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Despite the well-documented costs of word–deedmisalignment, hypocrisy permeates our personal, professional,
and political lives. Why? We explore one potential explanation: the costs of moral flexibility can outweigh the
costs of hypocrisy, making hypocritical moral absolutism a preferred social strategy to admissions of moral
nuance. We study this phenomenon in the context of honesty. Across six studies (total N = 3545), we find
that communicators who take flexible honesty stances (“It is sometimes okay to lie”) that align with their
behavior are penalized more than hypocritical communicators who take absolute honesty stances (“It is never
okay to lie”) that they fail to uphold. Although few people take absolute stances against deception themselves,
they are more trusting of communicators who take absolute honesty stances, relative to flexible honesty stances,
because they perceive absolute stances as reliable signals of communicators’ likelihood of engaging in future
honesty, regardless of inconsistent behavior. Importantly, communicators—including U.S. government
officials—also anticipate the costs of flexibility. This research deepens our understanding of the psychology
of honesty and helps explain the persistence of hypocrisy in our social world.
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Publicly espousing one’s absolute commitment to honesty is
common. We teach our children that “honesty is the best policy,”
we require our students to take oaths of academic honesty, and we
assure our spouses that we would never deceive them. Yet, lying is a
common behavior (DePaulo & Kashy, 1998) and, under some
circumstances, it is even considered more ethical to lie than to
tell the truth (Levine, 2021; Levine & Schweitzer, 2014). Thus, there
is a puzzling inconsistency in everyday behavior: people frequently
lie but publicly endorse an absolute moral stance that forbids this
very behavior. This paradox implies that at least some people are
endorsing a moral standard that they do not live up to in daily life. In
other words, they are taking hypocritical moral stances on honesty.
Existing work on hypocrisy suggests that publicly preaching the

importance of honesty, while also privately behaving dishonestly,
should bring social costs. Although the endorsement of moral norms
is generally well received, hypocrites who fail to practice what they

preach are disliked. In fact, hypocrites are often perceived more
negatively than people who never endorsed a moral norm in the first
place (Effron, O’Connor, et al., 2018). Hypocrisy may be viewed as
particularly bothersome because behavior that violates a previous
statement leads to the inference that one’s words were spoken in
vain. Impressions of false signaling, or “cheap talk,” often have
more adverse consequences than ignoring a norm entirely (Jordan
et al., 2017; Jordan & Sommers, 2020).

Given the costs of being labeled a hypocrite, one seemingly
reasonable strategy when talking about honesty is to acknowledge
that honesty is complicated and lying is sometimes permissible. In
this research, we find that many people do admit to lying in everyday
life. Therefore, a flexible honesty stance is likely to align with a
communicator’s actual behavior and their underlying beliefs.
Furthermore, we find that very few people actually believe that
lying is never okay (see Pilot Studies 1–3 and Studies 4 and 5).
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If acknowledging nuance about the morality of dishonesty is both an
accurate expression of one’s behaviors and a widely held position on
honesty, this could allow communicators to avoid the social costs of
hypocrisy when discussing honesty.
However, in the present research, we find that the social costs of

taking such realistic, flexible moral stances can be greater than the
costs of taking hypocritical, absolute stances. Although endorsing
moral flexibility may align with a communicator’s actual behav-
ior, and often their private beliefs, doing so also signals lower
commitment to moral values and a greater likelihood of dishonest
behavior in the future, which can be more costly than hypocrisy.
Consider the backlash Hillary Clinton faced after openly discuss-
ing the practice of speaking differently to different audiences on
the campaign trail during the 2016 U.S. presidential election.
Unlike most politicians, Clinton did not take an absolute stance
against the practice of varying her messaging across contexts.
Rather, Clinton admitted that she believed it was necessary to
provide different audiences with different messages to achieve
political goals, for example, by publicly proclaiming the impor-
tance of banking reform, while privately making alliances with the
industry. Clinton came under attack for taking a morally flexible
stance regarding consistency and honesty in political messaging.
Despite being honest about her behavior and the nuances of
political messaging, Clinton was labeled a liar. It seems that
voters would have preferred that she be dishonest about the nature
of political dishonesty.1

Clinton’s situation is not unique. Outside the political domain,
leaders and relational partners frequently confront situations
in which they are required to take stances on moral issues.
For example, CEOs may be asked about the acceptability of
questionable, but common, business practices, like gender wage
disparities within a company or the use of fossil fuels in
manufacturing pipelines. In these situations, individuals must
decide whether to commit to a lofty, but likely untenable, moral
stance or be more flexible and realistic in their messaging.
Likewise, people may be asked about their moral beliefs explic-
itly in interpersonal conversations. Although taking an absolute
moral stance that one fails to uphold may be penalized relative to
taking no stance at all (Jordan et al., 2017), it is not yet clear how
people judge hypocritical moral absolutism relative to realistic
moral flexibility. We study this question specifically in the
domain of honesty because this is a domain in which many
people do privately hold flexible moral views themselves, making
flexible stances truthful representations of private beliefs and
behaviors.
The present research sheds new light on the psychology of

hypocrisy, honesty, and moral flexibility by comparing judgments
of, and behavior toward, people who make absolute versus flexible
proclamations about honesty and then behave dishonestly. We
define absolute moral proclamations as statements that renounce
any and all violations of a moral norm and leave no room for
ambiguity. For example, a stance that says that it is never okay to lie,
no matter the circumstances, is an absolute honesty stance. We
define flexible (or nuanced) moral proclamations as statements that
acknowledge moral rules can be complicated. Some behaviors that
are often considered wrong, such as lying, may be viewed positively
at times, such as prosocial lies. A stance that acknowledges that it is
sometimes acceptable to lie is a flexible honesty stance.

We consider how people judge communicators who proclaim, “It
is never okay to lie,” (absolute) and communicators who proclaim,
“It is sometimes okay to lie” (flexible), and then go on to tell
equivalent lies. Using both hypothetical vignettes and economic
games, with both laypeople and government officials, we find that
communicators are often penalized more for taking flexible stances
that are consistent with their behavior than for taking absolute
stances on honesty that they then fail to uphold. We also find
that communicators who take flexible stances on honesty are judged
more negatively than communicators who take no stance on hon-
esty, highlighting the costs of taking flexible, yet realistic, moral
stances. Importantly, communicators predict these costs. Thoughwe
find that most people do hold flexible stances on honesty in private,
they also intuit that it is costly to acknowledge these stances in
public. Consequently, communicators are likely to inflate their
honesty beliefs in public discourse, which can contribute to the
persistence of widespread hypocrisy.

