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a b s t r a c t

Four experiments demonstrated that people are more likely to cheat when the benefits of doing so are
split with another person, even an anonymous stranger, than when the actor alone captures all of the
benefits. In three of the studies, splitting the benefits of over-reporting one’s performance on a task made
such over-reporting seem less unethical in the eyes of participants. Mitigated perceptions of the immo-
rality of over-reporting performance mediated the relationship between split spoils and increased over-
reporting of performance in Study 3. The studies thus showed that people may be more likely to behave
dishonestly for their own benefit if they can point to benefiting others as a mitigating factor for their
unethical behavior.

� 2010 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
Introduction more successful in justifying their behavior to themselves. The
Cheating is often a selfish act. We cheat to get ahead. We cheat
to obtain things we could not obtain by playing by the rules. We
cheat because we think others are cheating and we do not want
to lose out on our share. But despite the selfishness that seems
to motivate this form of dishonesty, the cheater is often not the
only person to benefit from it. Students who illicitly collaborate
on tests help one another. Athletes who take steroids help their
team, and auditors who misrepresent client finances in order to
help them keep those clients end up benefitting them (Dies & Giroux,
1992; Mautz & Sharaf, 1961). Even Bernie Madoff’s elaborate Ponzi
scheme financially benefitted some people, albeit only temporarily.
So even when people act out of self-interest, their unethical actions
can have consequences that positively affect others.

How do these third-party benefits of cheating influence
whether an individual is likely to cheat? While previous research
has shown that concern for the well-being of others can lead peo-
ple to behave dishonestly when people feel empathy for, or a sense
of connection with, the beneficiaries of that dishonesty (Gino &
Pierce, 2009b, 2011), the present research proposes that such feel-
ings toward the beneficiary need not exist for people to cheat more
when others benefit from their dishonesty than when they alone
capture all of the benefits. It posits that people may be more likely
to behave unethically when their behavior benefits others not be-
cause people care about the social-utility created by helping oth-
ers, but rather because helping others can enable them to be
ll rights reserved.
present research therefore puts forth a novel mechanism by which
the presence of third-party beneficiaries may increase the likeli-
hood that people will behave unethically.
Drivers of unethical behavior

Researchers have invested considerable effort into understand-
ing what leads people to behave unethically in the workplace (for
reviews, see O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2005; Tenbrunsel & Smith-Crowe,
2008; Treviño, Weaver, & Reynolds, 2006). These inquiries have
illustrated that both characteristics of the individual actors
and characteristics of the situations in which these actors find
themselves can affect the likelihood that an actor will behave
unethically. For instance, cognitive moral development theory
(Kohlberg, 1969; Rest, 1986) holds that we can, to a large extent,
predict who will behave unethically by examining how advanced
an individual is in his/her thinking about morality (Blasi, 1980;
Treviño et al., 2006). Moreover, people who score highly on
Machiavellianism, possess an external locus of control, and hold
a relativistic instead of an absolutist moral philosophy all have
been identified as people who are particularly likely to engage in
unethical behavior (Kish-Gephart, Harrison, & Treviño, 2010;
Treviño, 1992; Treviño & Youngblood, 1990; Treviño et al., 2006).
Researchers examining situational factors have shown that uneth-
ical behavior is more likely to occur in egoistic ethical climates
than in benevolent ethical climates (Barnett & Vaicys, 2000), and
less likely to occur in organizations that have a code of conduct
than it is in those without such codes of conduct (Hegarty & Sims,
1979; Izraeli, 1988; Kish-Gephart et al., 2010; McCabe, Treviño, &
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Butterfield, 1996; Treviño, Butterfield, & McCabe, 1998; but see
Brief, Dukerich, Brown, and Brett (1996), Cleek and Leonard (1998)
for studies showing no effect of codes of conduct). Moreover, even
factors such as the lighting of an environment can affect the
incidence of unethical behavior, with unethical behaviors occurring
more often in darkness (Zhong, Bohns, & Gino, 2010). Similarly,
the mere presence of wealth can induce the emotion of envy in
people and therefore increase likelihood that they will cheat to
obtain more money (Gino & Pierce, 2009a).

Characteristics of the moral issue can also influence the likeli-
hood that an individual will behave immorally. Jones (1991) iden-
tified six distinct characteristics that affect the ‘‘moral intensity’’ of
a behavior and, therefore, how likely people are to commit an
unethical action. These characteristics include: 1. The magnitude
of consequence stemming from unethical behaviors; 2. The social
consensus behind the idea that the behavior is immoral; 3. The
probability of effect, which is the probability that negative conse-
quences will result from the potentially unethical behavior; 4.
The temporal immediacy, which is the amount of time that passes
before harm befalls someone as a result of the action; 5. The prox-
imity, which is the psychological or physical nearness of the act;
and 6. The concentration of effect, which is the inverse of how
many people are negatively affected.

While Jones’ (1991) model focuses on the negative conse-
quences of unethical behavior and pays less attention to the bene-
fits to be gained from unethical behavior, Rational Crime Theory
takes a more balanced approach by also considering these benefits.
It holds that people transgress if the benefits of doing so outweigh
the costs (Allingham & Sandmo, 1972; Becker, 1968; Hill &
Kochendorfer, 1969; Michaels & Miethe, 1989). In this framework
any value the individual derives from having third-parties benefit
from her unethical behavior is added to the value she obtains
directly from behaving unethically (Loewenstein, Thompson, &
Bazerman, 1989). This cumulative benefit is then compared to the
costs of behaving unethically. If the individual derives some value
from helping others, the benefits created for others would, all other
things held equal, increase the likelihood that the individual
behaves unethically.

Previous research has established that benefitting third-parties
through unethical action does increase the likelihood that people
will behave unethically. In particular, it shows that people become
more likely to behave unethically if, by doing so, they may benefit
others who evoke empathy. Demonstrating a ‘‘Robin Hood Effect’’,
Gino and Pierce (2011) found that inspectors responsible for vehi-
cle emissions tests were more likely to act dishonestly by passing
non-luxury cars that would not have otherwise passed than they
were to pass luxury cars that would not have otherwise passed.
As the same authors demonstrated in a series of laboratory studies,
perceived inequity can produce emotional distress that leads peo-
ple to behave dishonestly if the dishonesty benefits the victims of
inequity – even if behaving dishonestly incurs a financial cost to
the self (Gino & Pierce, 2009b, 2011). People have also been shown
to sacrifice personal financial gain to punish or reward others who
have demonstrated an intent to act unfairly or fairly toward some-
one else (Turillo, Folger, Lavelle, Umphress, & Gee, 2002).

People are also especially willing to behave dishonestly when
their actions can benefit others close to them. Indeed, people be-
come more willing to break rules when they have a prior relation-
ship with the beneficiary of their action (Brass, Butterfield, &
Skaggs, 1998; Gino, Ayal, & Ariely, 2009).
Third-party beneficiaries and ease-of-justification

While previous research has demonstrated the existence of
third-party beneficiaries can increase the likelihood of unethical
behavior when people feel empathy toward the beneficiaries or
have a social relationship with them, the present research asserts
that these social dynamics may not need to occur for the existence
of third-party beneficiaries to increase the prevalence of unethical
behavior. Benefitting others, even anonymous others who evoke no
particular empathy from the actor and have no relationship with
the actor, may affect how unethical and how greedy people per-
ceive unethical action to be.

