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Abstract
Two studies (total n = 1,245) explored the influence of (1) receiving public vs. private
performance feedback, (2) competing on a team vs. solo, and (3) individual differences in team
competition participation on cheating behavior. Participants were given opportunities to cheat in
an online trivia competition and self-reported their cheating behavior. Meta-analyses of Studies 1
and 2 revealed that participants who believed their performance feedback would be public
cheated more than those who believed their performance feedback would be private, and
individuals who regularly participate in team competition cheated more than those who do not.
We found no evidence that experimentally manipulating team competition (vs. solo competition)
influenced cheating. Our findings suggest that people will put their moral reputations at risk in
order to protect their competence reputations by engaging in unethical behavior that signals
(false) competence to others.
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Public Significance Statement
The present research found that providing public performance feedback (as opposed to private
feedback) increased the tendency for people to cheat in a competence task and that those who
regularly participate in team competitions were more prone to cheating. These findings suggest
that competence reputational stakes can increase dishonest behavior aimed at enhancing one’s
apparent value to the social group and that those most attracted to group competition may be

most likely to signal competence falsely.
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1. “A bad conscience is easier to cope with than a bad reputation.” (Nietzsche, 1887/1974, p.

102)

People serve as their own Public Relations agents, managing their reputations and public
image (Fehr, 2004; Sperber & Baumard, 2012; Tennie et al., 2010). A great deal of research has
shown that reputational stakes, such as public visibility of behavior, reduce selfish and antisocial
behavior (e.g., Gachter & Fehr, 1999; Engelmann & Fischbacher, 2008; Van Vugt & Hardy,
2010). The present work tests whether reputational stakes can also increase unethical behavior.
Specifically, people may be willing to engage in unethical behavior—inevitably putting their
moral reputations at risk—in order to preserve their public competence reputations.

Humans evolved to detect, exclude, and punish costly members of the social group, those
who free ride and take advantage of others (Axelrod & Hamilton, 1981; Cosmides & Tooby,
1992; Fehr et al., 2002; Kurzban & Leary, 2001; Nowak & Sigmund, 1998; Trivers, 1971)
because this benefits individuals and social groups by sustaining high levels of cooperation (Fehr
& Fischbacher, 2004; Milinski et al., 2001). Consequently, being detected as a free rider oneself
can be costly, and so people are deeply concerned with maintaining positive social reputations
(e.g., Vonasch et al., 2018; Wu et al., 2016a, 2016b), even among children as young as age five
(Engelmann et al., 2012).

Much of this work focuses on moral reputation and cooperation, such as contributions to
public goods, finding that people are more cooperative and prosocial when their behavior will be
known to others and they have a chance to gain social approval or build a positive moral
reputation (e.g., Delmas & Lessem, 2014; Gachter & Fehr, 1999; Engelmann & Fischbacher,

2008). But people may seek to manage other aspects of their reputations to obtain social benefits
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and avoid costs (e.g., Anderson & Kilduff, 2009a; Clark et al., 2019). One of the best ways to
attain social status is to provide benefits to others (Durkee et al., 2020). Thus, individuals can
pursue status in social groups by enhancing their apparent value to the social group (Winegard et
al., 2020), for example, by signaling commitment to the group (Clark & Winegard, 2020),
displaying generosity (Hardy & Van Vugt, 2006), or demonstrating competence (Anderson &
Kilduff, 2009b; Henrich & Gil-White, 2001). But creating the illusion of adding value to the
group, for example, by faking commitment or competence, can also be effective (Anderson &
Kilduff, 2009a). If people award status and benefits to those who add group value, they might
also award status and benefits to those whom they believe add value. This creates an incentive
for people to signal value to others falsely.

In the real world, people must balance various tradeoffs by weighing the probabilities and
magnitudes of different risks and rewards (Clark et al., 2022). A demonstration of bravery might
increase one’s value to the social group, but also puts one at risk of harm. Or signaling
commitment to a particular social group might signal antipathy toward another group. One
dilemma people frequently face is whether to cheat (Becker, 1974), and people are generally
more willing to cheat as incentives increase, particularly when there is little risk of getting caught
(Kajackaite & Gneezy, 2017). But cheating and other unethical behavior always involve some
risk of getting caught. It can never be known for sure that other people have no way of
discovering the cheating behavior (or even whether one’s conscience could lead to a later
admission of guilt, especially if questioned). Consequently, unethical behavior always carries
some risk of damaging one’s moral reputation.

