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Abstract

Many studies point to how parenthood can affect behavior. Here, we provide a large-
sample (N = 2,008) analysis of whether people with children are less likely to cheat in a
private die-rolling task. Our findings suggest that both parents and non-parents lie and do so
to a similar extent. However, when parents are reminded of their children prior to the task,

they lie less compared to a treatment without a reminder.
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1. Introduction

There are many situations in everyday life and in the marketplace, in which people
have an opportunity to misreport their private information for their own benefit. For instance,
employees can misreport the yearly income when filing their taxes or over-report the number
of hours they worked and therewith receive a larger paycheck. Politicians can lie in their
campaigns to get more votes, and public officials can get involved in corrupt behaviors for
monetary benefits. The economic consequences of cheating are large, and maintaining
honesty is crucial for functioning of societies (e.g., Mauro, 1995). In order to prevent people

from lying, it is important to understand which factors influence the decision to lie.

From a standard economic perspective, the decision to lie for a monetary benefit is
affected by only two factors — the probability of being caught and the penalty resulting from it
(see Becker, 1968). However, the fast-growing literature in behavioral economics shows that
many people would forego an opportunity to lie, even if there is no possibility of being caught
and being punished (see, for instance, Gneezy (2005), Mazar et al. (2008), Shalvi et al.
(2011), Fischbacher and Follmi-Heusi (2013), Abeler et al. (2014), Géachter and Schulz
(2016), Kajackaite and Gneezy (2017), Gneezy et al. (2018), Abeler et al. (2019)). These
studies show that some people lie only partially (i.e., over-report, but do not claim the
maximal possible payoff) or do not lie at all, because they have an intrinsic cost of lying (a
self-image cost) and/or because they do not want to be perceived as liars by others (a social

image cost).

Many experimental studies have aimed at identifying further factors which affect the
decision to lie (see Jacobsen et al. (2018) for a review). The experiments have shown that, for
example, women are less likely to be dishonest than men (Dreber and Johannesson, 2008;
Capraro, 2018), higher monetary incentives do not lead to more cheating (Kajackaite and
Gneezy, 2017; Abeler et al., 2019), being reminded of a selfish identity makes one cheat more
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(Cohn et al., 2014, 2015), and being reminded of a social norm of telling the truth can make
one cheat less (Boonmanunt et al., 2020). In this paper, we aim at uncovering how being a
parent influences one’s decision to lie. In particular, we ask: Do parents lie less than non-

parents?

A number of observational studies in economics show that being a parent affects
decision making. For instance, Dahl et al. (2012) find that after fathering a child, male CEOs
pay their employees less generously and pay themselves more, especially after fathering a
son, whereas other studies find rather positive effects on behavior, after becoming a parent. A
number of studies find that men with daughters adopt more feminist views and help ensure
greater gender diversity in corporate boards or venture capital teams, since they hire more
women (Warner, 1991, Washington, 2008, Dasgupta et al., 2018, Calder-Wang and Gompers,
2021). Furthermore, parenting daughters increases corporate social responsibility of CEOs

(Crongvist and Yu, 2017).

There are also a few experimental studies examining how having a child affects
preferences. Pogrebna et al. (2018) conduct a risk-taking experiment, and find that both
mothers and fathers become significantly more risk-averse after finding out that they will
have a daughter, whereas risk-aversion does not increase after finding out they will have a
son. Niszczota and Biatek (2020) find that having a daughter lowers the propensity to invest
in socially controversial companies, but only for men. They find that having a daughter,
however, does not reduce the propensity to work for such companies. Houser et al. (2016)
study cheating behavior of parents. They find that parents cheat less when they are observed
by their child, with the effect being more pronounced when the observer is a daughter than

when the observer is a son.