Theory

People recognize that honesty is a complicated moral value.
People are frequently dishonest (DePaulo & Kashy, 1998), and
they often believe that their own and others’ dishonesty is justified
(Hildreth & Anderson, 2018; Levine & Schweitzer, 2014). For
example, people believe it is ethical to tell lies that prevent unnec-
essary harm, even when they consider being the recipient of such
lies (Levine, 2021). Although a growing body of work documents
people’s nuanced moral judgments of (dis)honesty, the conse-
quences of discussing these nuances remain unclear. When people
publicly discuss lying, what are the relative consequences of
committing to unrealistic absolutism versus openly acknowledging
nuance? Given that most people do lie at times, we propose that
there is a trade-off between being labeled a hypocrite and being seen
as having low moral standards. We therefore consider the social
costs of both hypocrisy and flexibility by examining how both
influence moral judgment and trust.

The Costs of Hypocrisy

As previously discussed, hypocrisy typically incurs social costs
(Effron et al., 2015; O’Connor et al., 2020). A communicator, for
example, who claims that illegally downloading music is wrong, is
judged as more unethical for illegally downloading music than a
communicator who made no such moral claim before engaging in the
same illegal behavior (Jordan et al., 2017). Although committing an
illegal act is generally viewed negatively, there is an additional
hypocrisy penalty for condemning the same act before committing
it, over and above the general disapproval of the act itself. When
people behave hypocritically, their words can be discounted
completely and perceived as false signals that were used strategically
to claim undeserved moral credit. This dynamic is well-documented
in a variety of domains, from steroid use to plagiarism to speeding
while driving (Effron, O’Connor, et al., 2018; Jordan et al., 2017).
Building on this work, we might expect that a communicator who
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1 Consistent with this idea, conservative voters celebrated Donald
Trump’s condemnation of Clinton’s lies, despite likely recognizing that
Trump was often dishonest too (article: https://www.vox.com/2016/10/7/
13207286/clinton-speech-transcripts-wikileaks-email).
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claims that it is never okay to lie and then lies is judged more
negatively than a communicator who lies but makes no such claim.
Recent work, however, suggests that hypocrisy penalties are not

inevitable (Jordan & Sommers, 2022). Inconsistent communicators
who admit to their own moral failings—for example, communica-
tors who claim that it is wrong to download music illegally, but who
admit that they sometimes do it anyways—are viewed more posi-
tively than “traditional” hypocrites who do not acknowledge their
own inconsistency between their words and deeds (Jordan et al.,
2017). Importantly, these communicators who fail to live up to their
own standards are seen as more hypocritical than communicators
who make no moral claims, but they are not seen as attempting to
claim undeserved moral credit. In general, when a communicator’s
hypocrisy is attributed to personal moral failings, rather than false
signaling, observers tend to judge the word–deed inconsistency less
harshly (Jordan & Sommers, 2020). These results suggest that
other inferences can sometimes counteract judgments of hypocrisy,
making word–deed misalignment seem less immoral than it other-
wise would.

The Costs of Flexibility

Although hypocrisy is often costly, particularly when compared
to taking no stance at all, there are circumstances in which one must
take a stance. During conflicts, for example, people are often forced
to take sides (Shaw et al., 2017). Similarly, there is often pressure to
take moral stances during personal and professional conversations,
rather than to stay neutral (Silver & Shaw, 2022). Therefore, to fully
understand how to navigate trade-offs involving moral stance-
taking, we must also understand how people judge hypocrites
relative to those who take more measured, flexible stances.
In general, taking a strong stance on a social issue, or moralizing

an issue, signals principledness (Kreps et al., 2017; Kreps &Monin,
2014; Van Zant & Moore, 2015), which increases judgments of
moral character (Zlatev, 2019). Conversely, taking a more flexible
stance on a social issue may signal a lack of genuine concern for the
issue, which undermines judgments of morality (Zlatev, 2019).
Recent work highlights the costs of moral flexibility in the domain
of honesty in particular. Even though most people believe that lies
that prevent interpersonal harm are ethical, people tend to penalize
others who put themselves in situations that would allow them to tell
these lies. Specifically, in a series of economic games, Jensen et al.
(2021) find that people judge communicators who avoid finding out
how their honesty will affect others (i.e., whether it will help or harm
a partner) as more moral than communicators who seek out this
information before making communication decisions. This prefer-
ence for blind honesty is driven by the belief that communicators
who seek out information are more likely to tell lies in general. Even
if a communicator looks for more information to tell a prosocial lie
(rather than a selfish truth), which is seen as moral (Levine &
Schweitzer, 2014), observers worry that the communicator’s flexi-
bility may lead them to tell harmful lies as well. Beliefs about a
communicator’s propensity to tell harmful lies in the future can
significantly undermine moral character evaluations (Jensen et al.,
2021). Similarly, observers may view a flexible stance on honesty as
a signal that the communicator is more likely to lie—in both moral
and immoral ways—in the future. In other words, flexible moral
stances may be perceived as credible signals of dishonest future
behavior.

This proposition is consistent with research on truth bias. In
general, people tend to interpret others’ claims as true (Levine,
2014). Therefore, people are likely to believe that a communicator
who takes a flexible stance on honesty sees dishonesty as more
justified than a communicator who takes an absolute stance on
honesty. By the same logic, flexible honesty stances are likely seen
as signaling lower commitment to honesty and a lower likelihood of
behaving honestly in the future, relative to absolute honesty stances.
Even if a communicator lies after taking an absolute honesty stance,
which should lead to perceptions of hypocrisy and consequently
detract from expectations of future honesty, we posit that they will
still be perceived as caring more about honesty in general than
someone who takes a flexible stance on honesty and also lies.

Summary

In the current research, we consider the reputational trade-offs
associated with taking absolute, yet hypocritical, stances, versus
flexible, yet realistic, stances on honesty. We develop our under-
standing of moral communication by highlighting an important, yet
ignored, force that can overwhelm the costs of hypocrisy: moral
flexibility. The goal of the present research is to understand how
these different communication strategies influence moral judgments
and associated behaviors. We find that admission of moral nuance
can reflect even more negatively on moral character than hypocrisy
itself. Although there may still be situations in which hypocrisy is
more costly than flexibility, highlighting the severe costs of moral
flexibility is critical for understanding the persistence of hypocrisy
in the social world.