Organizational behavior research often uses economic games with financial incentives to

explore cheating behavior, but people can be incentivized to cheat for reputational reasons as
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well. Although many sports, games, and competitions are played for money (e.g., professional
sports, poker tournaments, chess tournaments), many are not, and yet cheating is still a regular
problem (Kamis et al., 2016), suggesting that there is more at stake than financial gain. Cheating
may allow people to falsely display competence to others (Schwieren & Weichselbaumer, 2010),
which can contribute to higher status. Indeed, a series of studies found that risks of losses to
status increased cheating behavior (Pettit et al., 2016). At first this might seem puzzling—surely
cheating creates risks of harming one’s good moral reputation—but people might be willing to
put their moral reputations at a small risk in order to obtain reputational gains by increasing their
apparent competence (or avoid reputational losses by revealing incompetence).

Additionally, people may be more motivated to preserve their competence reputations
when working as part of a group. Humans engage in a wide variety of behaviors geared toward
attaining and maintaining status among ingroup members in relation to outgroup members. For
example, people are particularly generous when evaluating the ideas and behavior of ingroup
members (e.g., Christenson & Kriner, 2017; Claassen & Ensley, 2016; Cohen, 2003; Hawkins &
Nosek, 2012; Kahan et al., 2012), and people seek out and are credulous toward information that
supports ingroup beliefs (e.g., Campbell & Kay, 2014; DeMarree et al., 2017; Ditto et al., 2019a,
2019b; Frimer et al., 2017; Gampa et al., 2019; Kahan et al., 2017; Lord et al., 1979; Stroud
2008, 2010; Taber & Lodge, 2006). Although people may wish to be viewed as highly competent
across contexts, group contexts may amplify these desires and lead people to pay higher costs or
take larger risks to preserve their competence reputations. In the present research, we
hypothesized that competence reputational stakes might increase cheating behavior more in
group contexts compared to individual contexts. Consistent with this idea, past research has

found that team-based compensation schemes increase cheating behavior (Conrads et al., 2013).
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A naturalistic setting that includes these precise conditions (competence reputational
stakes in group settings), team sports, is one domain in which cheating behavior has been studied
extensively (e.g., Sukys, 2013; Zimniuch, 2009). These investigations often consider economic
(Preston & Szymanski, 2003) and motivational climate factors (e.g., Palou et al., 2013; Zaksaite,
2012) as well as characteristics of athletes themselves (Zaksaite, 2012). It is often reported that
the competitiveness and performance incentives are key environmental features that promote
cheating behavior in sports, but to our knowledge, no research has ever compared cheating
behavior between those who opt in to team competition and those who do not. It is possible that
the reputational stakes and groupishness are primary drivers of cheating in team competitions,
but it is also possible that those attracted to team competitions are more prone to cheating. As an
additional exploratory measure, we tested the relationship between regular participation in team
competition and cheating behavior. Because we identified no prior work exploring this question,
we had no a priori hypotheses, but we thought two alternative hypotheses were both plausible:
(1) those who regularly participate in team competition might take such competitions more
seriously and be more respectful of the norms and thus cheat less, or (2) those who regularly
participate in team competition might care more about winning and displaying competence to
others and so might be more likely to cheat.

1.1 The Present Research

Whereas past research has demonstrated how moral reputational stakes often decrease
antisocial behavior, the present work tests whether competence reputational stakes can increase
unethical behavior. As suggested by Friedrich Nietzsche in the epigraph, “A bad conscience is
easier to cope with than a bad reputation.” People may be willing to engage in unethical behavior

to preserve other aspects of their reputation in group contexts.
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In two studies, we explored the influence of (1) receiving public performance feedback
vs. receiving private performance feedback and (2) competing on a team vs. competing solo on
cheating behavior in a competence task. In both studies, participants were given the opportunity
to cheat in an online trivia competition, in which they could easily cheat by looking up answers
online. To rule out the possibility that the experimental manipulations influenced actual
performance, a second comparison round of trivia was time-restricted, eliminating the ability to
cheat. As a second measure of cheating behavior, participants also self-reported the number of
trivia questions they cheated on at the conclusion of the studies. Because the public performance
condition puts participants’ competence reputations at risk, we hypothesized that participants
would be more likely to cheat in the public feedback condition than the private feedback
condition. We also expected that this effect might be larger in the Team competition condition
than the Solo condition. Because group contexts may be particularly likely to arouse concerns
about social status, people might have a stronger desire to enhance their apparent competency to
ostensible teammates than to other individual competitors. We also explored the relationship
between cheating and one individual difference variable, regular participation in team
competition, but we had no a priori hypotheses regarding the relationship between participation
in team competitions and cheating

2. Open Science Statement

No participants were excluded from either study except those who requested their data be
withdrawn after the debriefing (in accordance with ethics requirements). Data were not analyzed
until the target samples were reached for each study, and no data were collected after that point.