In this study, we study lying behavior of both parents and non-parents. We use an
anonymous one-shot random-draw game (similar to Fischbacher and Follmi-Heusi (2013)), in
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which over 2,000 participants are asked to throw two dice and report the numbers that came
up, with a double-six paying a bonus and other combinations resulting in no bonus. We expect
that participants will cheat less when they have a daughter and/or a son than participants
without children. We hypothesize that being a parent leads to higher psychological costs of
lying on both self-image (“lI am a dishonest parent” compared to “lI am a dishonest person”)
and social-image domains (“They see me as a dishonest parent” compared to “They see me as
a dishonest person”). Furthermore, parents are partially responsible for the development of
the morality of their children (see Smetana, 1999), which, even in an anonymous situation,

might stop the parents from lying.

We conduct an online experiment with two treatments. In the “Neutral” treatment,
participants first participate in the random draw task, and then fill in a demographic
questionnaire with an extensive questionnaire about their children. In the “Parent-Identity”
treatment, participants first fill in the questionnaire, and only then participate in the random
draw task. We hypothesize that parenting will have a stronger negative effect on cheating in
“Parent-Identity” than in “Neutral”, because we remind the parents of their parents’ identity
beforehand and therewith activate their parents’ mindset (Similarly to other cheating studies

with priming, e.g., Cohn et al. (2014, 2015)).

In contrast to our hypothesis that parents will cheat less than non-parents, we find no
significant differences in cheating behavior between parents and non-parents, neither in the
“Neutral” nor in the “Parent-Identity” treatment. However, we find, that once we remind the
parents of their parents’ identity, they cheat less than when there is no reminder. That is,

parenthood affects the propensity to cheat, but only when the parents’ identity is activated.



2. Experimental design and procedure

We use a between-subjects design with two treatments. Both treatments involve the
generation of two random numbers between 1 and 6 using a roll of two dice. After observing
the random outcome, participants report it and are paid a bonus if they report two sixes, and
zero otherwise. In the treatments, we vary the timing of the demographic questionnaire, which
is conducted either before or after the die rolling task. We pre-registered the experimental

design and the hypotheses at AsPredicted.*

Treatments

Treatment 1: “Neutral.” The participant anonymously rolls two six-sided dice and is
then asked to report the number. If the participant reports two sixes, she receives a bonus of
0.70 GBP, and zero otherwise. In the die-rolling game, we do not know which individuals
cheated and by how much, but we follow the convention in this literature and estimate the
level of cheating by comparing the expected fraction of two sixes occurring, which is 1/36,
with the reported fraction of two sixes. After the die rolling task, the participants are asked to
fill in a demographic questionnaire, which has an extensive list of questions on the

participants’ children (see the Appendix for the exact questionnaire).

Treatment 2: “Parent-Identity.” This treatment differs from the “Neutral” treatment
only by the order of the experimental game and the questionnaire. Here, the questionnaire
takes place before the dice-rolling task. We do so to remind the participants who are parents

of their parents’ identity and increase their psychological cost of lying.

! The study was preregistered at https://aspredicted.org/LLQ K29 and https://aspredicted.org/IRC_NY2. We
first conducted the ,,Neutral” treatment. The ,,Parent-Identity” treatment was not planned at first; we decided to
run it after conducting the ,,Neutral” treatment.



https://aspredicted.org/LLQ_K29
https://aspredicted.org/1RC_NY2

Experimental Procedure

We conducted the experiment in July 2021 on Prolific (Palan and Schitter, 2018). We
recruited 2,008 participants? (50.80% parent; 48.71% female, 49.80% male, and 1.49% other),
who were residents of the United States, had a US nationality and an approval rate of at least

95%; none of them participated in more than one session.

Participants were paid a participation fee of 0.30 GBP (approximately 0.43 USD).
During the study, they were told that they will receive a bonus of 0.70 GBP (approximately
1.00 USD) if they will report to have rolled two sixes on two six-sided dice, and zero
otherwise. Participants could either use their own dice or roll the dice online at:

https://www.random.org/dice/?num=2.

An experimental session lasted approximately 3 minutes, and the average pay

amounted to 0.43 GBP.

Hypotheses

We expect that the psychological cost of lying increases when one becomes a parent.
We hypothesize that parents have higher psychological lying costs on both self-image and
social-image domains. Our intuition is that seeing yourself as a dishonest parent is costlier
than seeing yourself as a dishonest person. Also, we expect that there is a higher stigma to be
seen as a dishonest parent than as a dishonest person. Furthermore, parents carry a
responsibility for the development of the morality of their children (see Smetana (1999)),

which, we believe, even in an anonymous situation, might stop parents from lying.