In interdependence theory, greed implies a desire either to
maximize one’s own outcomes or a desire to maximize outcomes
relative to other people (Insko, Schopler, Hoyle, Dardis, & Graetz,
1990; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978). When cheating benefits only to
the self, there is little doubt that the cheating is motivated by the
desire to maximize one’s own outcomes. When others benefit by
the act of cheating, there may be ambiguity surrounding the mo-
tives behind cheating. Cheating is therefore likely to come across
as less greedy than when the benefits also accrue to other people.
Given that greed is often associated with immorality (Shaw, 2009;
Sherman & Clore, 2009), actors may also see the act of dishonesty
as more ethical than when they alone benefit. They may rationalize
that their dishonesty helps others and therefore is both less greedy
and less unethical than if they alone were to benefit from it.

People often perceive allocations that differ significantly from
50–50 as unfair when there are no justifications for other alloca-
tions (e.g., Güth, Schmittberger, & Schwarze, 1982). As such, differ-
ent splits of the spoils may be more or less likely to lead to such
unethical behavior. For example, if the actor received 99% of the
spoils from cheating, he may not construe cheating as more ethical
or less greedy than if he received 100% of the spoils. I therefore fo-
cus first on the equal distribution case and put forth:

Hypothesis 1. People view dishonest behavior as less unethical
and less greedy when the benefits attributable to the dishonest
behavior are split equally between the actor and a third-party than
when the actor alone accrues the all of the benefits.

One reason people do not cheat more frequently is that people
have a need to see themselves as moral beings lest they suffer self-
condemnation (e.g., Gino et al., 2009; Tsang, 2002). Supporting this
possibility, Mazar, Amir, and Ariely (2008) found that even without
the risk of being caught, most people cheated only on a relatively
small percentage of the items in a series of experiments and did
not cheat nearly as much as they could have done. Having cheated
only a little, participants could ‘‘stretch’’ the truth and continue to
see themselves as moral. However, if their cheating exceeded a
self-imposed threshold, participants would have been forced to up-
date their self-concept to reflect their dishonesty – an act that would
run counter to most people’s desire to see themselves as honest
and moral (Greenwald, 1980; Griffin & Lee Ross, 1991; Sanitioso,
Kunda, & Fong, 1990). Participants could therefore rationalize
cheating ‘‘a little’’ but could not rationalize cheating ‘‘a lot.’’ As
Kunda (1990) contends in her theory of motivated reasoning, peo-
ple reason in ways that allow them to conclude that their behavior
is moral but are only able to avoid self-condemnation through this
motivated reasoning when they can construct reasonable justifica-
tions for their behavior.

People’s need to see themselves as moral not only constrains
how likely they are to behave dishonestly on particular tasks, but
also in which circumstances they behave dishonestly. For example,
when negotiators hold private information that is elastic (i.e. vague
and uncertain) and unfavorable to them, they are more likely to be-
have opportunistically by misrepresenting that information than
they are when they hold inelastic (i.e. unambiguous and certain)
information (Schweitzer & Hsee, 2002). When the private informa-
tion is inelastic people find it more difficult to justify using self-
serving interpretations of the information than they do when the
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information is elastic – even when they need only justify the inter-
pretation to themselves. Similar processes affect the likelihood of
people discriminating against outgroup members and minorities.
Specifically, people are more likely to act discriminatorily when
they can ‘‘camouflage’’ their discriminatory behavior or prejudicial
attitudes behind socially acceptable reasons (Crandall & Eshleman,
2003; Dovidio, Smith, Donnella, & Gaertner, 1997; Esses, Dietz,
& Bhardwaj, 2006; Gaertner & Dovidio, 1977, 2000; Gaertner,
Dovidio, & Johnson, 1982; Uhlmann & Cohen, 2005). For example,
Snyder, Kleck, Strenta, and Mentzer (1979) found that when partic-
ipants were asked to choose between watching a movie in either a
room in which there was a disabled confederate or a room in which
there was a non-disabled confederate, slightly more than half
chose the room in which there was a disabled confederate when
they were told exactly the same movies were playing. However,
when they were told that the movies were different, an over-
whelming majority chose to sit in the room with the non-disabled
confederate. Thus, when participants could attribute their choice of
rooms to a socially acceptable reason (i.e., the desire to see a differ-
ent movie), participants were likely to avoid the disabled
confederate.

If people are able to attribute a part of their motivation for act-
ing unethically to benefitting others, they may reduce how uneth-
ical they perceive their behavior to be. As a result, they may be less
likely to condemn themselves for behaving dishonestly. Given that
fear of self-condemnation limits how frequently people behave
dishonestly (Mazar et al., 2008), people should be more likely to
cheat when they can avoid this self-condemnation by sharing
equally in the spoils of unethical behavior. Splitting the spoils of
dishonest behavior could therefore increase the prevalence of dis-
honesty even when the third-party beneficiaries of the dishonesty
are not: (1) accomplices to the unethical behavior, (2) victims of
any particular inequity, or (3) socially connected to the actor. I
therefore put forth:

Hypothesis 2. People are more likely to act dishonestly when the
benefits of doing so are split equally between themselves and
another person than when they accrue all of the benefits.

I expect that the mitigated perceptions of how greedy and
unethical the dishonest behavior is will explain the relationship
between splitting the spoils of dishonest behavior and the in-
creased incidence of dishonest behavior. I therefore put forth:

Hypothesis 3. Individuals are more likely to behave unethically
when the benefits are split equally between themselves and
another person if they believe splitting the benefits reduces the
immorality of their actions.

It is important to note that the prediction that splitting the
spoils of unethical behavior equally with someone unknown to
the actor contrasts with Rational Crime Theory (Becker, 1968).
For self-interested individuals who value improvements to their
own well-being more than they value improvements to others’
well-being, the incentive to cheat under split spoils would not be
as strong as if the individual were able to directly capture all of
the benefits created by cheating. Moreover, even if the individual
were not particularly self-interested and valued helping others
more than she valued benefiting herself, rational choice theory
(e.g., Becker, 1968) would predict that she would be no more likely
to behave unethically when forced to split the spoils of cheating in
a particular distribution than when she could accrue all of the
spoils of cheating and later decide how to allocate some of those
benefits to others. In other words, the cheater could give away
the money she earned later and still derive a warm-glow benefit
from giving, assuming that she could do so easily and without fear
of detection and punishment. Whether the allocation occurs as a
direct result of the unethical act or as a result of giving away
some of the proceeds of the unethical act should therefore not
affect an individual’s utility. Thus, a purely rational model of uneth-
ical behavior would not predict that splitting the spoils of
unethical behavior should increase people’s likelihood of behaving
unethically.
Overview of experiments

In summary, I hypothesize that people may be more likely to
engage in such acts as lying, cheating, or stealing if they split the
spoils of such behaviors with other people. I reason that people
may be more likely to engage in such acts when others profit from
them because people will find it easier in such instances to dis-
count the moral concerns associated with behaving dishonestly.
In essence, they will deem the dishonest act to be less unethical
than when they alone benefit. I further propose that these miti-
gated perceptions of immorality will mediate the relationship be-
tween split spoils and the increased propensity to cheat.