Simply put, when communicators must take a stance on the
morality of lying, they face a trade-off: absolute stances can bring
a hypocrisy penalty if the communicator is later caught lying, but
flexible stances bring their own cost, because they are seen as
signaling that the communicator is more likely to behave dishon-
estly in general. In other words, most people do not have a costless
way of discussing untenable moral standards, such as absolute
honesty. In at least some cases, the cost of flexibility outweighs
the cost of hypocrisy, making flexible but realistic stances an even
worse social strategy than absolute but hypocritical stances. We
depict our theoretical account in Figure 1.

Ultimately, this research helps to explain why hypocrisy is so
pervasive in public rhetoric and private interactions, particularly
around the value of honesty. According to evolutionary partner
choice models of morality (Hoffman et al., 2015; Nowak, 2006a,
2006b; Panchanathan & Boyd, 2004), default patterns of behavior
converge over time to match a socially rewarded equilibrium.
Existing research suggests that hypocrisy should not arise as a
default behavior because of the associated social costs. If hypocrisy
is perceived to signal a lack of morality, hypocritical targets should
be excluded from cooperative exchanges over time (Barclay, 2004,
2006; Rockenbach & Milinski, 2011). However, this does not seem
to be the case; people continue to elect leaders and support in-
dividuals and organizations that exhibit word–deed inconsistency
(e.g., Kim et al., 2021). Our findings help explain this puzzle by
highlighting the costs of moral flexibility, which have been largely
ignored in previous hypocrisy research (Effron, O’Connor, et al.,
2018; Jordan & Sommers, 2022). As a result, this work helps to
explain a social tolerance for hypocritical absolutism, broadly, and
to explain inconsistencies in public versus private attitudes toward
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honesty, in particular. Although people do dislike hypocrites, they
also strongly dislike realists who acknowledge moral flexibility
about honesty.

Overview of the Present Studies

We test our theoretical account across six experiments reported in the
main text, as well as four pilot studies and seven supplemental studies
(see Online Supplemental Material). All data collection was approved
by the institutional review board at The University of Chicago. Five of
our experiments in the main text and five of our supplemental studies
were preregistered (see Supplemental Material Appendix 4, for all
study-specific preregistration links on https://AsPredicted.org). Stop-
ping rules for each of our preregistered studies in the main text (Studies
1–5) were decided in advance. Based on our past research, we aimed to
recruit 100–150 participants per cell in each of these studies. Our
samples had statistical power of greater than 0.99 in Studies 1–4 and 0
.92 in Study 5 to detect our critical effect comparing morality judg-
ments of communicators who take absolute versus flexible stances on
honesty. These power estimates were computed using post hoc power
analyses for independent-samples t tests with α= .05 in G*power (Faul
et al., 2007). For Studies 2 and 5, we used moral evaluations at Time 2
only. Cohen’s ds for the effect of the absolute versus flexible procla-
mation on moral evaluations were 0.49, 0.71, 0.42, 0.67, and 0.34 for
Studies 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5, respectively.
Almost all of our studies (17 in total) began with informed

consent and ended with basic demographic questions. Study 6
and Pilot Study 3 were the only exceptions, since these survey
studies were administered through the nonprofit CivicPulse, and we
followed their recruitment and data collection processes. All parti-
cipants were compensated for their time.
Study 1 uses a hypothetical scenario about a dishonest politician to

provide an initial examination of how people evaluate communicators
who take flexible and absolute honesty stances and then lie. We find
that, relative to a candidate who takes a hypocritical absolute honesty
stance, people are less willing to vote for a candidate who takes a
flexible honesty stance, and they judge this candidate as less moral.
We then directly disentangle the costs of flexibility from the costs of
hypocrisy in Studies 2 and 3. In these studies, participants evaluate
communicators after learning their honesty stance and again after
learning about the communicator’s deceptive behavior. In Study 2,we

also add a control condition to compare how judgments of commu-
nicators who take absolute and flexible stances differ from judgments
of communicators who take no honesty stance at all. In Study 3, we
vary the order of proclamations and behavior to determine whether
absolute and flexible stances are perceived differently when they
follow, rather than precede, a lie. In these studies, we identify costs of
hypocrisy, such that communicators who endorse absolute honesty
and lie are seen as less moral and less likely to engage in future
honesty after their deceptive behavior is revealed. However, these
communicators are still seen as more moral and more likely to engage
in future honesty overall than the communicators who endorse
flexible honesty. The costs of taking a flexible stance outweigh the
costs of hypocrisy.

We explore the robustness of these effects in Studies 4 and 5.
Specifically, we examine how absolute and flexible stances are evalu-
ated when they are followed by honest behavior (moral consistency),
and when they are followed by different types of lies (prosocial vs.
selfish). Overall, we find that the costs of taking a flexible, rather than
an absolute, stance do not seem to depend on the behavior that follows
it. In Studies 4 and 5, we also find that the reputational costs of moral
flexibility influence interpersonal trust. Furthermore, we examine
judgments of ambitious but nonabsolute moral stances (i.e., “Lying
is rarely okay”), which might reflect thoughtful exceptions to behaving
honestly, and thus better balance the costs of flexibility and the costs of
hypocrisy. We find that communicators who take ambitious, nonab-
solute honesty stances are not immune to hypocrisy judgments but also
are not penalized as much as communicators who take flexible stances
(i.e., “Lying is sometimes okay”); communicators who take ambitious
stances are still seen as more likely to be honest in the future, which
drives interpersonal trust.

In our final study, we shed light on how these dynamics influence
public hypocrisy. In Study 6, we survey publicly elected and ap-
pointed officials in the United States and ask whether these officials
anticipate the relative costs of hypocrisy and moral flexibility.