There are no undisclosed manipulations or dependent variables. All data that have ever been
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collected to test the present hypotheses are reported in the present paper—there are no file
drawer studies. Upon acceptance for publication, all data and syntax will be made publicly
available on the Open Science Framework, along with the supplemental materials containing the
Quialtrics surveys for Studies 1 and 2. Ethics approval for both studies was obtained from the
authors’ institution at the time the data were collected.

3. Study1
3.1 Method

3.1.1 Participants. We recruited 450 English-speaking participants on Prolific
Academic, but because of concurrent sign ups, 451 ended up participating. Sample size was
determined by a target sample of at least 100 participants per experimental condition and funds
available to pay. In the debriefing, participants were given the option to withdraw their data by
typing “I would like to withdraw my data.” Seven participants chose to do so, resulting in a final
sample of 444 participants (Mage = 32.47 years, SD = 12.13; 208 female). This sample size gave
us the ability to detect a small to medium effect size with 95% power (Faul et al., 2009).

3.1.2 Procedure. In a 2 (reputation manipulation: public vs. private) x 2 (team
manipulation: team vs. solo) experimental design, participants were told that they would be
competing in two rounds of trivia.

Participants were first randomly assigned to be in either the Team or Solo conditions. In
the Team condition, participants were told that they would be competing as part of a team and
that all members of the top scoring team would receive an additional $1.00 bonus. Team
participants were told that there would be five teams total and that the team score would be the
average score of all team members. Participants were then given the option to choose one of five

teams to join, including The Rebels, The Warriors, The Bosses, The All Stars, and The Legends.
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They were then welcomed to whatever team they joined in piped text (e.g., “Welcome to The
Warriors.”).

In the Solo condition, no teams were mentioned, and instead, participants were told that
those who scored in the top 20% on the trivia tasks would receive an additional $1.00 bonus
payment. Thus, in both the Team and Solo conditions, there was a one in five chance of winning
the bonus payment.

Participants were then randomly assigned to be in either the Public or Private reputation
conditions. In the Public condition, participants were told the following (note, bold indicates the
text for the Team condition and italics indicates the text for the Solo condition):

“Please select a username to keep track of your score on your team scoreboard/the

scoreboard. Whatever name you select will be displayed to your other team

members/the other participants on your team scoreboard/the scoreboard, which will
display the scores of each member of the team/participant at the conclusion of the
study. Your username must be 4-10 characters long. To protect your identity, we advise
against using your full legal name.”

They were then thanked by their username in piped text (e.g., “Thank you,
crabbycakes.”) and told the following:

“Below, you can see the current team rankings/participant rankings. After you finish

your two rounds of trivia, your ranking will be added to the team scoreboard/scoreboard

and displayed to your teammates/other participants.”

This text was followed by a scoreboard with 14 names, with the number 1 name shaded

in gold, the number 2 name shaded in silver, and the number 3 name shaded in bronze. Those in
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the Private condition simply proceeded to the trivia task without selecting a username or learning
of the existence of a scoreboard.

Participants then proceeded to the first round of trivia. They were asked to please refrain
from looking answers up and to simply do their best based on their current state of knowledge.
The first round of trivia contained 10 multiple choice questions across a variety of topics (e.g.,
“What is the capital city of Florida?” and “Who discovered radium?”, see Supplement for all
trivia questions). This round was purposefully untimed so that participants could easily cheat by
looking up answers on their phones or computers while participating.

Participants then proceeded to a second round of trivia, which contained 10 more
multiple choice questions across a variety of topics. However, this time participants were told:

“This round will be timed. You will have only 6 seconds per question. After 6 seconds

have passed, the question will automatically advance, and if you have not answered, it

will be counted as incorrect.”