Four experiments test these hypotheses. Study 1 examines
whether people perceive the act of taking on new investors into
a hypothetical Ponzi scheme to be less unethical when the rewards
are split between the actor and previous investors than when the
rewards are captured by the actor alone. Study 2 examines
whether participants cheat more to gain money when the addi-
tional money is split between themselves and another person than
when they alone accumulate that money. It also replicates the
finding that people see cheating as less unethical when the spoils
are split. Study 3 demonstrates that the relationship between split-
ting the spoils and the increased frequency of cheating is mediated
by the perception that cheating is less unethical and less greedy
when the spoils are split. Study 4 tests whether participants need
to share the spoils equally in order for sharing the spoils of uneth-
ical behavior to increase the incidence of that behavior. It also tests
whether sharing the spoils increases cheating when the spoils are
split with a participant whose morality is describe in unfavorable
terms (i.e., someone who seems prejudiced against racial
minorities).
Study 1: predicted unethical behavior

Method

One-hundred-twenty-four individuals (67% female; Age:
M = 34.8) in a subject pool managed by a large, private university
on the West Coast of the United States participated in the online
study in exchange for the chance to win a drawing for a gift certif-
icate. Each participant read the following scenario, which was cre-
ated based on an account of Charles Ponzi’s original scheme
(Zuckoff, 2005): ‘‘While trying to build a legitimate business, you
stumbled upon a plan to attract money for a company that would
invest in International Reply Coupons, a convenient form of post-
age for international shipping. You started accumulating small
amounts of money from investors, who were very excited for the
50% return you mentioned that your investment system would
generate within 45 days. Before too long you were raking in more
cash than you could invest in the project. You did not invest much
of the money, as the potential for profit was limited.’’

Manipulation of beneficiary
Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions.

In the self-alone benefits condition, participants read: ‘‘If you were
to take on new investors you would benefit from the investment
system you set up because you would have the cash from the
investors’ money. You would keep that money for yourself. No
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one else, including the original shareholders would benefit.’’ In the
self-and-other benefits condition, participants read: ‘‘You know
that by taking on new investors you could maintain some cash
and repay the original investors. If you were to take on new inves-
tors you would benefit from the investment system you set up be-
cause you would have cash on hand from the investors’ money.
Some of that benefit would be split with the original investors
though.’’ Participants indicated how selfish, unethical, greedy,
and moral it would be to take on cash from new investors using se-
ven-point Likert scales. They also indicated whether they would
take on new investors.
Results

Participants’ ratings of how moral and how unethical (reverse
scored) it would be to take on new investors were combined into
one measure of ethicality (a = .92). Similarly, ratings of selfishness
and greediness were combined into one measure (a = .93). Gender
did not affect rates of cheating.

Participants in the self-and-other benefit condition rated the act
of taking on new investors as less unethical (M = 2.55, SD = 1.75 vs.
M = 3.22, SD = 1.85, t(116) = �2.02, p = .05) and less greedy/selfish
(M = 4.98, SD = 1.79 vs. M = 5.80, SD = 1.73, t(116) = �2.53, p = .01)
than did participants in the self-alone condition. They were also
more likely to endorse taking on new investors (33.9%) than were
participants (17.9%) in the self-alone benefits condition (B = 0.86,
SD = .44, Wald = 3.79, Exp(B) = .42, p = .05).

I conducted a binary logistic regression using a bootstrapping
technique (Preacher & Hayes, 2004) to analyze whether the per-
ceived immorality of taking on new investors mediated the rela-
tionship between splitting the funds brought in by new investors
and an increased willingness to take on new investors. This regres-
sion is displayed in Table 1. Participants in the self-and-other ben-
efit condition perceived taking on new investors to be less
unethical than did those in the self-alone benefits condition. The
perceived immorality of taking on new investors correlated nega-
tively with the likelihood that the participants indicated that they
would take on new investors. Accounting for these altered percep-
tions of immorality reduced the previously significant relationship
between condition and willingness to take on new investors to
non-significance. A bootstrap analysis revealed that the 95% bias-
corrected confidence interval for the size of the indirect effect
excluded zero (.006, 1.43), which suggested a significant indirect
effect (MacKinnon, Fairchild, & Fritz, 2007; Preacher & Hayes,
2004). Controlling for gender in this analysis did not affect results
(95% CI of the indirect effect: .04, 1.56).
Table 1
Mediation analyses for Studies 1 and 3.

Study 1

Dependent variable Taking on investors P

B SE Exp (B) B

Constant �1.53** 0.35 0.22
Split proceeds 0.86* 0.44 2.36
Perceived ethicality

Study 3

Dependent variable Unsolvable grids reported solved P

B SE B

Constant 0.68** 0.16
Self-and-other benefit 0.46* 0.22 �
Perceived unethicality

� p < .10.
* p < .05.

** p < .01.
Discussion

Study 1 participants were more willing to accept new investors
into a Ponzi scheme when told that they would have to share the
benefits of doing so with the original investors than when told that
they alone would benefit. This increased willingness was mediated
by participants’ beliefs that the act of taking on new investors was
less unethical if doing so would benefit the original investors.
While this study highlights the role other beneficiaries may play
in licensing unethical behavior, there are two chief concerns. First,
the study was hypothetical. Participants stood to make no actual
gains by acting unethically. Second, participants may have felt obli-
gated to repay the original investors. As such, the data demonstrate
only that people cheat more when the benefits are shared and they
already feel obligated to the other beneficiaries. Studies 2, 3, and 4
address these concerns.

Study 2 also tests whether a social-utility perspective (Gino
et al., 2009) or ease-of-justification perspective best explains why
people may cheat more when the benefits of unethical behavior
are split than when they are captured by the actor alone. A so-
cial-utility perspective would explain such results by contending
that people derive greater value from benefiting others than they
do from capturing the entire benefit themselves; an ease-of-justi-
fication perspective would contend that people come to see their
behavior as less unethical because others share in the benefits.
To determine whether an ease-of-justification perspective best ex-
plains the increased prevalence of dishonest behavior when spoils
are split, it may be helpful to look at how frequently people cheat
when the self-interest motive is absent. If people behaved dishon-
estly as often when third-parties accrued all of the benefits of their
dishonesty and they personally received no direct benefit, the evi-
dence could suggest that people derive greater value from benefit-
ting others than from benefitting themselves. If, on the other hand,
people did not behave dishonestly as often when the third-party
captured all of the benefits as when the benefits were shared, the
case for a social-utility perspective would be weakened relative
to an ease-of-justification perspective.
Study 2: splitting the spoils with friends and unknown others

Method

Two-hundred-sixty-two participants (62% female; Mage = 34.3)
in an online pool managed by a private university on the West
Coast of the US participated in a study that ostensibly examined
decision-making and timing. In a task inspired from Cameron
erceived ethicality Taking on investors

SE B SE Exp (B)

2.55** 0.24 �4.66** 0.82 0.01
0.67* 0.33 0.59 0.56 1.80

0.95* 0.18 2.58

erceived unethicality Unsolvable grids reported solved

SE B SE

6.06** 0.18 0.78** 0.57
0.51* 0.25 0.38 0.23

�0.17� 0.09



Table 2
Word jumbles used in Studies 2 and 4.