2 We aimed to have 2,000 participants, in order to have 250 participants in each of these sub-groups: TR1-
parent-male, TR1-parent-female, TR1-non-parent-male, TR1-non-parent-female, TR2-parent-male, TR2-parent-
female, TR2-non-parent-male, and TR2-non-parent-female. Our sample size gave us 97% power to detect a 5-
percentage point difference in cheating behavior, with 20% serving as a baseline reporting of two sixes.


https://www.random.org/dice/?num=2

Hypothesis 1. (Over-reporting and parenthood): The fraction of two sixes reported will be

smaller for parents than non-parents:

Two Sixes (Parents) < Two Sixes (Non-Parents)

However, it could be that some participants in the treatment “Neutral” do not think
about their parent identity when participating in the dice-rolling task. Experiments by Cohn et
al. (2014, 2015) have shown that bankers and prisoners cheat more when they are reminded of
their criminal (prisoners) or professional (bankers) identity. We expect, therefore, that parents
will cheat less in the “Parent-Identity” treatment than in the “Neutral” treatment, because we

remind them of their parenthood just before the dice-rolling task.

Hypothesis 2. (Over-reporting and priming): The fraction of two sixes reported will be

smaller for parents, when they are reminded of their parent’s identity:

Two Sixes (Parents in “Parent-Identity”) < Two Sixes (Parents in “Non-Parents”)

We expect no priming effect for non-parents, because the only question they are asked
about children is whether they have them. Parents, on the other hand, have to fill in an

extensive questionnaire on their children.

3. Results

If the participants were honest, 2.78% (1/36) of them would report that they rolled two

sixes. In our experiment, however, 19.12% of participants reported two-sixes, which is



substantially different from what we would observe in an entirely-honest sample (p < 0.001,

binomial test).

In the next step, we test whether parents lie less often than non-parents. When looking
at the data in both treatments together, we find that 19.33% of non-parents and 18.92% of
parents report two sixes. Even though parents lie slightly less often, this difference is not

substantial and far from statistical significance (p = 0.815, Chi-squared test).

Figure 1 displays reporting of two sixes in “Neutral” and “Parent-Identity” treatments.
In the “Neutral” treatment, non-parents and parents report two sixes in 19.40% and 21.34% of
the cases, respectively. That is, parents even cheat slightly more often than non-parents, but
the difference is not statistically significant (p = 0.444, Chi-squared test). In the “Parent-
Identity” treatment, non-parents and parents report two sixes in 19.26% and 16.54% of the
cases, respectively. Thus, in this treatment, parents cheat less often than non-parents, but the

effect is again not statistically significant (p = 0.260, Chi-squared test).

Thus, given the aggregate lying rates and the lying rates in each treatment separately,

we find no support for Hypothesis 1, and therefore reject the Hypothesis.

Result 1. Parents and non-parents cheat and do so to a similar extent.

In the next step, we test Hypothesis 2. For this purpose, we consider only the parents
and compare their reporting of two sixes between the treatments. When the parents are
reminded of their parents’ identity, reporting of two sixes decreases by 4.8 percentage points
(21.34% in “Neutral” vs. 16.54% in “Parent-Identity”). This difference is significant at the 5%

level (p = 0.050, Chi-squared test). Thus, we find support for Hypothesis 2. However, note

3 All tests in this paper are two-sided.



that the effect is not substantial. Furthermore, as expected, the priming has no effect on non-

parents (19.40% in “Neutral vs. 19.26% in “Parent-Identity”; p = 0.956, Chi-squared test).

Result 2. Parents lie less when they are reminded of their parents’ identity, compared to the

no-reminder (neutral) condition.

Neutral Parent-ldentity

Fraction of two sixes reported

Non-Parent Parent Non-Parent Parent

Fig. 1. Fraction of reported two sixes

Note: The horizontal line highlights the expected fraction of two sixes reported if the participants are
truthful. The number of observations amounts to 500, 506, 488, and 514 in Neutral-Non-Parent,
Neutral-Parent, Parent-Identity-Non-Parent, and Parent-Identity-Parent, respectively.