In pre-testing, 6 seconds was deemed just enough time to read the question and select an
answer, but not enough time to look up an answer before the automatic advancement. If any
differences were found on the Round 1 (time unrestricted) trivia between experimental
conditions or between those who do or do not regularly participate in team competition, we
would not know whether those differences were the result of cheating or of differential
performance. By removing the possibility of cheating in Round 2, we could rule out the
differential performance alternative explanation if differences were observed in Round 1, when
cheating was possible, but not Round 2, when cheating was impossible. This enabled us to infer
whether differences in Round 1 Trivia scores indeed reflect cheating behavior without relying on

honesty in a self-reported cheating measure.
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Participants then reported some demographics including age (options: 18-97), sex
(options: male, female, other, prefer not to say), work status (options: employed, unemployed,
prefer not to say), religious participation (options: strictly adheres to religious practices, loosely
affiliated with a religion, non-religious, prefer not to say), political ideology (options: extreme
left, center left, center, center right, extreme right, prefer not to say), and level of education (6-
point scale from “high school or less” to “doctoral degree”). All demographic variables were
scored starting with a value of 1 at the lowest level and then increased in increments of 1 at each
level based on the order presented in the text above. Participants who responded “prefer not to
say” or “other” on demographic questions were treated as missing values in the relevant
demographic analyses. Demographics were collected as routine practice for purposes of knowing
the characteristics of our sample. We conducted exploratory analyses testing for demographic
differences in cheating behavior, but we had no hypotheses regarding these analyses. They are
reported only for purposes of providing more information on predictors (or non-predictors) of
cheating behavior and are not central to the present research.

Participants were asked if they fully read all study instructions and materials and were
assured they would not be penalized for their answer. Only three participants reported that they
did not, and these were not excluded. Regular team competitor status was determined by asking
participants whether they regularly compete as a member of a sports team at any ability level
(options: yes, no).

As a second measure of cheating, the last question prior to the debriefing was:

“We understand that because this study took place online, it is possible participants could

have looked up some of the answers during the trivia game (e.g., on Google). Did you

look any answers up before submitting your responses, and if so, approximately how



REPUTATIONAL STAKES AND UNETHICAL BEHAVIOR 13

many did you look up? Please be honest, you will not be penalized in any way for how

you respond to this question.”

Response options were on a 6-point scale, including “No, I looked up 0 answers,” “Yes, I
looked up 1 answer,” “Yes, | looked up 2-3 answers,” “Yes, I looked up 4-5 answers,” “Yes, |
looked up 6-7 answers,” and “Yes, I looked up 8 or more answers.” Validating our two measures
of cheating, correlational analyses revealed that self-reported cheating was positively related to
Round 1 Trivia scores (in which cheating was possible), r = .23, p <.001, but unrelated to Round
2 Trivia scores (in which cheating was impossible), r =-.05, p =.312.

3.2 Results

3.2.1 Cheating. We conducted two 2 (team manipulation: team, solo) x 2 (reputation
manipulation: public, private) x 2 (team competitor status: yes, no) Univariate Analysis of
Variances (ANOVAs) on Round 1 Trivia Scores and self-reported cheating behavior. As can be
seen in Table 1 and Figure 1, the only significant main effects for both dependent variables were
for regular team competitor status. Those who regularly participate in team competition scored
higher in Round 1 Trivia (when cheating was possible) and self-reported more cheating behavior
than those who do not.

The Reputation manipulation was trending in the hypothesized direction, with
participants in the Public condition scoring slightly (although not statistically significantly)
higher on Round 1 Trivia and self-reporting very slightly higher cheating behavior than those in
the Private condition.

The Team manipulation was also trending in the hypothesized direction, with participants
in the Team condition self-reporting slightly (although not statistically significantly) higher

cheating behavior than those in the Solo condition and scoring very slightly higher on Round 1
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Trivia. However, the latter difference was very near zero. And there was little to no evidence for

any interactions with the Team manipulation.
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Table 1. Main effects for team manipulation, reputation manipulation, team competitor
status, and all interactions in Study 1

Round 1 Trivia Self-reported Cheating

F p np F p o’

Team Manipulation 0.01 909  .000 1.85 174 .004
Reputation Manipulation 1.82 178 .004 0.18 672 .000
Competitor 13.32 <.001 .030 3584 <.001 .076
Team x Reputation 0.06 .815 .000 0.20 .659  .000
Team x Competitor 0.00 948 .000 0.21 .646  .000
Reputation x Competitor 0.00  .975 .000 0.39 534 .001

Team x Reputation x Competitor ~ 0.80 372 .002 0.15  .698  .000

15
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Figure 1. Means and standard errors by team manipulation (x-axis), reputation manipulation
(colored bars), and team competitor status (columns) for Round 1 Trivia (top row) and Self-

reported Cheating (bottom row) in Study 1
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3.2.2 Round 2 Trivia. We also conducted a 2x2x2 ANOVA on Round 2 Trivia scores (in
which cheating was impossible). The only significant effect was for the individual difference,
team competitor status, F(1, 434) = 15.41, p < .001, #p? = .034, with team competitors
performing worse on Round 2 Trivia (M = 2.33, SD = 1.48) than non-team competitors (M =
3.07, SD = 1.60). These results can increase our confidence that team competitors’ better
performance in Round 1 was indeed due to cheating (consistent with their self-reported cheating)
and not better trivia performance, because they actually performed worse than non-team
competitors when cheating was impossible.