Jumbles Correct words

Unhted Hunted
Eoshu House
Unaagt Taguan
Ythoird Thyroid
Olarc Coral/carol
Jnipmug Jumping
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and Miller (2009), participants were told that they would be paid
three dollars for participating in the study but may earn additional
money by unscrambling word jumbles. The instructions indicated
that the word jumbles must be solved in the order they appeared,
noting: ‘‘if you successfully unscramble the first three word jum-
bles but not the fourth, you will be paid only for the first three –
even if you also successfully unscramble the fifth, sixth, and
seventh word jumbles.’’
Hgitwe Weight
Claslou Callous
Yomseevld Semovedly
Manipulation of beneficiary

Participants were randomly assigned to one of five conditions
that were designed to test Hypotheses 1 and 2. Specifically, I in-
cluded one condition in which the self and a friend benefited from
over-reporting performance, one condition in which the self and a
randomly-selected participant from another experiment benefited,
and one condition in which only the randomly-selected participant
from another experiment benefited. I also included two conditions
in which only the self benefited from cheating. Participants in the
self-alone high benefit condition had twice the financial incentive
to report solving word jumbles than did participants in the condi-
tions in which the benefits were split between the self and another
person. Participants in the self-alone low benefit condition had the
same incentive to report solving word jumbles that did partici-
pants in the conditions in which the benefits were split between
the self and another person. I included this latter condition to en-
sure that participants did not cheat less in the self-alone condition
because they viewed cheating for larger dollar amounts as more
unethical and greedier than they saw cheating for smaller dollar
amounts. Participants read the instructions regarding payoffs be-
fore they engaged in the task. The instructions regarding payoffs
for each condition were as follows:

Self-alone low benefit: You will receive $1 per word jumble
solved.
Self-alone high benefit: You will receive $2 per word jumble
solved.
Self-and-friend benefit: You will receive $1 per word jumble
solved and a friend of your choosing will also receive $1 per
word jumble solved. (Participants in this condition were asked
to list the name of their friend before participating in the main
exercise and were told that we would ask them for that friend’s
email address in a separate email.)
Self-and-other benefit: You will receive $1 per word jumble
solved. Additionally, a randomly-selected participant from
another experiment will also receive $1 per word jumble
solved.
Other-alone benefit: Your performance will not affect the pay-
ment you will receive. However, a randomly-selected partici-
pant from another experiment will receive $2 per word
jumble solved.

The word-jumble task
Participants saw nine word jumbles, which are displayed in Ta-

ble 2. Unbeknownst to the participants, the third word jumble
could only be unscrambled to spell the obscure word ‘‘taguan.’’1

In pre-testing, none of the thirty participants successfully unscram-
bled this word jumble. Thus, it would be unlikely that participants
acting honestly would report having solved this jumble.

The frequency with which participants reported solving the
third word jumble served as the dependent measure of cheating.
Solving the third word jumble allowed participants to be paid for
solving the very solvable fourth through eighth word jumbles.
1 Taguan is a large nocturnal flying squirrel, Petaurista petaurista, of high forests in
the East Indies that uses its long tail as a rudder.
The ninth word jumble ‘‘semovedly’’ was also difficult to solve,
as it is a rarely-used synonym for separately. As such, participants
had an incentive to cheat on the third word jumble that could
reach $12 in the self-alone high benefit condition and $6 in the
other conditions, as they could have solved an additional six word
jumbles (i.e. word jumbles 3–8) if they solved the third jumble and
the remaining jumbles.

Participants indicated which word jumbles they successfully
unscrambled but were not asked to write out the unscrambled
words. They then indicated on a seven-point Likert scale whether
they would have preferred that they or a friend receive an addi-
tional dollar per word jumble unscrambled. I asked this question
to rule out the possibility that participants would cheat more in
the self-and-friend condition than in the self-alone high- and
low-benefits conditions simply because they would derive more
value from having a friend receive the benefits of cheating than
they would if they received the additional dollar per jumble them-
selves. Finally, all participants used a seven-point Likert scale 1
(not at all) to 7 (very much) to the respond to the questions
‘‘How unethical (greedy) do you think it would it be for someone
to cheat on the word unscrambling task if their cheating also ben-
efitted another person?’’ and ‘‘How unethical (greedy) do you think
it would it be for someone to cheat on the word unscrambling task
if they were the only person to benefit from cheating?’’
Results

Frequency of over-reporting results
Table 3 displays the frequency with which participants reported

solving the third (i.e., unsolvable) word jumble in each condition.
The overall chi-square examining the effect of beneficiary condition
(self-alone low benefit vs. self-alone high benefit vs. self-and-
friend benefit vs. self-and-other benefit vs. other-alone benefit)
on rates of over-reporting performance was significant, v2(4) = 12.76,
p = .02. Hypothesis 2 posited that people would act dishonestly
more frequently when the benefits of doing so were split equally
between themselves and another person than when they accrued
all of the benefits. Supporting this hypothesis, participants in the
self-and-friend benefit condition were twice as likely to report
solving the unsolvable word jumble (43%) than were participants
in the self-alone high benefit condition, 21%, v2(1) = 6.81, p = .01.
Participants in the self-and-other benefit condition were also more
likely to report solving the unsolvable word jumble (37%) than
were participants in the self-alone high benefit condition, 21%,
v2(1) = 3.88, p = .05.

Results supported the notion that participants would be most
likely to cheat when they had both a personal financial stake in
the outcome and could benefit someone else by overstating their
performance. Specifically, participants in the self-and-other high
benefit condition cheated significantly more often (37%) than did
those in the other-alone benefits condition, 16%, v2(1) = 5.59,
p = .02. Consistent with Mazar et al.’s (2008) findings, individuals



Table 3
Unsolvable word jumbles reported solved in Study 2.

N % Reporting unscrambling Anagrams reported solved Payment claimed for

‘‘Taguan’’ (%) Mean Std. dev. Self Friend Other

Self-alone (low benefit) 30 26.7a 3.50 2.56 3.50 � –
Self-alone (high benefit) 67 22.4a 3.18 2.32 6.37 – –
Self-and-friend 51 43.1b 4.45 2.91 4.45 4.45 –
Self-and-other 60 36.7b 3.93 2.71 3.93 – 3.93
Other-alone 49 16.3a 2.86 2.16 – – 5.71

Total 261 28.7 3.58 2.58 3.81 0.87 1.98

a,b Numbers within a column with different letters are significantly different from each other.
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did not cheat more or less often when their personal benefit from
cheating was high (27%) than they did when their personal benefit
was low, 21%, v2(1) = .37, p = .56.