Gender

We find that men lie significantly more often than women (reporting two sixes in
23.80% and 14.31% of the cases respectively; p < 0.001, Chi-squared test), which is in line

with the gender effects found in the lying literature (see Abeler et al. (2019)).* In line with the

* There were 30 people in the experiment, who identified their gender as “other”. In this gender group, 20%
reported two sixes.



aggregate results, being a parent does not make neither men (23.01% and 24.56% for non-
parents and parents, respectively; p = 0.567, Chi-squared test) nor women (15.50% and

13.21% for non-parents and parents, respectively; p = 0.308, Chi-squared test) lie less.

Neutral Parent-ldentity

Fraction of two sixes reported
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Fig. 2. Fraction of reported two sixes by gender

Note: The horizontal line highlights the expected fraction of two sixes reported, if the

participants are truthful.

Figure 2 displays reporting of two sixes in “Neutral” and “Parent-Identity” treatments,
by gender. While this figure displays strong gender differences in reporting, there are no
treatment effects for neither men nor women. All comparisons of reporting of two sixes
between parents and non-parents or between experimental treatments lead to p > 0.1 in a Chi-

squared test.
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Neutral Parent-ldentity

22 22

Fraction of two sixes reported

Fig. 3. Fraction of reported two sixes by non-parents, parents of daughter(s), son(s), and

daughter(s) and son(s)

Note: The horizontal line highlights the expected fraction of two sixes reported, if the participants are
truthful.

In the next step, we test whether the gender of the child affects lying behavior. We
distinguish between non-parents, parents of daughter(s), of son(s) and of both daughter(s) and
son(s). In line with the aggregate null-results, non-parents, parents of daughter(s), of son(s)
and of both daughter(s) and son(s) do not lie significantly differently (19.33%, 16.30%,
19.06%, and 20.13%, respectively; p > 0.1, Chi-squared tests). Figure 3 displays reporting of
two sixes in “Neutral” and “Parent-Identity” treatments, by the four groups of participants.
While parents with daughters lie the least in each treatment, none of the effects are significant

(p > 0.1, Chi-squared tests).
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Probit analyses

In Table 1, we present Probit regression analysis for the effects of the parenthood and
treatment on cheating. The dependent variable is a proxy for cheating, which equals to one if
a participant reports two sixes, and zero otherwise. The results from Probit regressions show
no statistically significant parenthood or treatment effects. The previously found significant
effect of the “Parent-Identity” treatment on parent’s lying behavior is only marginally
significant in the Probit specification, which controls for age and gender. That is, the support

for Hypothesis 2 is rather weak and one should treat the result with caution.

Table 1. Probit regression models for lying.

Double-six =1, Other=0

Parent-
Whole Neutral identity Non-parents Parents
sample treatment
treatment
1) ) @) (4) ()

Parent 0.019 0.049* -0.010

(0.020) (0.028) (0.027)
Parent- -0.022 -0.0008 -0.041*
Identity (0.018) (0.0253) (0.024)
Male 0.093*** 0.094*** 0.092*** 0.0748** 0.105***

(0.018) (0.025) (0.0001) (0.0253) (0.024)
Age -0.002** -0.004* -0.0015 -0.0026 -0.002*
(logged) (0.001) (0.002) (0.0012) (0.0017) (0.001)
Number of 1978 990 988 962 1016
observations
R? 0.033 0.033 0.029 0.019 0.046
Nagelkerke

Notes: The models are Probit specifications with the fraction of reporting of two sixes as the
dependent variable. Coefficients are marginal effects from Probit models. *, #* and %% denote
significance at the 10%, 5% and 1% level, respectively. Parent, Parent-ldentity, and Male are binary
variables equal to one, if the participant is a parent, is in the Parent-ldentity treatment, or is a male,
respectively. Participants who identified their gender as “other” are not included in these analyses.
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Furthermore, regressions also show that in the “Neutral” treatment, parents lie
marginally significantly more; no effect was found using the previously reported non-
parametric tests. Finally, Probit regressions confirm that males lie highly significantly more

than females, and show that lying marginally significantly decreases with age.