3.2.3 Demographic predictors of cheating and trivia performance. Older age was
unrelated to Round 1 Trivia performance and self-reported cheating, rs (442) < .10, ps > .100,
and negatively related to Round 2 Trivia performance, r (442) = -.21, p<.001. Increasingly lower
religiosity (higher on scale) was associated with worse Round 1 Trivia performance, r (442) = -
.19, p<.001, less self-reported cheating, r (442) = -.26, p<.001, and better Round 2 Trivia
performance, r (442) = .23, p<.001. More right-wing ideology was associated with slightly better
Round 1 Trivia performance, r (442) = .08, p<.001, more self-reported cheating, r (442) = .11, p
=.027, and worse Round 2 Trivia performance, r (442) = -.28, p<.001. More education was
associated with better Round 1 Trivia performance, r (442) = .27, p<.001, more self-reported
cheating, r = .19, p<.001, and worse Round 2 Trivia performance, r (442) = -.16, p = .001. And
men self-reported more cheating, p =.007, and slightly outperformed women in Round 1 Trivia,
p =.052, but not Round 2 Trivia, p =.320. These patterns suggest higher religiosity, more right-
wing ideology, higher level of education, and being male were all associated with more cheating.

3.3 Discussion
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The results of Study 1 provided very little support for our hypothesis that people would
be more likely to cheat when their performance would be displayed publicly than when it would
only be known privately. The means for both cheating measures were in the hypothesized
direction, but these differences were not statistically significant.

We also did not (conceptually) replicate the finding that team incentives increase
cheating relative to individual incentives (Conrads et al., 2013), although our methods differ
from Conrads and colleagues’ study in numerous ways. Again, the means were in the
hypothesized direction, but differences were very small and not statistically significant.

The most robust finding was that regular team competitors were more likely to cheat than
those who do not regularly compete as part of a team. This suggests that the kinds of people
attracted to team competition are more willing to engage in unethical behavior to inflate their
own competence.

Because the results were trending in the hypothesized direction, but not statistically
significant, we sought to replicate Study 1 with a larger and higher quality sample in Study 2 to
increase confidence either that (1) the small effects are in fact null, or (2) the small effects are
simply that—small effects.

4. Study 2

Study 2 replicated Study 1 with a larger and a higher quality sample by using
CloudResearch options to block duplicate IP addresses, restrict participation to those in the
United States (to reduce the likelihood that participants did not have a mastery of the survey
language, English), block suspicious geocode locations and verify worker country location, and
include only CloudResearch approved participants (participants who have shown prior evidence

of attentiveness).
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4.1 Method

4.1.1 Participants. We recruited 800 participants on CloudResearch, but because of
concurrent sign ups, 803 ended up participating (Mage = 39.35 years, SD = 12.75; 355 female).
Sample size was determined by a target sample as large as possible within financial constraints.
Participants were again given the option to withdraw their data at the end, but none chose to do
s0. This sample size gave us the ability to detect smaller effect sizes than in Study 1, but still in
the small-medium range (Faul et al., 2009).

4.1.2 Procedure. Procedures were identical to Study 1, with the exceptions that some of
the team name options, instructions, and trivia questions were revised in unimportant ways (see
supplement), and “prefer not to say” options were removed from the demographics (though
participants had the ability to skip questions). Only 1 participant reported that they did not fully
read the instructions, and they were not excluded. Again validating our measures of cheating,
correlational analyses revealed that self-reported cheating was positively related to Round 1
Trivia scores (in which cheating was possible), r = .31, p <.001, and actually somewhat
negatively related to Round 2 Trivia scores (in which cheating was impossible), r = -.07, p
=.043.