Throughout our studies, we find consistent support that inferences
about communicators’ general tendency toward (dis)honest behav-
ior underlie negative judgments about communicators who take
flexible moral stances. Flexible honesty stances are costly relative to
not taking an honesty stance, taking an absolute stance, and taking
an ambitious stance, despite seeming less hypocritical than these
alternative stances. Absolute honesty stances are perceived as
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Figure 1
A Theoretical Model of How Absolute and Flexible Honesty Stances Influence Moral Judgments

Future Honesty

Hypocrisy

Morality

-

Flexible (versus Absolute) 
Honesty Proclamation  + Lie

-

+

-
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hypocritical when coupled with dishonest behavior, as are ambitious
stances and (in some cases) no honesty stances, and this hypocrisy is
viewed negatively. However, in our studies, people believe that
taking a flexible stance is more diagnostic of future (dis)honest
behavior than engaging in hypocrisy, which undermines moral
judgments, voting intentions, and trust.
We also rule out a number of alternative mechanisms for our

effects. For example, we find evidence that our effects are not solely
due to the perceived societal benefits of absolute proclamations.
Though absolute proclamations are seen as more beneficial for
society than flexible stances—presumably because communicating
moral rules can promote moral behaviors in others (e.g., gossip and
communication as cultural learning; Baumeister et al., 2004)—this
inference does not consistently mediate the effect of moral procla-
mations on moral judgments (Study 5 and Supplemental Study 7).
We also find that communicators who make absolute proclamations
are perceived as feeling guiltier when they lie, consistent with the
inference that absolute proclamations are seen as communicating
one’s underlying commitment to honesty and general tendency to
behave honestly, but guilt itself does not consistently mediate our
effects (see Study 3 Supplemental Results and Supplemental Studies
1–2). We also consider whether participants believe that commu-
nicators do not view or construe their deception within our studies as
lies per se, which could lead communicators endorsing absolute
honesty to seem more moral; however, we do not find evidence for
this alternative explanation (Supplemental Study 3). In Studies 4
and 5, we rule out the possibility that people simply prefer others
whose moral beliefs align with their own; even participants who
themselves believe that lying is sometimes okay make negative
judgments of communicators who take this stance (Studies 4 and 5).
Across our studies, we find consistent evidence that public

honesty stances are viewed as signals of one’s commitment to
honesty and likelihood of engaging in honest behaviors in the
future, regardless of whether communicators behave consistently
with their stance. This inference helps explain the relatively positive
moral judgments of hypocritical absolutist communicators, thereby
helping to explain the persistence of hypocritical absolutism
in everyday communications. All study materials, raw data, and
analysis scripts for all studies are available in our R project on the

Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/wbpm7/?view_only=9e4a
ff282d064ca2910ca0580868fc72).

Pilot Studies 1–3

To motivate our experiments, we examined the actual stances that
people take on honesty, in both public and private, in three pilot
studies. In Pilot Study 1 (N = 130; 46% female, Mage = 31.05,
SDage = 13.70), which was conducted in local parks in Chicago,
Illinois, we assessed attitudes toward honesty by asking participants
to choose the one statement that they most agreed with out of five
options: Lying is never/rarely/sometimes/often/always okay. In Pilot
Study 2 (N= 154; 78% female,Mage= 28.83, SDage= 11.54), which
took place in a university laboratory, and in Pilot Study 3, which was
conducted with a sample of government officials, we again asked
participants to indicate their own attitudes on honesty. However, we
also asked participants to indicate the one statement that most
reflected their public stance on honesty (i.e., the stance they would
take if their goal was to gain public trust; Lying is never/rarely/
sometimes/often/always okay) and to choose the one statement that
most reflected their behavior in everyday life (I never/rarely/some-
times/often/always lie; see OSF for full materials).

Pilot Study 3 was included as a module in a survey alongside Study
6, which we administered in partnership with the nonprofit CivicPulse
(see Study 6 for more details). Participants in Pilot Studies 1 and 2 had
to select an answer from the set of choices presented to them, but
participants in Pilot Study 3 had the option of not answering the
question at all (which we report as “nonapplicable”). The proportion of
participants making each choice in all pilot studies is listed in Table 1.

In these studies, we consider the possibility that people might
penalize communicators who take flexible stances on honesty because
most people hold absolute stances. Our results suggest this explana-
tion is unlikely. A small minority of community members actually
believe that lying is never okay, as indicated by the proportion of
participants in Pilots 1 and 2 choosing the option, “Lying is never
okay” as most reflective of their beliefs. An even smaller minority of
participants say that they never lie. Even government officials in Pilot
3, who were more likely to report that “Lying is never okay” than
participants in our other samples, admitted that they typically failed to
live up to these standards. These results suggest that any social costs
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Table 1
Participants’ Attitudes Toward Honesty in Pilot Studies 1–3

Percentage of participants endorsing each item

Sample Always Often Sometimes Rarely Never NA

How often do people believe it is okay to lie?
Participants’ own attitudes toward honesty
Pilot 1: park participants 2% 5% 45% 42% 8%
Pilot 2: laboratory participants 0% 2% 40% 48% 10%
Pilot 3: government officials 0% 0% 3% 25% 52% 19%

Participants’ public stance on honesty
Pilot 2: laboratory participants 0% 0% 19% 52% 29%
Pilot 3: government officials 0% 0% 1% 15% 58% 25%

How often do people say they lie?
Participants’ honest behavior
Pilot 2: laboratory participants 0% 1% 36% 56% 6%
Pilot 3: government officials 0% 0% 4% 37% 36% 23%

Note. Percentages reflect the percent of participants within each study choosing each response option (Pilot 1, parks: N = 130;
Pilot 2, laboratory: N = 154; Pilot 3, CivicPulse: N = 166). Participants in Pilot 3 had the option to skip these questions, resulting
in nonapplicable (NA) responses, but participants answered all questions in Pilot 1–2.
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for taking the flexible stance, relative to the absolute stance, are not
fully driven by preferences for similarity, as many people do not
actually endorse nor think they live up to absolute stances. We return
to this point in Studies 4 and 5.
When we examine participants’ public honesty stances, people

appear much less flexible. In Pilot Study 2, 29% of participants
indicated that they would take an absolute stance against deception
in public, which significantly differs from the proportion of participants
(10%)who took this stance in private, χ2(1,N= 154)= 16.44, p< .001.
The difference in the proportion of government officials who endorsed
the absolute honesty stance in public and private was directionally
similar, but not statistically significant (p = .320; see Table 1). These
results suggest that both communitymembers and government officials
recognize the value of endorsing strong honesty standards in public,
even if their public stance does not match their actual behaviors or
beliefs. In other words, people seem to (correctly) intuit that being
honest about dishonesty is socially penalized. These findings highlight
that flexible honesty is not a descriptively normative stance, helping to
explain why this stance is costly despite being an accurate depiction of
many people’s private beliefs and behaviors. We test this idea more
directly in Study 6.

Study 1: Moral Stances in the Political Context

In Study 1, we provide an initial investigation of our theoretical
account in the political domain. We chose this context because
politicians are often required to take public stances on moral issues
and thus are likely to face trade-offs between acknowledging moral
flexibility and potentially being seen as hypocritical. Specifically, we
compare voting intentions for, and moral evaluations of, political
candidates who were described as publicly taking absolute or flexible
honesty stances and telling equivalent lies.