I also analyzed whether condition affected participants’ likeli-
hood of indicating that they successfully unscrambled the word
‘‘semovedly’’, a rarely-used synonym for separately that was the
ninth word jumble. The overall chi-square examining the effect
of beneficiary condition (self-alone low benefit vs. self-alone high
benefit vs. self-and-friend benefit vs. self-and-other benefit vs.
other-alone benefit) on rates of over-reporting performance on this
word jumble was marginally significant, v2(4) = 8.60, p = .07. Par-
ticipants in the self-and-other benefit condition were more likely
to report solving the ninth word jumble (12%) than were partici-
pants in the self-alone high benefit condition, 1%, v2(1) = 5.97,
p = .02. Participants in the self-and-friend benefit condition were
marginally more likely to report solving the ninth word jumble
(8%) than were participants in the self-alone high benefit condi-
tion, v2(1) = 3.13 p = .08.
Perceived ethicality of over-reporting results
I then tested Hypothesis 1, which holds that people view dis-

honest behavior as less unethical and less greedy when the bene-
fits attributable to the dishonest behavior are split between the
actor and a third-party than when the actor alone accrues the all
of the benefits. As expected, a within-subjects analysis revealed
that participants viewed over-reporting results as less unethical
(M = 5.84, SD = 1.44 vs. M = 6.10, SD = 1.25, t(254) = �4.35,
p = .001; Wilcoxon signed rank z = 4.56, p < .01) and less greedy
(M = 5.66, SD = 1.47 vs. M = 6.07, SD = 1.18, t(254) = �5.64,
p = .001, Wilcoxon signed rank z = 5.54, p < .01) when told that
the over-reporting also benefited another person than when told
that over-reporting benefited only the self. Notably, participants
rated the act of over-reporting for the benefit of the self and cheat-
ing for the benefit of the self-and-others to be above 5.83 on a se-
ven point scale ranging from 1 (not unethical at all) to 7 (very
unethical). They also rated the act of over-reporting to be above
5.66 on a seven point scale ranging from 1 (not greedy at all) to
7 (very greedy). While the differences were small, participants per-
ceived the act of over-reporting performance as unethical and
greedy, regardless of who benefitted from the over-reporting of
performance. Participants who reported solving the third anagram
indicated that they viewed over-reporting performance for the
benefit of the self-alone to be less greedy (M = 5.81, SD = 1.63 vs.
M = 6.18, SD = 1.09, t(114) = 2.06, p = .04)2 and less unethical
(M = 5.88, SD = 1.42 vs. M = 6.20, SD = 1.17, t(117) = 1.72, p = .09,
Wilcoxon signed rank z = 4.00, p < .01) than did those who did not
cheat. They also viewed over-reporting performance for the benefit
of the self and another person to be less greedy (M = 5.37,
SD = 1.55 vs. M = 5.78, SD = 1.42, t(128) = 1.97, p = .05) and less
2 Levene’s test of homogeneity was marginally significant. The adjusted t-test was
used in this t-test and all t-tests with a Levene test producing a p-value <.10.
unethical (M = 5.47, SD = 1.67 vs. M = 6.00, SD = 1.31, t(114) = 2.47,
p = .02) than did those who did not cheat.
Greater value from earning money for others?
I tested whether participants simply placed a higher value on

having their friends benefit than they did on having themselves
benefit. To account for this possibility, participants indicated on a
seven-point Likert scale whether they would prefer to (1) have a
friend receive a dollar per word jumble they solved or (7) receive
an additional dollar themselves. One-sample t-tests relative to
scale midpoints of four revealed that participants would rather re-
ceive an additional dollar themselves than have a friend receive
that dollar (M = 5.19, SD = 2.22), t(254) = 8.55, p < .001.
Post-hoc analysis of gender effects
Numerous researchers have posited that men and women take

different approaches to ethical reasoning and are therefore differ-
entially likely to exhibit competitive behavior (Croson & Gneezy,
2009) and to behave unethically (Barnett & Karson, 1987; Dobson
& White, 1995; Gilligan, 1982; O’Fallon & Butterfield, 2005;
Vermeir & Van Kenhove, 2008). These researchers hold that while
men are primarily concerned with an ethic of justice, women are
more concerned with an ethic of care (Gilligan, 1982; Gilligan,
Ward, Taylor, & Bardige, 1988; Lyons, 1983; White, 1992). Consis-
tent with Social Role Theory (Eagly, 1987), they argue that people
think and behave in ways consistent with stereotypes and reflect
how they are socialized, with women placing a greater emphasis
on care, compassion, and harmonious relationships, and men plac-
ing a greater emphasis on agency, justice, and fairness. Although
empirical studies have not consistently shown that women behave
less unethically than men on the whole (Schoderbek & Deshpande,
1996; Sikula & Costa, 1994), Jaffe and Hyde’s (2000) meta-analysis
suggests that women emphasize an ethic of care slightly more than
do men. Indeed, Bowles, Babcock, and McGinn (2005) hypothe-
sized and found that women negotiate much more successfully
when acting in a representational role for a mentee than when act-
ing on behalf of themselves. Their results indicated that ‘‘women
felt particularly energized in negotiations in which they felt a per-
sonal sense of responsibility or obligation to represent the interests
of another person’’ (p. 959).

To determine if women also felt more motivated to behave
unethically by over-reporting performance in the present task
when they were responsible for the payoffs of a friend, I conducted
a binomial logistic regression that regressed reported solving of the
unsolvable word jumble on gender, dummy variables for each of
the conditions in which someone other than the self benefits
(i.e., self-and-friend-benefit, self-and-other benefit, and other-
alone benefit), and the interaction of dummy variables and gender.
Conditions in which only the self benefitted served as the baseline.
This analysis was conducted post-hoc and is displayed in Table 4.
The analysis revealed a significant positive main effect for the self-
and-other benefit condition and a marginally significant positive



Table 4
Study 2 regression analysis.

Unsolvable anagrams

Reported solved

B SE

Constant �1.15** 0.24
Self-and-other benefit 0.77* 0.37
Self-and-friend benefit 0.71� 0.40
Only other benefits �0.50 0.47
Male 0.33 0.24
Male � self-and-other 0.25 0.37
Male � self-and-friend �0.84* 0.40
Male � only other 0.10 0.47

� p < .10.
* p < .05.

** p < .01.
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main effect for the self-and-friend benefit condition. The main
effect for the self-and-friend benefit condition was qualified by a
significant gender � self-and-friend benefit condition interaction.
Decomposing this interaction revealed that women in the self-
and-friend benefit condition were more likely to report solving
the unsolvable word jumble (52%) than were women in the self-
alone benefit conditions, 18%, v2(1) = 9.48, p = .01. Men in the
self-and-friend benefit condition were not significantly more likely
to report solving the unsolvable word jumble 28%, v2(1) = .37,
p = .56 than were men in the self-alone conditions 26%,
v2(1) = .02, p = .88. No other main effects or interactions were
significant.
Discussion

Study 2 participants cheated more when the benefits of doing
so were split with a friend, or even with a randomly-selected par-
ticipant from another experiment than when they alone accrued
the benefits. While participants explicitly stated that they would
prefer that they (rather than their friend) receive the additional
dollar per word jumble solved, their actual behavior revealed that
they were more willing to cheat when the additional dollar went to
a friend or even someone they did not know and would never
meet. Study 2 also tested whether self-interest plays a necessary
role by including a condition in which only a randomly-selected
participant from another experiment benefited from improved
performance. Cheating was highest when actors and the unknown
others split the spoils of the actor’s dishonesty because actors in
this case would have both a self-interest motive and a way to ratio-
nalize away some of the immorality of their behavior. Without a
self-interest motive, some participants may have lacked the moti-
vation to cheat, and without a way to rationalize away the ethical
concerns some participants may have had qualms about cheating
for their own benefit.