4.2 Results

4.2.1 Cheating. As can be seen in Table 2 and Figure 2, with this larger and higher
quality sample, consistent with our initial hypothesis, there were statistically significant effects
of the reputation manipulation on both Round 1 Trivia scores and self-reported cheating, such
that those in the Public condition scored higher than those in the Private condition and also self-
reported more cheating. Replicating the results of Study 1, regular team competitors scored

higher in Round 1 Trivia (when cheating was possible) and also self-reported more cheating than
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non-team competitors. Last, there were significant interactions between the reputation
manipulation and team competitor status on both Round 1 Trivia scores and self-reported
cheating such that the reputation manipulation had a larger effect among team competitors than
non-team competitors. Meta-analyses of these effects are reported following the results of Study
2.

The Team manipulation continued to produce no significant differences, and thus we can
be reasonably confident that this manipulation (at least as we executed it) had little to no

influence on cheating behavior.



Table 2. Main effects for team manipulation, reputation manipulation, team competitor
status, and all interactions in Study 2

Round 1 Trivia Self-reported Cheating
F p 1 F p o’

Leadership
Team Manipulation 0.04 .849  .000 1.59 208 .002
Reputation Manipulation 11.79 <.001 .015 5.91 015 .007
Competitor 13.72  <.001 .017 24.76 <.001  .030
Team x Reputation 2.15 .143  .003 3.43 064 004
Team x Competitor 0.19  .660 .000 1.67 197 - .002
Reputation x Competitor 7.37  .007  .009 7.92 005  .010

Team x Reputation x Competitor 1.43 232 .002 1.09 297  .001

21
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Figure 2. Means and standard errors by team manipulation (x-axis), reputation manipulation
(colored bars), and team competitor status (columns) for Round 1 Trivia (top row) and Self-
reported Cheating (bottom row) in Study 2
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4.2.2 Round 2 Trivia. As in Study 1, regular team competitors performed worse on
Round 2 Trivia (M = 3.23, SD = 1.68) than those who do not regularly participate in team
competition (M = 4.04, SD = 1.73), F(1, 795) = 17.77, p < .001, 5p?> = .022. And the Reputation
manipulation had no influence on Round 2 Trivia, F(1, 795) = 0.03, p = .869, #p?> = .000. Thus,
higher scores in Round 1 Trivia among those in the Public reputation condition and among
regular team competitors likely do not reflect superior trivia ability but rather cheating
(consistent with the self-reported cheating).

4.2.3 Demographic predictors of cheating and trivia performance. Older age was
associated with slightly worse Round 1 Trivia performance, r (803) =-.08, p =.031, and
unrelated to self-reported cheating and Round 2 Trivia performance, ps > .100. Increasingly
lower religiosity (higher on scale) was unrelated to Round 1 Trivia performance, p > .100, and
related to slightly less self-reported cheating, r (802) = -.08, p = .036, and better Round 2 Trivia
performance, r (802) = .20, p<.001. More right-wing ideology was unrelated to Round 1 Trivia
performance and self-reported cheating, ps > .100, and related to worse Round 2 Trivia
performance, r (802) = -.12, p = .001. More education was associated with better Round 1 Trivia
performance, r (803) = .11, p =.002, and Round 2 Trivia performance, r (803) = .10, p = .004,
but unrelated to self-reported cheating, p > .100. And men performed better on Round 1 and
Round 2 Trivia, ps < .016, but did not self-report more cheating, p = .736. Overall then, most of
the demographic differences found in Study 1 were not replicated in Study 2 with a larger and
higher quality sample, except that higher religiosity may have been associated with more
cheating (as evidenced by higher self-reported cheating, worse performance on Round 2, and
attenuated worse performance on Round 1).

5. Mini Metas and Summary Analyses
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5.1 Method

5.1.1 Fixed effect Meta-analyses

As a last step, we conducted six mini meta-analyses on the main effect of the Reputation
manipulation on Round 1 Trivia scores and Self-reported Cheating, the main effect of regular
team competitor status on Round 1 Trivia scores and Self-reported Cheating, and the interaction
between the Reputation manipulation and regular team competitor status on Round 1 Trivia
scores and Self-reported Cheating. Mini meta-analyses are recommended in papers containing
more than one study as a means of obtaining more stable estimates of true effect sizes and testing
the statistical significance of these estimates (Goh et al., 2016).