Method

Participants

We aimed to recruit 1,200 participants from Amazon Mechanical
Turk (MTurk). A total of 1,207 participants completed the survey in
its entirety (partial data were not analyzed). Comprehension check
questions were included at the end of the survey to assess under-
standing of the political scenario. Per our preregistration, 184 parti-
cipants were excluded before conducting any analyses because they
had answered comprehension check questions incorrectly. We also
excluded two participants because they had repeated MTurk IDs,
resulting in a final analysis sample of 1,021 participants (51.8%
female, Mage = 38.14, SDage = 11.60).

Procedure and Materials

Participants were randomly assigned to one of 12 conditions in a
2 (proclamation: absolute vs. flexible) × 2 (frame: lie vs. truth) ×
3 (perspective: third-person vs. second-person vs. first-person)
between-subjects design. Participants were introduced to a hypo-
thetical political candidate named Matthew Johnson, who was
described as belonging to the participant’s political party and as
running for local office. Though our scenario was based on real-life
events,2 we used a hypothetical political candidate to reduce poten-
tial biases that might be related to preexisting political affiliations or
attitudes toward real-life politicians.

Participants read a transcript of a televised interview between the
candidate and a television reporter. All the candidate’s responses
during the interview were held constant across conditions, except
the candidate’s response to the final question. The final question
in the interview addressed ethics in politics and was used to
manipulate the candidate’s stance on honesty. Specifically, the
television reporter asked candidate Matthew Johnson to speak about
honesty in politics. Mr. Johnson either responded with an absolute
proclamation, “Thank you for bringing this up. I take an absolute
stance against lying. As a politician, it is never okay to lie,” or a
flexible proclamation, “Thank you for bringing this up. I see lying as
a complicated issue. As a politician, it is sometimes okay to lie.” To
examine the robustness of our effects, and ensure our results were
not due to any particular wording, we also manipulated two
additional features of these proclamations. Specifically, we manip-
ulated whether the (absolute or flexible) proclamation was framed in
terms of lying or truth-telling (e.g., “As a politician, it is never okay
to lie” vs. “As a politician, it is always imperative to tell the truth”)
and we manipulated whether the (absolute or flexible) proclamation
was stated in the third-person (e.g., “As a politician, it is never okay
to lie”), the first-person (e.g., “As a politician, I would never lie”), or
the second-person (e.g., “As a politician, you should never lie”).

In the next phase of the experiment, participants learned that the
same candidate engaged in deception for self-interested reasons by
making a false claim about the source of his campaign financing.

Dependent Variables. After learning about Johnson’s honesty
proclamation and subsequent deception, participants indicated how
likely they would be to vote for him and evaluated him in terms of
morality, future honesty, and hypocrisy.

Voting Intentions. We measured participants’ willingness to
vote for Johnson using the following item: “What is the likelihood
that you would vote for Matthew Johnson?” (1 = not at all likely to
7 = extremely likely).

Morality. We measured perceptions of Johnson’s morality
using a three-item scale (α = .94), which asked participants to
rate him on three qualities: “moral,” “ethical,” and “trustworthy”
(1 = not at all to 7 = extremely).

Future Honesty. In this study, we also measured our hypothe-
sized mechanism—perceptions of the candidate’s tendencies toward
honest behavior and general commitment to honesty—using a four-
item scale (α= .75): “How often doesMatthew Johnson lie?” (1= not
often at all to 7 = extremely often; reverse-coded); “How likely is
Matthew Johnson to lie in the future?” (1 = not at all likely to 7 =
extremely likely; reverse-coded); “In Matthew Johnson’s mind, how
extreme would a situation need to be in order to deem lying
‘acceptable’?” (1 = not at all extreme to 7 = the most extreme);
and a rating of agreement with the statement “Matthew Johnson is
committed to honesty.” (1 = not at all to 7 = extremely).

Hypocrisy. Wemeasured perceived hypocrisy using a five-item
scale consisting of the following statements (α = .88): “Matthew
Johnson is a hypocrite.”; “Matthew Johnson behaved inconsistently
with his values.”; “Matthew Johnson’s interview response conflicted
with his behavior during the campaign.”; “Matthew Johnson is
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2 Our hypothetical scenario was inspired by the following article dis-
cussing inconsistencies between Beto O’Rourke’s words and deeds: https://
www.politifact.com/factchecks/2017/jul/27/beto-orourke/beto-orourke-claims-
near-uniqueness-not-taking-cor/.
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inauthentic.”; “Matthew Johnson is disingenuous.” (1 = strongly
disagree to 7 = strongly agree).

Results

We ran a series of 2 (proclamation) × 2 (frame) × 3 (perspective)
analyses of variance (ANOVAs) on each of our dependent variables.
We focus on the effect of primary theoretical interest (the main effect
of proclamation) in our discussion and in Table 2 because the
manipulations of frame and perspective did not moderate this effect
for any of our measures. Full descriptive statistics across all con-
ditions are reported in Supplemental Material Appendix 1.1.

Voting Intentions

Participants indicated that they were less likely to vote for the
candidate who behaved consistently with the flexible honesty
proclamation than the candidate who violated the absolute honesty
proclamation, F(1, 1009) = 60.35, p < .001, η2p = .06. This effect
was robust across frames and perspectives; no other effects were
significant at the p < .05 level (ps > .097).

Morality

Participants also viewed the candidate who behaved consistently
with the flexible honesty proclamation as less moral than the
candidate who violated the absolute honesty proclamation, F(1,
1009) = 58.04, p < .001, η2p = .05. No other effects were significant
at the p < .05 level (ps > .176).

Future Honesty

Participants viewed the candidate who behaved consistently with
the flexible honesty proclamation as being less honest in general
(i.e., less committed to behaving honestly and less likely to be
honest in the future) than the candidate who violated the absolute
honesty proclamation,F(1, 1009)= 113.41, p< .001, η2p = .10, even
though this candidate was arguably more honest about their actual
behaviors. There was also a main effect of frame, F(1, 1009) = 4.63,
p = .032, η2p < .01. Statements about lies conveyed a greater
commitment to honesty and likelihood of future honesty than
statements about truth-telling. No other effects were significant at
the p < .05 level (ps > .183).