The results support the ease-of-justification perspective, which
contends that splitting the benefits of dishonest behavior can in-
crease the prevalence of that behavior because it mitigates the per-
ceived immorality of the dishonest behavior. As hypothesized,
participants viewed over-reporting results to be significantly less
unethical and less greedy when they split the benefits of over-
reporting their results. While the effect sizes were quite small on
the explicit within-subject measures of perceived greediness and
unethicality, it is likely that these mitigated perceptions of the
immorality of over-reporting results licensed people to report solv-
ing word jumbles they did not actually solve.

The finding that it was primarily women who became much
more likely to cheat when their cheating benefitted a friend high-
lights the possibility that a representational role may act as a gen-
der trigger that makes women especially more likely to behave
unethically in pursuit of their goals when their efforts would also
benefit their friends. The results are consistent with Bowles,
Babcock, and McGinn’s (2005) findings that acting in a representa-
tional role for a mentee allowed women to negotiate more
successfully. In both cases women seemed more motivated to act
in pursuit of their desired outcomes when their efforts benefited
someone they cared about. Consistent with Cross and Madson’s
(1997) theory that women strive harder when they feel responsible
for someone, women were not more likely than men to over-report
their performance on behalf of someone for which they did not feel
responsible. Thus, benefitting a randomly-selected participant did
not have a stronger effect on women’s likelihood to over-report
performance than it did on men’s likelihood to do so. Future re-
search should examine this gender effect more systematically.
Study 3: mediation by perceived immorality

Study 2 demonstrated people are more likely to cheat when the
benefits of doing so are split with another person than when the
actor alone benefits. It also indicated that people view over-report-
ing as less greedy and less unethical when the benefits do not go
solely to the actor. Study 3 attempts to provide support for
Hypothesis 3, which asserts that these mitigated perceptions of
how unethical it is to over-report results mediate the relationship
between split spoils and increased cheating. It also demonstrates
the effect using a different task.

Method

One-hundred-twelve online participants (63% female; Mage = 33.7)
participated in a study that ostensibly examined decision-making
and timing. They were told that they would be paid based on their
performance on a number matrix task but that everyone would
receive a gift certificate worth at least three dollars for their
participation. After completing the number matrix task, participants
answered a short questionnaire about the task.

Number matrix task
In a task taken from Mazar et al. (2008), each participant saw 20

matrices of 12 three-digit numbers (e.g., 2.19). They were in-
structed that they would be paid for each matrix in which they
found two numbers that summed exactly to 10.00. They were also
told that they did not have to solve the matrices in order and that
they would have 5 min to complete this task. Participants were not
asked to circle the number pair; instead they were asked only to
indicate online whether or not they found the matching pair for
each matrix. As such, participants were led to believe that the
experimenter could not check whether they actually solved each
matrix that they indicated solving. Unbeknownst to participants,
however, five of the matrices did not contain number pairs that
added to 10.00. If a participant reported finding the number pair
in one of these matrices it was clear that he or she had cheated
on that matrix.

Manipulation of beneficiary
Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions.

In the self-and-other benefit condition, participants were in-
structed that they would receive $.35 per number pair found and
a randomly-selected participant from another experiment (who
would never learn the identity of the participant) would also re-
ceive $.35 per number pair found. In this condition, participants
therefore had the opportunity to earn $7.00 (20 � $.35) for
themselves and $7.00 for a randomly selected anonymous partici-
pant in another experiment. In the self-alone benefits condition
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participants received $0.70 per number pair found, so participants
in this condition had the opportunity to earn $14.00 (20 � $.70) for
themselves.

Dependent variables
The number of times the participants indicated finding a num-

ber pair that added to ten in a matrix in which no such number
pairs existed served as the primary dependent variable. I was also
interested in the total number of grids the participants reported
solving. After participants reported their results, participants rated
on a seven-point Likert scale how unethical and how greedy it
would be for someone to over-report their performance on the
number matrix task. While ratings of unethicality and greediness
of over-reporting performance were administered as within-sub-
jects measures in Study 2, they were between-subjects measures
in Study 3. I made this change because I wanted to ensure that
any demand effects present within a within-subjects administra-
tion did not explain the differences in perceived ethicality and per-
ceived greediness when the spoils are split equally relative to
when the spoils are garnered by one person alone.

Results and discussion

Frequency of over-reporting results
Hypothesis 2 predicted that people would be more likely to

cheat when the benefits of doing so were split equally between
themselves and another person. As predicted, a t-test revealed that
participants in self-and-other benefits condition reported solving
more unsolvable grids (M = 1.14, SD = 1.25) than did those in
the self-alone benefits condition (M = 0.68, SD = 1.86), t(89.2) =
2.18, p = .04.3 A Mann–Whitney non-parametric test conducted to
verify the robustness of this contrast was marginally significant,
Mann–Whitney = 967.5, z = 1.79, p = .07. Participants also reported
solving more grids overall (M = 7.49, SD = 3.97) than did those in
the self-alone benefits condition (M = 5.57, SD = 3.74), t(87.0) = 2.50,
p = .01.

I conducted a 2 (beneficiary condition: self-alone vs. self-and-
other) � 2 (gender: male vs. female) ANOVA to determine whether
gender interacted with condition to predict the incidence of cheat-
ing. This analysis revealed only a significant main effect for benefi-
ciary condition (F(1, 94) = 5.21, p = .03), indicating that participants
over-reported their performance more frequently when they and a
randomly-selected participant from another experiment benefitted
than when they alone benefitted. Gender did not interact with ben-
eficiary condition (p > .3) and the main effect of gender was not sig-
nificant, p > .6.

Perceived ethicality of over-reporting results
Consistent with Hypothesis 1, participants in the self-and-other

benefits condition indicated that they viewed over-reporting per-
formance on the number matrix task to be less unethical
(M = 5.60, SD = 1.49 vs. M = 6.08, SD = 0.95; t(101.4) = �2.44,
p = .05) and less greedy (M = 5.52, SD = 1.49 vs. M = 6.10,
SD = 0.91; t(100) = �2.50, p = .02) than did participants in the
self-alone benefits condition. To test the robustness of these differ-
ences I conducted a Mann–Whitney non-parametric test. Condi-
tion had a marginally significant effect on perceptions of
ethicality (Mann–Whitney = 1010, z = 1.71, p = .09) and a signifi-
cant effect on perceptions of greediness, Mann–Whitney = 904,
z = 2.46, p = .02.

I conducted an OLS regression using a bootstrapping technique
(Preacher & Hayes, 2004) to analyze whether the perceived immo-
3 Levene’s test of homogeneity was marginally significant for these t-tests;
adjusted t-tests were therefore used.
rality or perceived greediness of over-reporting performance
mediated the relationship between splitting the spoils with a
randomly-selected participant from another experiment and
increased cheating. This regression is displayed in Table 1. Partici-
pants in the self-and-other benefits condition perceived over-
reporting performance to be less unethical than did those in the
self-alone benefits condition. The perceived immorality of over-
reporting performance correlated negatively with the degree to
which participants over-reported performance. Accounting for
these altered perceptions of immorality reduced the previously
significant relationship between condition and incidence of cheat-
ing to non-significance. A bootstrap analysis revealed that the 95%
bias-corrected confidence interval for the size of the indirect effect
excluded zero (.001, .303), which suggested a significant indirect
effect (MacKinnon et al., 2007; Preacher & Hayes, 2004). Hypothe-
sis 3 therefore received support. To test the robustness of the find-
ing, I then repeated the bootstrapping technique inserting gender
as a control variable. Controlling for gender had little effect,
although the 95% bias-corrected confidence interval for the size
of the indirect effect did include zero when gender was included
(�.0003, .308). Perceptions of greediness did not mediate the rela-
tionship between splitting the spoils of over-reporting perfor-
mance and the likelihood of over-reporting performance, as the
correlation between perceived greediness and likelihood of over-
reporting performance was not significant, p > .3.

