recent attention in the literature (Shalvi et al., 2011; Konrad et al., 2021; Saccardo & Serra-

Garcia, 2023). These papers show that people are willing to pay a price not to face the

opportunity to cheat (Shalvi et al., 2011) and that the people willing to pay a higher price

are less likely to take the opportunity to cheat (Konrad et al., 2021). Our paper contributes

to this body of knowledge by unveiling that sorting is not driven by anticipated temptation

but is mainly due to perfect planning and heterogeneous cheating costs.11

As for demand for moral commitment, Saccardo & Serra-Garcia (2023) provides evi-

dence of heterogeneous preferences toward moral commitment when individuals are con-

fronted with the trade-off between impartiality and personal gain. Their findings reveal

that approximately 40% of the participants seek information to mitigate their self-serving

cognitive flexibility, even when such actions come at a cost. Our experiment shows that

such a demand for moral commitment does not extend to cheating opportunities. Indeed,

we find limited evidence of a willingness to pay for commitment, even when the own profits

have external consequences for a charity.

This result relates also to the literature investigating sorting into industries and sectors

that are perceived to be more corrupt or immoral (Banerjee et al., 2015; Hanna & Wang,

2017; Barfort et al., 2019). These studies provide evidence of sorting and of wage premiums

associated with positions in morally ambiguous work environments (Barfort et al., 2019;

Schneider et al., 2020), suggesting that people are ready to accept lower wages to work

within sectors that exhibit lower levels of corruption or greater moral alignment. One plau-

sible underlying mechanism behind this gap could be the willingness to avoid temptation,

with honest individuals ready to pay a premium to avoid the tempting opportunities to cut

corners or act immorally. Our results, however, suggest that this mechanism is not a major

driving force of the wage premium and points to the potential influence of other factors,

such as social pressure, the inability to avoid the immoral act, and reputation — which are
11Note that Shalvi et al. (2011) cannot identify the effect of sorting, since it does not record the choices of

those that opt out when facing the cheating opportunity. On the other hand, Konrad et al. (2021) cannot
disentangle self-selection due to perfect planning from the effect of temptation, because participants do
not have the option to opt-out completely from the tempting situation.

20



absent in our design. Nevertheless, it is crucial to acknowledge the potential limitations

in the external validity of our findings. It is plausible that the avoidance of temptation

plays a significant role in driving such wage premiums and that our stylized design might

not induce enough temptation and therefore, might not fully capture this aspect. Further

research should investigate the roles of temptation avoidance in sorting into moral jobs to

clarify this point.

Focusing on the novelty of our experimental design, we discuss the differences with

respect to the designs commonly used in literature, highlighting the advantages of our

approach. First and foremost, in our design participants commit to either honesty or

cheating before the realization of the Private lottery. This aspect stands in stark contrast

to the prevalent experimental designs (Utikal & Fischbacher (2013), Bucciol & Piovesan

(2011), Houser et al. (2012), Gneezy et al. (2018), Konrad et al. (2021)), where the decision

to engage in dishonest behavior is made only subsequent to the revelation of the actual

state of the world. This difference extends to how cheating costs are modeled (Abeler

et al., 2019), rendering our methodology distinct in this regard.

While unconditional commitment may be simply seen as a different way to measure

the prevalence of cheating, it offers a practical advantage over the traditional approach.

It allows us to estimate the proportion of cheaters based on the distribution of winning

shares without the assumption that participants refrain from acting dishonestly against

their own self-interest. Indeed, since participants cannot fill the bags with two losing balls,

they cannot commit to being dishonest against their self-interest. We believe that this

design feature is an appealing feature for future research, especially in scenarios involving

trade-offs between personal interests and the welfare of others. This is particularly relevant

in situations where the assumption of refraining from lying against one’s own self-interest

is less likely to be upheld (see Soraperra et al., 2019, for a discussion). Our design choice,

however, comes with some logistic costs, as it is not easy to extend to online experiments.

The previous advantage, as well as the following ones, must therefore be weighted against

the difficulty of implementation.