Hypocrisy

Consistent with existing research on word–deed misalignment
(e.g., Jordan et al., 2017), participants viewed the candidate who
behaved consistently with the flexible honesty proclamation as less

hypocritical than the candidate who behaved inconsistently with the
absolute honesty proclamation, F(1, 1009) = 72.89, p < .001, η2p =
.07, despite being less likely to vote for this candidate, and also
judging this candidate to be less moral. No other effects were
significant at the p < .05 level (ps > .101).

Mediation Analyses

We conducted a multiple mediation analysis using a bootstrap-
ping procedure with the lavaan package in R (Rosseel, 2012) to
examine how perceptions of hypocrisy and future honesty contrib-
uted to the relationship between proclamation (0 = absolute, 1 =
flexible) and moral evaluations. Both judgments of hypocrisy and
future honesty mediated the effect of proclamation on moral evalua-
tions (indirect effect through hypocrisy = 0.114, 95% CI [0.08,
0.15]; indirect effect through future honesty = −0.487, 95% CI
[−0.58, −0.39]). Taking a flexible stance on honesty lowered
perceived hypocrisy, relative to taking an absolute stance, which
improved moral evaluations. However, taking a flexible stance also
decreased perceptions of future honesty, which decreased moral
evaluations. Notably, the indirect effect through future honesty was
over four times larger than the indirect effect through hypocrisy.
Thus, the costs of acknowledging moral nuance outweighed the
costs of behaving hypocritically.

Discussion

In Study 1, when a political candidate who took a flexible honesty
stance engaged in deception, he was seen as less hypocritical than a
candidate who took an absolute honesty stance that he then violated.
However, he was also seen as less moral, garnered less political support
(in the form of voting intentions), and was seen as less likely to engage
in future honesty. Consistent with our theoretical account, judgments of
lower future honesty associated with the flexible stance undermined
moral judgments more than judgments of hypocrisy associatedwith the
absolute stance. These competing effects highlight the trade-off com-
municators facewhen taking honesty stances. These results were robust
across multiple framings and perspectives used to convey the candi-
date’s flexible or absolute stance.

Studies 2 and 3: Disentangling the Costs of
Flexibility and Hypocrisy

In Studies 2 and 3, we further disentangle the social costs
associated with moral flexibility and hypocrisy by examining
judgments of honesty stances over time. Specifically, we asked
participants to evaluate communicators at two points in time: once
after taking a stance on honesty (T1) and once after the stance was
coupled with deceptive behavior (T2).

Study 2: Moral Stances in the Political
Context Over Time

In Study 2, we used the same political scenario as in Study 1, but
we assessed voting intentions and related judgments both before and
after the hypocritical behavior was revealed. We also introduced a
control condition in which the candidate did not take any stance on
honesty. Comparing evaluations of candidates who take absolute
and flexible honesty stances to a control candidate sheds light on
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Table 2
Main Effect of Proclamation in Study 1

Dependent measure

Proclamation

Absolute Flexible

Voting intentions 3.01 (1.42) 2.36 (1.23)
Morality 2.87 (1.23) 2.32 (1.03)
Future honesty 3.12 (1.06) 2.45 (0.87)
Hypocrisy 5.38 (1.14) 4.75 (1.27)

Note. Marginal means, with standard deviations in parentheses.
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whether our effects are driven by costs of flexible stances (as we
argue) or rather by benefits of absolute stances.

Method

Participants

We aimed to recruit 600 participants from MTurk. A total of 603
participants completed the survey in its entirety (partial responses
were excluded from analysis). Comprehension check questions
were included at the end of the survey to assess understanding of
the political scenario. Consistent with our preregistration, 39 parti-
cipants were excluded for answering comprehension check ques-
tions incorrectly, resulting in a final sample of 564 participants
(44.9% female, Mage = 41.80, SDage = 12.31).

Procedure and Materials

The stimuli used in Study 2 were identical to the stimuli used in the
third-person perspective, lie frame condition in Study 1 (e.g., “As a
politician, it is never okay to lie”), except we added an additional
control condition. In the control condition, Mr. Johnson was never
asked to speak about ethics in politics and made no proclamation
about honesty. Proclamation was manipulated between subjects
(proclamation: absolute vs. flexible vs. control), and time was manip-
ulated within subjects (T1 vs. T2).
Dependent Variables. Participants indicated how likely they

would be to vote for the candidate and evaluated the candidate’s
morality and future honesty at both points in time using the same
measures as in Study 1 (αs ≥ .81). Participants also evaluated the
candidates in terms of hypocrisy, but only at T2, after the lie had been
revealed, using the same measure as in Study 1 (α = .88).

Results

We report results from a series of mixed ANOVAs, using
proclamation as a between-subjects factor and time as a within-
subjects factor, on our dependent variables of voting intentions,
morality, and future honesty. We also report the results from a one-
way ANOVA examining the influence of proclamation on hypoc-
risy, since hypocrisy was only evaluated at T2. We followed up
significant effects with independent-samples t tests to compare
differences in evaluations between conditions and with paired-
samples t tests to compare differences in evaluations within a
proclamation condition over time. Table 3 presents all descriptive
statistics.

Voting Intentions

There was a significant main effect of proclamation, F(2, 561) =
134.19, p < .001, η2p = .32, on voting intentions, such that
participants were less likely to vote for the candidate who endorsed
flexible honesty than the candidate who endorsed absolute honesty,
t(708)= 16.34, p< .001, d= 1.23, or the control candidate, t(786)=
17.37, p < .001, d = 1.24. Participants indicated similar levels of
willingness to vote for the candidate endorsing absolute honesty and
the control candidate, t(756) = −0.45, p = .649, d = −0.03, despite
the fact that the candidate endorsing absolute honesty behaved
hypocritically and the control candidate did not. There was also
a main effect of time, F(1, 561) = .42, p < .001, η2p = 52, such that

participants were less willing to vote for candidates at T2 (M = 2.73,
SD = 1.52), after the deception was revealed, than at T1 (M = 3.98,
SD = 1.76), before the deception was revealed.