Study 4: unequal splitting and moderation by beneficiary

In Studies 2 and 3 people were more likely to cheat when the
benefits of doing so were split equally with another person than
when they alone benefitted. Study 4 tests whether people must
share the benefits equally with others in order for sharing the
spoils to increase the incidence of unethical behavior. It also exam-
ines whether splitting the spoils increases cheating when the
spoils of unethical behavior are split with someone whose morality
is described in unfavorable terms (i.e., someone who seems preju-
diced against racial minorities). Because people may see little mor-
al value in benefitting someone who is described as prejudiced,
sharing the spoils with such people may not make them more
likely to cheat than if they alone were to capture all of the benefit
from unethical behavior. I therefore put forth:

Hypothesis 4. Splitting the spoils of unethical behavior will
increase the incidence of unethical behavior only when the
beneficiary is not described in immoral terms.
Method

Two-hundred-twenty-three participants (63% female;
Mage = 34.2) in an online pool managed by a private university on
the West Coast of the US participated in a study that ostensibly
examined decision-making and timing. Participants completed
the word-jumble task that was used in Study 2.

Manipulation of beneficiary
Participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions.

In the self-alone benefit condition participants were told that they
would receive $1.80 per word jumble solved. In the self-and-other
benefit condition participants were told that they would receive
$1.20 per word jumble solved and a randomly-selected participant
would receive $.60 per word jumble solved. In the self-and-preju-
diced-other benefit condition participants were told that they
would receive $1.20 per word jumble solved and a randomly-se-
lected participant would receive $.60 per word jumble solved. They
were also told that the other participant ‘‘will be randomly selected



Table 5
Unsolvable word jumble reported solved in Study 4.

Beneficiary N % Reporting unscrambling Anagrams reported solved Payment claimed for Post-exercise donations to other

‘‘Taguan’’ (%) Mean Std. dev. Self Other Pct Average

Giving (%) Donationc

Self-alone 69 29.0a 4.72 2.66 8.50 – 15.4 $3.07
Self-and-other 88 44.3b 5.40 2.91 6.48 3.24 8.2 $0.94
Self-and-prejudiced-other 60 31.7a,b 4.58 2.44 5.50 2.75 13.3 $1.28

Total 217 35.9 4.96 2.72 6.85 2.07 11.9 $1.75

a,b Numbers within a column with different letters are significantly different from each other.
c Average calculated by analyzing amounts of those choosing to donate.

S.S. Wiltermuth / Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 115 (2011) 157–168 165
from a group of participants whose responses indicated that they
are highly prejudiced against racial minorities.’’

Dependent variables
As in Study 2, the frequency with which participants reported

solving the third word jumble served as the dependent measure
of cheating. All participants used a seven-point Likert scale 1 (not
at all) to 7 (very much) to the respond to the questions ‘‘How
unethical (greedy) do you think it would it be for someone to cheat
on the word unscrambling task if their cheating also benefitted an-
other person?’’ and ‘‘How unethical (greedy) do you think it would
it be for someone to cheat on the word unscrambling task if they
were the only person to benefit from cheating?’’ Most participants
were also asked how much of their earnings they wanted to give
away to another participant.4

Results

Treatment of variables

Six participants’ results were thrown out for completing the
study too quickly.

Frequency of over-reporting results
Table 5 displays the frequency with which participants reported

solving the third (i.e., unsolvable) word jumble in each condition.
The overall chi-square examining the effect of beneficiary condi-
tion (self-alone benefit vs. self-and-other benefit vs. self-and-prej-
udiced-other benefit) on rates of over-reporting performance was
marginally significant, v2(2) = 4.61, p = .10. Participants in the
self-and-other benefit condition were significantly more likely to
report solving the unsolvable word jumble (44%) than were partic-
ipants in the self-alone benefit condition, 29%, v2(1) = 3.88, p = .05.
Participants in the self-and-prejudiced-other benefit condition
were non-significantly less likely to report solving the unsolvable
word jumble (32%) than were participants in the self-and-other
benefit condition, v2(1) = 2.44, p = .12. A supplementary 3 (benefi-
ciary condition: self-alone benefit vs. self-and-other benefit vs.
self-and-prejudiced other benefit) � 2 (gender: male vs. female)
ANOVA revealed that gender did not have a significant main effect
on cheating and did not interact with condition, p’s > .4.

I also analyzed whether condition affected participants’ likeli-
hood of indicating that they successfully unscrambled the ninth
word jumble. The overall chi-square examining the effect of bene-
ficiary condition on rates of over-reporting performance on this
word jumble was marginally significant, v2(2) = 5.00, p = .08. Par-
ticipants in the self-and-other benefit condition were more likely
to report solving the ninth word jumble (13%) than were partici-
4 A study programming error omitted this question from 57 participants’
questionnaires.
pants in the self-alone high benefit condition, 3%, v2(1) = 4.59,
p = .03. The incidence of reporting having solved the ninth anagram
in the self-and-prejudiced-other benefit condition did not differ
from either of the two other conditions.

Perceived ethicality of over-reporting results
Although the differences were in the predicted direction, a be-

tween-subjects analysis revealed that participants did not view
over-reporting results to be significantly less unethical (M = 5.93,
SD = 1.29 vs. M = 6.16, SD = 1.21, t(152) = �1.14, p = .25) or less
greedy (M = 5.83, SD = 1.44 vs. M = 6.03, SD = 1.30, t(152) = �0.89,
p = .37) when told that the over-reporting also benefited another
person than when told that over-reporting benefited only the self.
Moreover, ratings of greediness and immorality in the self-and-
prejudiced-other did not differ from either of the other two condi-
tions, all p’s > .35. While participants who reported solving the
third anagram indicated that they viewed over-reporting perfor-
mance for the benefit of the self-alone to be somewhat less greedy
(M = 5.74, SD = 1.54 vs. M = 6.05, SD = 1.19, t(128.3) = 1.53, p = .10)
and somewhat less unethical (M = 5.89, SD = 1.42 vs. M = 6.07,
SD = 1.33, t(212) = 0.91, p = .36), neither effect was significant.

Giving money to another participant after the task?
After participants had completed the word-jumble task, they

indicated whether they wanted to give any of their earnings to a
randomly-selected participant. As Table 3 indicates, no more than
15.4% of participants in any condition wished to donate some of
their earnings to a randomly-selected participant from another
study. Those six participants in the self-alone benefit condition
who opted to donate some of their earnings to others donated an
average of $3.07; the averages in the self-and-other benefit and
self-and-prejudiced-other conditions were $0.94 and $1.28 respec-
tively. Participants who reported solving the nearly impossible
third anagram were not more likely to choose to donate some of
their money to another person and did not donate significantly
more money than did participants who did not report solving the
third anagram, p’s > .70.