From the theoretical point of view, the models analysing the traditional design assume

that the cost of cheating arises only in the negative scenario of losing.12 Our setup and

modelling choice permits us to sidestep this aspect and, more importantly, does not require
12For an in-depth analysis of the distinctions between our design and the more customary designs, see

details in Appendix C.
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us to make assumptions regarding how decision-makers aggregate utilities across states of

the world, be it through expected utility, rank-dependent utility, or other models. These

advantages emerge when participants are asked to trade off cheating opportunities for

money, a methodology commonly employed when eliciting the Willingness to Pay (WTP)

for a Private lottery (Shalvi et al., 2011; Konrad et al., 2021). In these cases, accurate

measurement of the cost of cheating requires strong assumptions on risk preferences (risk

neutrality), on how utility is aggregated across states of the world (expected utility), and

on the correlation between risk preferences and cheating costs. All assumptions that are

circumvented in our design and modelling choice.13

In relation to this last point, our paper contributes to the measurement of cheating

costs through the novel channel represented by the opportunity cost of choosing the Public

lottery as a commitment device. This is a subtle way to measure heterogeneity in cheating

costs.14 As Figure 3 shows, approximately 50% of the participants choose as “cheaters” in

the MPL stage, but about half of them are ready to give up on at least 20 percentage

points of winning chances in order to avoid cheating, i.e., they switch to the Private

lottery for p < 0.8. Overall, considering that a portion of those who make the switch at

p = 0.5 are also cheaters, we obtain a conservative estimate that 59% of the cheaters in

our experiment reveal having a non-negligible cost of cheating. This finding is in line with

previous results in the literature showing that a substantial proportion of cheaters have

non-zero cheating costs (Gibson et al. (2013), Konrad et al. (2021)). Importantly, Figure 3

shows substantial heterogeneity; a result that differs from Konrad et al. (2021) finding that

the majority of the dishonest subjects have a zero cheating cost.

Moving to empirical tests of the model by Gul & Pesendorfer (2001), the closest paper

to ours is by Toussaert (2018), which experimentally studies temptation to read a story

while performing a tedious task. Contrary to our results, Toussaert (2018) documents

that about a quarter to a third of subjects are willing to exert self-control to restrict their

choices when this tempting alternative is available. Her paper highlights an important

feature, shared by our design, which sets apart the predictions of models of menu-dependent
13As an example, Konrad et al. (2021)’s measure of cheating cost (Figure 6 in the paper) assumes risk

neutrality, expected utility, and independence of the cheating cost from the probability of winning. Under
these assumptions, all participants having a WTP < 1.5 and ending up with the bad lottery should
cheat. The observed cheating rate of 73% for these participants (Figure 5 in the paper) suggests for miss-
classification of participants. Indeed, risk-seeking honest participants or honest participants that weight
probabilities would be classified as cheaters.

14We borrow the word “subtle” from Konrad et al. (2021) because it describes very nicely both their as
well as our new way of measuring cheating costs.

22



preferences, such as Gul & Pesendorfer (2001), and the models of dynamically inconsistent

preferences (O’Donoghue & Rabin (1999), Frederick et al. (2002)). A unique feature of

models of menu-dependent preferences are the “self-control types”, i.e, participants that are

ready to restrict their choice to avoid temptation, but are actually able to resist choosing

the tempting option when facing it — see Toussaert (2018) for a thorough discussion.

Identifying these self-control types requires observing not only participants’ willingness

to pay for choice restriction but also their choices when facing the tempting option.15

Our multiple price list design inherently incorporates this randomization factor, exposing

participants to the possibility of encountering the Private lottery even if they are willing

to pay to avoid temptation. This would have allowed us to identify such types if they

had been present. In comparing our approach with Toussaert (2018)’s, it is important to

acknowledge an important limitation: our elicitation of menu preferences is forcibly not

complete as we do not offer the possibility to commit to cheating (the choice of {C} is not

available). Therefore, we cannot identify the willingness to restrict the menu to avoid the

temptation to be honest.