Importantly, these main effects were qualified by a significant
interaction between proclamation and time, F(2, 561) = 48.99, p <
.001, η2p = 15. Though participants indicated lower voting intentions
at T2 for all three candidates relative to T1, absolute: t(169)= 14.61,
p< .001, dRM= 1.12; control: t(208)= 17.73, p< .001, dRM= 1.23;
flexible: t(184) = 9.28, p < .001, dRM = 0.68,3 demonstrating a
social penalty for engaging in deception, the decrease in voting
intentions over time was largest, in terms of mean differences (see
Table 3), for the candidate who endorsed absolute honesty and lied,
highlighting the costs of hypocrisy. Nevertheless, this absolutist
candidate still received greater voting intentions at T2 than the
candidate endorsing flexible honesty (absolute vs. flexible candi-
dates at T2: t(353) = 8.69, p < .001, d = 0.92). The fact that
participants were less willing to vote for the candidate endorsing
flexible honesty than the candidate endorsing absolute honesty at T2
indicates that the costs of hypocrisy were not sufficient to outweigh
the initial cost of taking a flexible stance on honesty (absolute vs.
flexible candidates at T1: t(353) = 16.82, p < .001, d = 1.79).
Furthermore, we find that the flexible stance was initially quite
costly even relative to a control condition (flexible vs. control
candidates at T1: t(392) = 16.36, p < .001, d = 1.65), but the
absolute stance did not provide an initial advantage relative to the
control candidate (absolute vs. control candidates at T1: t(377) =
0.58, p = .562, d = 0.06). These results indicate that flexibility is
particularly costly.

Morality

We found a similar pattern for moral evaluations. Overall, there
was a main effect of proclamation on morality ratings, F(2, 561) =
129.40, p < .001, η2p = .32, such that the candidate endorsing
flexible honesty was seen as less moral than the candidate endorsing
absolute honesty, t(708) = 14.97, p < .001, d = 1.12, and the control
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Table 3
Effect of Proclamation Over Time in Study 2

Dependent variable

Proclamation

Absolute Flexible Control

A. Voting intentions
Time 1 4.80 (1.30) 2.41 (1.37) 4.72 (1.42)
Time 2 3.05 (1.47) 1.86 (1.08) 3.24 (1.55)

B. Morality
Time 1 4.92 (1.27) 2.54 (1.21) 4.65 (1.28)
Time 2 2.79 (1.33) 1.96 (1.01) 2.94 (1.41)

C. Future honesty
Time 1 5.18 (1.23) 2.70 (1.00) 4.52 (1.18)
Time 2 2.88 (1.13) 2.18 (0.92) 2.88 (1.11)

D. Hypocrisy
Time 2 5.66 (1.08) 4.97 (1.32) 5.24 (1.10)

Note. Marginal means, with standard deviations in parentheses.

3 dRM denotes the repeated-measures Cohen’s d, calculated as the mean
difference score between T1 and T2 ratings, divided by the standard
deviation of difference scores. For more on how to interpret this statistic,
and how it relates to the more familiar independent groups Cohen’s d, see
Morris and DeShon (2002).
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candidate, t(786) = 15.42, p < .001, d = 1.10. The candidate
endorsing absolute honesty and the control candidate were viewed
as similarly moral, t(756) = 0.52, p = .606, d = 0.04. There was also
a main effect of time, F(1, 561) = 754.83, p < .001, η2p = .57.
Participants were viewed as less moral at T2 (M = 2.57, SD = 1.34)
than T1 (M = 4.04, SD = 1.64), after deception was revealed.
These main effects were qualified by a significant interaction

between proclamation and time, F(2, 561) = 71.96, p < .001,
η2p = .20. The biggest decrease in morality ratings over time, in
terms of mean differences (see Table 3), was for the candidate who
endorsed absolute honesty and lied, absolute: t(169) = 17.51, p <
.001, dRM = 1.34; control: t(208) = 18.59, p < .001, dRM = 1.29;
flexible: t(184)= 10.18, p< .001, dRM= 0.75, reflecting a penalty for
hypocrisy. However, this candidate was still seen as more moral than
the more consistent candidate who endorsed flexible honesty and lied
at T2 (absolute vs. flexible candidates at T2: t(353)= 6.69, p< .001, d
= 0.71). The control candidate and the candidate who endorsed
absolute honesty and lied were seen as similarly moral, overall,
t(756) = 0.52, p = .606, d = 0.04, including at T2, t(377) =
−1.01, p= .314, d =−0.10. Both the control candidate and candidate
endorsing absolute honesty were seen as more moral than the
candidate who endorsed flexible honesty and lied overall, control
versus flexible candidate: t(786)= 15.42, p< .001, d= 1.10; absolute
versus flexible candidate overall: t(708) = 14.97, p < .001, d = 1.12,
highlighting the costs of flexibility.

Future Honesty

There was a main effect of proclamation, F(2, 561) = 147.94, p <
.001, η2p = .35, on future honesty. The candidate who endorsed flexible
honesty was viewed as less likely to be honest in the future than the
candidate who endorsed absolute honesty, t(708) = 15.66, p < .001,
d= 1.18, and the control candidate, t(786)= 14.39, p< .001, d= 1.03.
The control candidate was also seen as less likely to be honest in the
future than the candidate who endorsed absolute honesty, t(756) =
2.92, p= .004, d= 0.21. Although voting intentions and morality were
similar for the candidate endorsing absolute honesty and the control
candidate, the absolute stance conferred some benefit in future honesty
impressions. There was also a main effect of time, F(1, 561) = 909.41,
p < .001, η2p = .62, such that future honesty of all three candidates was
lower at T2, after the deception was revealed.
These main effects were qualified by a significant interaction

between proclamation and time, F(2, 561) = 107.83, p < .001, η2p =
.28. Although all candidates were seen as less honest at T2 (relative
to T1), this difference was the greatest for the candidate endorsing
absolute honesty, absolute: t(169) = 21.03, p < .001, dRM = 1.61;
control: t(208) = 19.35, p < .001, dRM = 1.34; flexible: t(184) = 9.23,
p < .001, dRM = 0.68. Despite the fact that participants adjusted their
perceptions of the candidate endorsing absolute honesty more than any
other candidates, they still perceived this candidate as more likely to
engage in future honesty than the candidate who endorsed flexible
honesty and behaved consistently at T2 (absolute vs. flexible candidates
at T2: t(353) = 6.34, p < .001, d = 0.67), due to the fact that the initial
flexible stance was so costly for future honesty impressions (absolute
vs. flexible candidates at T1: t(353) = 20.93, p < .001, d = 2.22).
Examining T1 evaluations also provides evidence that the flexible
stance is costly for future honesty impressions relative to the control
candidate (control vs. flexible candidates at T1: t(392) = 16.49, p <
.001, d = 1.66).