Discussion

Study 4 indicated that participants need not split the spoils of
unethical behavior equally for splitting the spoils to increase the
incidence of unethical behavior. Participants who earned a $1.20
per anagram for themselves and $.60 per anagram for a ran-
domly-selected participant cheated more often than did partici-
pants who earned $1.80 per anagram for themselves. However,
splitting the spoils only increased the incidence of cheating when
the beneficiary did not have reputation for being immoral. When
the randomly-selected beneficiary was believed to be prejudiced
against racial minorities, participants splitting the spoils did not
cheat more often than did those benefitting only themselves.



166 S.S. Wiltermuth / Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 115 (2011) 157–168
Although participants became more likely to cheat when benefit-
ting others served as camouflage, they were not especially likely
to choose to give away their spoils after having cheated.
General discussion

People over-reported their performance more often when the
benefit of doing so was split between themselves and another per-
son, even if they did not know the other beneficiary and had no
interaction with her/him. The results indicate that because people
see cheating as greedier and less ethical when the cheater alone
benefits than when others also benefit, splitting the spoils of cheat-
ing can make people more likely to cheat. Armed with the knowl-
edge that their unethical behavior benefited not only themselves
but other people as well, people in the present experiments be-
came more willing to behave dishonestly. However, this effect van-
ished when people knew that the other beneficiary of their
behavior was less than moral (i.e., he/she seemed to be prejudiced
against racial minorities).

These findings make a couple of important contributions to the
understanding of unethical behavior. Chiefly, they indicate that
people may be most susceptible to engage in such activities as ly-
ing, cheating, or stealing when others can share in the benefits of
those transgressions. When individuals would stand to gain all of
the rewards of their dishonesty, their own need to see themselves
as moral may stop them from behaving unethically. When they
could attribute some of their behavior to the desire to benefit oth-
ers, they may be able to see themselves as moral even as they be-
have in ways most people would deem immoral. So while the
present research is by no means the first to demonstrate that peo-
ple behave in ways that are inconsistent with the predictions of ra-
tional models of behavior (cf. Gino & Pierce, 2011; Kahneman &
Tversky, 1979), it does contribute to our understanding of how
people deviate systematically from such models. As such, it may al-
low people to guard more effectively against unethical behavior by
specifying when such behavior is most likely to occur. These re-
sults suggest specifically that people looking to monitor and curtail
unethical behavior may be well-advised to pay heightened atten-
tion to those instances in which people may not only benefit them-
selves but also others by acting unethically. For instance, an
individual employee may be likely to act fraudulently when the
doing so would benefit not only that individual employee but the
company’s other stakeholders. This may be the case even if the
other stakeholders would have advised the employee against act-
ing fraudulently if they were involved in the decision.

Second, the results indicate that the beneficiaries need not be
friends or family for the existence of those beneficiaries to height-
en the likelihood that people will act unethically. Cheating rates in-
creased when another beneficiary shared in the benefits even
when that beneficiary was a randomly-selected participant from
another experiment. While previous research has shown that
empathy can lead people to behave unethically to help others
(Gino & Pierce, 2009b, 2011), this research is the first to establish
that people need not know or interact with the beneficiaries of
their unethical behavior for the existence of those beneficiaries
to heighten the likelihood of unethical behavior.

The incentives to cheat in the current studies were small rela-
tive to the probable wealth of study participants. It is somewhat
surprising that manipulating the beneficiary of unethical behavior
could have significant effects on the prevalence of cheating given
how little was at stake. It would be interesting to see how splitting
the spoils would affect cheating when the incentives to cheat are
relatively large (e.g., $5000). Because such research would be ex-
tremely costly to conduct in a laboratory setting, field research
may offer the best approach to determining how incentive size
interacts with allocation of spoils to affect people’s likelihood of
cheating.

Similarly, research could also examine how splitting the spoils
of unethical behavior when the unethical behavior occurred in a
face-to-face setting rather than in a depersonalized online context.
While it is likely that people would cheat less often in face-to-face
settings (Naquin, Kurtzberg, & Belkin, 2010), it is also possible that
the moral camouflage stemming from splitting the spoils could be
all the more important when one has to face a live person while
committing unethical behavior.

Future research could also examine how different allocations of
spoils affect the prevalence of unethical behavior. It is entirely pos-
sible that splits more favorable to the third-party beneficiaries
could lead to even more unethical behavior if those splits made
cheating seem less unethical. It is also entirely possible that splits
that are extremely favorable to the actor (and less favorable to the
third-party) would lead people to behave more unethically, as the
self-interest motive would be stronger in such cases than in the
50–50 splits and 67–33 splits used in the present experiments.

Research might also productively explore how elements of peo-
ple’s personalities might affect how the allocation of rewards from
cheating affects their likelihood to cheat. For instance, people who
are particularly prone to guilt may be much more likely to cheat
when the spoils are shared than when they alone capture the ben-
efits, whereas those who are not particularly prone to guilt may
not show the same increase in likelihood to cheat when the spoils
are shared. Moreover, people who consider being a moral person
central to their identity might be particularly likely to cheat more
when the spoils are split than when they accrue all of the spoils be-
cause it is these people, who would score highly on Aquino and
Reed’s (2002) measure of moral identity, that have the greatest
need to see themselves as moral.

It would also be worth investigating whether people would be-
come less likely to act unethically for the benefit of others when
the beneficiaries of their transgressions would, by receiving those
gains, learn that their gains were ill-gotten. Previous research has
shown that third-party monitoring of behavior increases moral
awareness and reduces the prevalence of unethical behavior
(Treviño & Victor, 1992; Victor, Treviño, & Shapiro, 1993). If actors
perceived third-party beneficiaries as monitors and potential
condemners of dishonest behavior, it is possible that they would
cheat less often than they would if they could accrue all of the
benefits and not alert others to their dishonesty.

The present research demonstrated that splitting rewards can
lead people to behave dishonestly in pursuit of goals by changing
how unethical and greedy people perceived dishonest acts to be.
It is also possible that splitting rewards may spur more honest
forms of effort. If people feel that accomplishing a task is more
important when the rewards of accomplishing the task are split
with another person, they may increase their own effort even as
their own personal rewards from exerting effort are reduced. Such
a result would be consistent with Grant’s (2008) finding that task
significance can materially increase the effort people apply toward
the task. While the findings presented here do not support this
possibility, they also do not rule out the possibility that under dif-
ferent conditions people may exert more effort. Additional studies
could therefore productively examine whether split rewards not
only change perceptions of immorality but also task significance.
Conclusion

Self-interest clearly motivates people to behave unethically
(e.g., Becker, 1968). However, the studies here indicate that people
may actually be more likely to behave unethically when they do
not capture all of the benefits that the unethical behavior yields.
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Because most of us have a need to ourselves themselves as moral
(e.g., Tsang, 2002), we face limits in how unethically we can behave
lest we lose the view of ourselves as moral people. When we can
rationalize that our unethical behavior benefits others as well,
we may be able to simultaneously act unethically and preserve
our positive view of our selves.
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