To conclude, we interpret our results through the lenses of models capturing preferences

for flexibility (Kreps, 1979; Dekel et al., 1998, 2001). In his seminal paper, Kreps (1979)

assumes decision makers are uncertain over their own future preferences and that uncer-

tainty is only resolved at a second stage when the state of the world realizes. In this model,

decision-makers prefer to keep options open in order to be able to maximize utility in each

state of the world. On the one hand, Kreps (1979)’s model allows us to derive predictions

on how decision-makers who are uncertain about their type and have a preference for flex-

ibility would behave in our experiment when p > 0.5. In this case, the decision-maker has

three possible (strict) utility functions ordering the options: u1(C) > u1(p) > u1(Hpr),

u2(p) > u2(C) > u2(Hpr), and u3(p) > u3(Hpr) > u3(C). Uncertainty about u1, u2, u3

may lead the decision-maker to choose the Private lottery when p > 0.5 and then behave

honestly if u3 is realized. Our results exclude the existence of these types since we find that

almost the totality of participants that choose the Private lottery when p > 0.5 end up

cheating (see Figure 4). On the other hand, Kreps’s model has no bite when p < 0.5 since

the Public lottery is always dominated by the Private lottery because of monotonicity.
15This is important because as noticed by Toussaert (2018): “with naturally occurring data, we rarely

observe individuals having a preference for a restricted choice set A and yet receiving a larger choice set
B.”
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This example illustrates how our results can speak to theories assuming preference for flex-

ibility and strengthen the intuition that our participants seem not to be uncertain about

their future choice, but rather consistently plan their actions in advance.

6 Conclusions

In this study, we address a key question inspired by Bacon’s opening quote: are oppor-

tunities that make a thief or rather thieves make their own opportunities? Approaching

cheating behavior through the innovative perspective of temptation and commitment á

la Gul & Pesendorfer (2001), we introduce an original experimental design that permits

the identification of individual plans to be honest and to cheat, as well as temptation and

costly commitment to honest behaviour.

Our findings speak against Bacon’s intuition. We provide no evidence of anticipated

temptation, with participants in our experiment not willing to pay a cost to avoid the

cheating option. Moreover, we provide evidence of consistent planning both for honest and

cheating participants, reinforcing the suggestion that thieves make their own opportunities.
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A Appendix: Experimental instructions and the Pledge of

Honesty
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Figure 7: Instructions given to the participants - No Charity - Page 1.
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Pledge of Honesty 

I promise that I will respect the probabilities described in the decision 

screens. 

Therefore, in the Private Lottery, I will insert one White and one Black ball 

into the bags. 

 

Signature 

Figure 11: The Pledge of Honesty.
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B Appendix: Model

In Section 2, we introduced the GS model with the assumption that v(C) ≥ v(Hpr), which

seems natural in our context. Here, we generalize the model to allow for the temptation

to be honest. Therefore, Figure B.1 generalizes Figure 2 allowing for v(Hpr) > v(C).

Recall that an individual is honest when u(C) < 0.5 and he is a cheater when u(C) >

0.5; however, she cheats in the LG stage if u(C) + v(C) > u(0.5) + v(Hpr) and she

behaves honestly otherwise. To simplify the exposition, we report the utilities on the

menu U({Hpr,C}) for each type in Table B.1. The first four types are those represented

in Figure 2, while Types 5 and 6 are novel.

Utility Cost U({Hpr,C})

1 u(C) + v(C) v(C) u(C)

2 u(C) + v(C) v(C) u(C)

3 u(0.5) + v(Hpr) v(C) u(0.5) + v(Hpr)− v(C)

4 u(0.5) + v(Hpr) v(Hpr) u(0.5)

5 u(0.5) + v(Hpr) v(Hpr) u(0.5)

6 u(C) + v(C) v(Hpr) u(C) + v(C)− v(Hpr)

Table B.1: Utility in the hot state, cost of temptation, and U({Hpr,C}).

