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Almost all of us have been tempted to lie at some point, whether about our GPA, our annual income, or
our age. But what makes us actually do it?

In a study forthcoming in Psychological Science, a journal of the Association for Psychological Science,
psychological scientists Shaul Shalvi of the University of Amsterdam and Ori Eldar and Yoella Bereby-
Meyer of Ben-Gurion University of the Negev investigated what factors influence dishonest behavior.

Previous research shows that a person’s first instinct is to serve his or her own self-interest. And
research also shows that people are more likely to lie when they can justify such lies to themselves. With
these findings in mind, Shalvi and colleagues hypothesized that, when under time pressure, having to
make a decision that could yield financial reward would make people more likely to lie. They also
hypothesized that, when people are not under time pressure, they are unlikely to lie if there is no
opportunity to rationalize their behavior.

“According to our theory, people first act upon their self-serving instincts, and only with time do they
consider what socially acceptable behavior is,” says Shalvi. “When people act quickly, they may attempt
to do all they can to secure a profit—including bending ethical rules and lying. Having more time to
deliberate leads people to restrict the amount of lying and refrain from cheating.”

The researchers first tested participants’ tendency to lie when doing so could be easily justified:
Approximately 70 adult participants rolled a die three times such that the result was hidden from the
experimenter’s view. The participants were told to report the first roll, and they earned more money for
a higher reported roll.

Seeing the outcomes of the second and third rolls provided the participants with the opportunity to
justify reporting the highest number that they rolled, even if it was not the first – after all, they had rolled
that number, just not the first time they rolled the die. Some of the participants were under time pressure,
and were instructed to report their answer within 20 seconds. The others were not under time pressure,
and had an unlimited amount of time to provide a response.

The experimenters were not able to see the actual die rolls of the participants, to ensure all rolls were
private. Instead, in order to determine whether or not the participants had lied about the numbers they
rolled, Shalvi and colleagues compared their responses to those that would be expected from fair rolls.
They found that both groups of participants lied, but those who were given less time to report their
numbers were more likely to lie than those who weren’t under a time constraint.

The second experiment followed a similar procedure, except that the participants were not given
information that could help them justify their lies: instead of rolling their die three times, they only
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rolled it once and then reported the outcome. In this experiment, the researchers found that participants
who were under time pressure lied, while those without a time constraint did not.

Together, the two experiments suggest that, in general, people are more likely to lie when time is short.
When time isn’t a concern, people may only lie when they have justifications for doing so.

One implication of the current findings is that to increase the likelihood of honest behavior in business
or personal settings, it is important not push a person into a corner but rather to give him or her time,”
explains Shalvi. “People usually know it is wrong to lie, they just need time to do the right thing.”
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