We included one effect size for each of our two samples across Studies 1 and 2 for a total
of two effect sizes and 1,245 participants per meta-analysis. We followed procedures outlined by
Goh, Hall, and Rosenthal (2016). For all effects, the F-values from the ANOVAs were converted

to r effect sizes, which were then Fisher’s Z transformed to r,s. Because study procedures were

virtually identical across samples, we conducted fixed effect meta-analyses, which weight by

sample size using the formula: Weighted 7, = X ([N-3] r,) /  (N-3). The 7,s were then converted

back to r effect sizes for ease of presentation. Confidence intervals were computed with META-
MAR V2.7.0 (Beheshti, 2020). To estimate statistical significance, we used the Stouffer’s Z test,
in which the p values for each effect size were converted to Zs, combined using the formula:
Zcombined = X Z / sqrt(k), and then converted back to ps.

5.1.2 Random effects Meta-analyses

At the request of a reviewer, we also conducted eight supplemental random-effects meta-
analyses testing the overall effect of the Reputation manipulation and team competitor status as

well as the Reputation manipulation within each level of team competitor status on Round 1
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Trivia and Self-reported Cheating. We used the Ms, SDs, and ns to compute r effect sizes and
conducted single sample t-tests on these effect sizes. Random effects meta-analyses are
appropriate when methods or samples vary between studies. Although our methods were
virtually identical and both studies used samples of online adults, one sample was drawn from
Prolific Academic and the other from Cloud Research, and so it is unclear whether the two
studies should be treated as nearly identical or different. The gender compositions of the two
samples were nearly identical, but the latter sample had a mean age ~7 years older. Given the
ambiguity of whether fixed effects or random effects is more appropriate, we retained our
original meta-analyses and supplemented them with this approach. However, random-effects
meta-analyses are generally underpowered to detect statistical significance for mini-metas
(Guolo & Varin, 2017; Seide et al., 2019)—indeed some scholars have argued that they are not
appropriate when there are fewer than five studies (Jackson & Turner, 2017), and we have only
two.
5.2 Results

5.2.1 Fixed effect Meta-analyses Results

There were statistically significant main effects for the Reputation manipulation on
Round 1 Trivia scores, r = .10, p =.0007, 95% CI [.05, .16] and Self-reported Cheating, r = .06,
p =.043, 95% CI [.01, .12]. There were significant main effects for regular team competitor
status on Round 1 Trivia scores, r = .15, p <.0001, 95% CI [.09, .20], and Self-reported
Cheating, r = .21, p <.0001, 95% CI [.16, .26]. And there was some evidence for a (small)
interaction between the Reputation manipulation and regular team competitor status, with a
marginal effect for Round 1 Trivia scores, r = .06, p = .054, 95% CI [.01, .12], and a significant

effect for Self-reported Cheating, r = .07, p =.015, 95% CI [.02, .13].
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In the random-effects analysis, the effect sizes for the Reputation manipulation and team

competitor status were similar, however, because such analyses are inevitably underpowered
(only two values per analysis), no effects were statistically significant. The effect for the
Reputation manipulation was small on Round 1 Trivia scores, r = .08, p =.079, 95% CI [-.05,
.21] and small to trivial on Self-reported Cheating, r =.04, p = .395, 95% CI [-.28, .35]. The
effect for regular team competitor status on Round 1 Trivia scores was small, r = .15, p =.109,

95% CI [-.17, .46], and the effect for Self-reported Cheating was small to medium, r = .23, p =

153, 95% CI [-.47, .93]. That these effects were significant in the fixed effects approach and not

significant in the random effects approach likely reflects two things: (1) the effects for the
Reputation manipulation were very small and (2) random effects models are underpowered to
detect statistical significance.

Four random effects mini metas within subgroups of team competitor status similarly
showed no significant effects. The effects of the Reputation manipulation among non-team
competitors on Round 1 Trivia scores, r = .06, p =.205, 95% CI [-.19, .31], and Self-reported
Cheating, r = .05, p = .344, 95% CI [-.33, .43], were small to trivial, and the effects of the
Reputation manipulation among team competitors on Round 1 Trivia scores, r = .20, p = .34,
95% CI [-1.27, 1.66], and Self-reported Cheating, r = .08, p =.500, 95% CI [-.88, 1.03], were
small to medium.

6. General Discussion

The present work found that public performance feedback (relative to private

performance feedback) led to small increases in cheating behavior on a competence task.

Consistent with evolutionary theories of reputation management (e.g., Anderson & Kilduff,
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2009a, 2009b; Fehr, 2004; Géchter & Fehr, 1999; Engelmann & Fischbacher, 2008; Henrich &
Gil-White, 2001; Van Vugt & Hardy, 2010; Vonasch et al., 2018), these results suggest people
may be willing to engage in unethical behavior to display false competence to others. Insofar as
cheating always carries some reputational risk—one can never be 100% certain they will “get
away” with cheating—these findings demonstrate that people make reputational tradeoffs,
willing to put their moral reputations at risk to preserve their competence reputations.