Since we allow for the temptation to be honest, we now slightly modify the notation for

the types. Type 1 ("cheaters") become "cheaters tempted to cheat" while Type 4 ("honest

without temptation") become "honest tempted to be honest". Interestingly, allowing for

Types 5 and 6 does not change the predictions in our experiment. Type 5 behave exactly

as Type 4 since U({Hpr,C}) = u(0.5) which is equal to u(p) only for p = 0.5. Namely,

similarly to Type 4, "cheaters tempted to be honest that given in" choose the Public

lottery if p > 0.5 and Private lottery if p < 0.5. Type 6, instead, behave as Type 1 but

with the only caveat that their switching point is lower than what it would have been

without temptation. In fact, notice that U({Hpr,C}) = u(C) + v(C) − v(Hpr). Hence,

these participants end up cheating if facing the Private lottery, however, since they costly

anticipate the temptation to be honest, they choose the Public lottery more often than

Type 1 when p > 0.5.
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1

34

2
Temptation utility, v(C)−v(Hpr)

u(C)+v(C)−v(Hpr)= u(0.5)

Honest participants

tempted to be

honest

Honest

participants

that give in

(high temptation)

Honest

participants

that resist

(low temptation)

Cheaters

tempted to

cheat

Commitment utility,u(C)

u(1)

u(0.8)

u(0.6)

u(0.55)

u(0.5)= u(Hpr)

u(0.45)

u(0.4)

u(0.3)

u(0.2)

u(0.1)

u(0)

5
Cheaters tempted to

be honest that give

in

6
Cheaters tempted

to

be honest that resist

Figure B.1: Types

Notes: The dashed lines represent indifference curves for the different levels of p. The equation of

these curves can be simply found solving the equation U({Hpr,C}) = u(p) and substituting different

expression from Table B.1.
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C Appendix: The Private lottery using a coin-flip

Public Lottery

15 0

p 1-p

15

Cl Hl

u(Cl) 0

0.5 0.5

Private Lottery

MPL stage

LG stage

Figure B.2: Extensive form representation of the decision problem using a coin-flip

Figure B.2 represents our experimental set-up as shown in Figure 1 with the only difference

that the Private lottery is played in standard fashion, reporting the result of a coin flip.

In this section, we discuss the theoretical differences between our design and this modified

version, henceforth "coin-flip design". First and foremost, as mentioned in Section 5, the

coin-flip design requires the assumption that the decision-maker does not lie against her self-

interest. This is impossible in our setting where playing honestly implies committing to a

50-50 lottery, while cheating implies a sure win. In Figure B.2, this assumption is embedded

in the representation as we assume that when the coin-flip is successful the decision-maker

wins 15 euros for sure. The second important difference regards the theoretical nature of

the Private lottery. For the purpose of this short section, we denote behaving honestly

and cheating in the Private lottery as Cl and Hl respectively given that both behaviours

are conditional on losing the coin-flip. Importantly, this is not only a choice of language.

There may be good reasons for which u(Cl) 6= u(C) and u(Hl) 6= u(Hpr). For instance,

on the one hand, a decision-maker may find it less morally costly to cheat after having

discovered to have lost the coin flip than when having to commit to a sure win; on the

other hand, behaving honestly may be more rewarding when it implies a sure loss. In

this sense, as anticipated in Section 5, the coin-flip design provides a potentially different

measure of cheating. Finally, in the GS model, the Private lottery is represented by the

following menu {(0.5, 15), (0.5, {Cl,Hl})}. Note that, in our design, the utility u is defined

on money lotteries and does not require assumptions on the aggregation of utilities. In
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this case, the lottery is defined between money and the menu {Cl,Hl}; hence, one has

to assume that the same aggregator holds in both types of lotteries. Furthermore, given

that the cheating cost arises only in case of a loss, assumptions should exclude probability

weighting functions which could potentially introduce concepts of optimism/pessimism and

confound the measurement of the cheating cost.
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D Appendix: Personality traits

After our main experiment, participants answered a standard Big Six questionnaire with

48 items that yield scores for the following traits (Thalmayer et al. (2011)): Honesty,

Agreeableness, Resiliency, Extraversion, Originality, and Conscientiousness.

As shown in Figure B.3, we find no difference in personality traits between participants

who switched at p > 0.5, p = 0.5, or p < 0.5. The only exception is Honesty. We find that

participants who switch at p < 0.5 are significantly more honest (t-test, rank-sum test,

p < 0.01) than those who switch at p > 0.5. We interpret this correlation as a validation

of our experimental task.

Figure B.3: Big 6 - Personality Traits.

Notes: We report the distributions of normalized Personality traits using violin plots with kernel

density plots where * is the mean, - is the median, the box-plot limits are the 25th and 75th percentile.
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