4. Discussion

Although the economics literature has extensively studied lying, many questions
regarding lying behavior remain unanswered. In this paper, we test the effect of parenthood
on cheating. Overall, we find that parenthood does not lead to less cheating. However, parents
who are reminded of their children cheat slightly less than parents who receive no reminder.
Houser et al. (2016) find that parents cheat less when they are observed by their children than
when they are not observed. Our experiment indicates that it might be enough to remind the
parents of their children to make them cheat less.

Even though parenthood vitally changes people’s lives, there has not been much
research on the effects of parenthood on decision making. Future studies of parenthood’s
effects on cheating behavior could extend the literature by using paradigms that can identify
dishonesty on the individual level, and other alternative paradigms to ours, which identify
cheating on the group level. Finally, it would be important to see how parenthood affects

decision making outside of cheating and risk-taking domains.
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Appendix

Lying (non-)parents: Being a parent does not reduce dishonesty

Instructions
[for the “Parent-Identity” treatment; in the “Neutral” treatment, ‘Demographics’ section was

presented after ‘Reporting’ section]

Introduction

This experiment is conducted by researchers Agne Kajackaite (agne.kajackaite@wzb.eu) and
Pawel Niszczota (pawel.niszczota@ue.poznan.pl). If you have any concerns regarding the
study, do not hesitate to contact the experimenters. The experimental procedures will be
explained to you before the start of the experiment. During the experiment you will face a task
and your responses will be recorded by us. The data recorded in the experiment do not allow
any inference on the participation respectively the responses of individual persons.
Correspondingly, the analysis and presentation of all results of this experiment will be
anonymized. The anonymous research data will be archived and will possibly be made
available to other scientists for further use. Participation in today‘s experiment is of course
entirely voluntary. There will be no disadvantages for you if you decide not to participate.
You have the possibility to exit an experiment at any time. We want to ask for your consent to
participate in the experiment and to the implied processing of data. Your consent is the legal
basis for the processing of data.

If you understand all of the issues and agree to participate in the study, check the consent box
and click "Next".

Demographics

Prior to the task, we'd like to ask you a few demographic questions.
What is your age (in years)?

What is your gender?

How many children do you have? This includes all biological and adopted children, as well as
cases where you are step-parent or foster-parent.

Children [only visible for participants with children]
What is the age of your children (in years)?

Please select the biological sex of each of your children and select if they are your biological
children, step children, foster children or adopted children.

For your non-biological children, please state how old they were (in years), when you started
being their parent (i.e., adopted them, became their step-parent, or became their foster-parent).

Given that your oldest children have the same age, please state what is the sex of your first-
born child. [only visible for participants whose oldest children had the same age]
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Introduction to task

Thank you for providing your demographic information. Now, comes the task. For
participating in this task you will receive 30 pence (0.30 GBP). Additionally, you might get a
bonus from the task described below. Your task will be to roll two dice. You can do this by
yourself, if you have two six-sided dice. If not, you can virtually roll two dice by opening a
webpage that rolls two virtual dice whenever it is accessed. Therefore, it can be any
combination of two numbers between 1 and 6. If you roll two sixes, you will see the
following:

Dice Roller

You rolled 2 dice:

|

It is important to point out that we will not know what combination of numbers you rolled.
Therefore, you will be asked to input these numbers by yourself.

Information on incentives

If you roll two sixes, you will receive a bonus of 70 pence (0.70 GBP). If you roll any other
combinations of numbers, you will not receive a bonus.

Die-rolling

As mentioned, you can roll your own two six-sided dice, or the virtual dice. The link for the
virtual dice is shown below (copy it and enter it in a new browser window).

https://www.random.org/dice/?num=2

You will report what you rolled on the next page.

Reporting
Please select what you rolled on the first dice [1-6, selected from dropdown list].

Please select what you rolled on the second dice [1-6, selected from dropdown list].
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