The observed effect was small to very small. However, the “public” in our studies were
online strangers whom participants would never meet in real life, and the only marker of
participants’ identities were online usernames made up for purposes of the study. Thus, it is
possible that this effect would be larger or perhaps quite a bit larger when the stakes are larger
and more real (e.g., Hilbig & Thielmann, 2017), with consequences for one’s reputation among
well-known others (Delton et al., 2011). Future work should explore similar effects in more
naturalistic settings to better estimate the effect size in the real world.

We also observed a consistent unpredicted effect: that those who participate regularly in
team competitions cheated more than those who do not. These results suggest that the very sorts
of people who might be attracted to team competition are more likely to cheat in such
competitions (Whitley, 1998). Future research should explore why this is the case and other
personality variables that might relate to how people weight moral reputation vs. competence
reputation tradeoffs. For example, those who regularly participate in team competitions may be
more competitive or status-striving, or perhaps they are higher in self-monitoring or more prone
to impression management. There was also some evidence that the reputation manipulation
increased cheating behavior more among those who regularly participate in team competitions.

Thus there may be important individual differences in how public performance feedback
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incentivizes unethical behavior. The mechanisms underlying this phenomenon require
exploration in future studies.

We found little to no support for the hypothesis that competing as part of a team (vs.
alone) influenced cheating behavior (with effect sizes very near zero). If this is a true null effect,
future work should explore why this is the case. It is possible that team incentives do not increase
cheating behavior (potentially contradicting results found by Conrads and colleagues [2013]).
But it is also possible that there are hidden individual difference moderators, such as group
identification, or environmental moderators, such as size of incentives. Working on a team might
incentivize some people to display competence to others but might also incentivize others to
social loaf (e.g., Karau & Williams, 1993; Schippers, 2014; Stark et al., 2017), producing an
overall null effect. Another possibility is that our team manipulation was not strong enough and
that with a more powerful manipulation, there would have been more cheating in the Team
condition. Indeed, participants in the Solo condition (at least the subset in the Public condition)
were also in a group context in the sense that they believed their scores would be visible to other
participants. Even though they were not competing as a member of a team, participants may still
have felt as though their social value was being evaluated by their co-participants. Any public
performance may elevate concerns about one’s apparent social value as a potential group
member. Future research should explore these multiple possibilities for our null effect.

One additional not hypothesized pattern of findings was that religiosity appeared to be
weakly associated with more cheating. In Study 1, higher scores (less religious) were associated
with worse Round 1 Trivia performance (indicative of less cheating), less self-reported cheating,
and better Round 2 Trivia performance (in which cheating was impossible). In Study 2,

religiosity was not related to Round 1 Trivia performance, but there was again a small relation
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between lower religiosity and lower self-reported cheating and better Round 2 performance. If
the non-religious are better at trivia in general (as suggested by Round 2 performance) but less
likely to cheat (as suggested by self-reported cheating), these two patterns could attenuate a
relationship between religiosity and Round 1 Trivia. Exploring the relation between religiosity
and cheating was not the purpose of the present research, so future work should test this pattern
with methods more purposefully designed to explore the association between religiosity and
performance enhancing cheating behavior. Such findings may contribute to decades long debates
surrounding the relationship between religiosity and moral behavior and suggest the possibility
that in some contexts, religiosity may be associated with more immoral behavior, not less.

The present research was limited in several respects. Although nearly all participants self-
reported being attentive, they may not have been honest (especially in a study designed to
provide opportunities for cheating) or they may not have been sufficiently motivated to care
about the outcome of the trivia competition. Whether these effects would be larger or smaller in
real world face-to-face competitive interactions remains to be investigated in future research.
Furthermore, at present little is known about the mechanisms driving these effects. There are
many questions left to be answered regarding when and why and in whom we observe this
competence/morality tradeoff, and we hope the present work stimulates this line of research.

One big challenge for encouraging human greatness is that by incentivizing high
performance, high competence, and higher productivity, we inevitably incentivize faking high
performance, high competence, and higher productivity. Perhaps not all people would put their
moral reputations at risk to display false competence to others, but some people would. Thus it is
critical to understand how people balance these tradeoffs so we can work toward bringing out the

best in people without also bringing out the worst.
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