Hypocrisy

Hypocrisy, unlike our other measures, was only collected at T2,
after the deception was revealed. There was a main effect of
proclamation, F(2, 561) = 15.67, p < .001, η2p = .05, such that
participants viewed the candidate who endorsed absolute honesty as
more hypocritical than the control candidate, t(377) = 3.75, p <
.001, d = 0.39, and the candidate who endorsed flexible honesty,
t(353) = 5.39, p < .001, d = 0.57. The control candidate was also
seen as more hypocritical than the candidate who endorsed flexible
honesty, t(392) = 2.20, p = .028, d = 0.22. It is possible that people
expect others to publicly endorse absolute honesty as the “default”
stance, and consequently, lying seems hypocritical even when one
has not taken any honesty stance at all.

Mediation Analyses

We conducted a multiple mediation analysis using a bootstrap-
ping procedure with the lavaan package in R (Rosseel, 2012) with
proclamation entered as the independent variable (1 = flexible, 0 =
absolute). We focus on the flexible and absolute stance conditions
(excluding the control condition) because they reflect our key
conditions of theoretical interest. Judgments of hypocrisy and future
honesty at T2 were entered as simultaneous mediators. T2 judg-
ments of morality were entered as the dependent variable. We were
interested in T2 evaluations, since they represent participants’
impressions after both the stance and deception were revealed.

Results indicated that the flexible honesty proclamation led to
decreased perceptions of hypocrisy and of future honesty, compared
to the absolute proclamation. Both of these inferences predicted
moral evaluations, in opposite directions. Decreased perceptions of
hypocrisy associated with the flexible stance were correlated with
more positive perceptions of morality, but the decreased perceptions
of future honesty were correlated with more negative perceptions of
morality (indirect effect through hypocrisy = 0.104, 95% CI [0.03,
0.19]; indirect effect through future honesty = −0.522, 95% CI
[−0.70, −0.35]). As in Study 1, however, the indirect effect through
future honesty was larger than the indirect effect through hypocrisy,
which helps to explain why flexible, but realistic, stances led to more
negative moral judgments than absolute, yet hypocritical, stances.

Discussion

In Study 2, a political candidate who took a flexible honesty
stance was viewed as less moral and garnered less political support
than a candidate who took a hypocritical absolute stance and a
candidate who took no honesty stance at all. Examining T1 evalua-
tions demonstrates that the candidate endorsing flexible honesty was
viewed as less likely to engage in honest behaviors in the future
relative to both other candidates, which undermined initial moral
judgments and political support. Examining T2 evaluations high-
lights that the candidate endorsing flexible honesty was also seen as
the least hypocritical, but nevertheless, the initial costs of flexibility
still detracted from moral evaluations at T2. These results also show
that candidates endorsing absolute honesty and those taking no
honesty stance are viewed relatively similarly, suggesting that
participants are not making their moral evaluations merely on the
basis of a running tally of good and bad acts: taking no stance and
then lying was seen as morally similar to taking a praiseworthy
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stance and then violating it by lying at T2. Acknowledging moral
flexibility seems to be uniquely costly (we replicate this result in
Supplemental Study 7, see Supplemental Material Appendix 2.7).

Study 3: Moral Stances in the Laboratory Over Time

Studies 1 and 2 establish that flexibility has a negative effect on
moral evaluations that competes with the effect of hypocrisy in a
political context. To ensure that our results from Studies 1 and 2 are
not unique to political domains, nor to the specific scenarios we
employed, we examine participants’ perceptions of anonymous actors
in economic games in Studies 3−5.
In Study 3, as in Study 2, we examine the consequences of taking

absolute and flexible stances at two points in time. In Study 3,
however, we also vary the order in which information (honesty
stance and lie behavior) is revealed to participants. Some participants
learned about the communicator’s (absolute or flexible) honesty
stance first, evaluating the communicators after just this information,
and then learning about deception (as in Study 2), but some parti-
cipants learned about the deception first. This design allows us to
examine whether the flexible honesty stance is still costly when it
follows a lie—and therefore may be perceived as a justification for the
prior behavior—rather than when it precedes a lie.
In Study 3, we also pair absolute and flexible stances with prosocial

lies. In Studies 1 and 2, the political candidate lied by misrepresenting
the source of his campaign funding. A candidate would tell this lie,
presumably, to boost his image among voters (i.e., for selfish reasons).
However, most people take flexible honesty stances because they
think it is ethical to lie for prosocial, not selfish reasons (Levine,
2021). Therefore, a communicator who says it is “sometimes okay
to lie” and then tells a prosocial, rather than selfish, lie might be
perceived as making thoughtful moral exceptions. Furthermore, a
flexible honesty stance that follows a prosocial lie may be viewed as
justifying these ethical exceptions specifically, and therefore, evalu-
ated more positively. Study 3 investigates these possibilities.

Method

Participants

We aimed to recruit 600 participants on MTurk. Comprehension
check questions were included in the middle of the survey, before any
dependent measures were collected, to assess understanding of the
communicator’s behavior in the previous study and to verify under-
standing of supplemental game instructions (see SupplementalMaterial
Appendix 1.3, for supplemental game results). Participants who failed a
minimum of two comprehension checks were automatically prevented
from continuing with the survey. Six hundred two participants suc-
cessfully passed comprehension checks and completed the full survey.
From these 602 participants, we excluded two participants with
repeated MTurk IDs, resulting in a final analysis sample of 600
participants (48.67% female, Mage = 37.86, SDage = 12.08).

Procedure and Materials

Participants were matched with a partner who was a past study
participant on MTurk (we henceforth refer to this person as the
“communicator”). Participants learned about the communicator’s
decisions in the previous experiment, including their responses to a

survey about beliefs and preferences and their decision to lie in a
deception game (Gneezy, 2005; Levine & Schweitzer, 2014, 2015).

Communicator Information. To manipulate the communica-
tor’s stance on honesty, we provided participants with the commu-
nicator’s response to a survey question asking them to choose the
one statement that they most agreed with from the options: It is
never/sometimes/always okay for people to lie. The communicator
chose one of two focal responses: “It is never okay for people to lie”
(the absolute proclamation) or “It is sometimes okay for people to
lie” (the flexible proclamation). All other survey responses were
held constant across conditions.

Participants also learned about the same communicator’s behav-
ior in a deception game, in which the communicator had the
opportunity to lie or tell the truth about the outcome of a coin
flip in exchange for different monetary outcomes. In this game,
telling a lie was prosocial; it harmed the communicator and benefited
another player in the game, who was not our focal participant. On
the other hand, telling the truth was selfish; it helped the communi-
cator but harmed the other player in the game. All communicators
were described as telling a prosocial lie. The exact details of the
game are available on OSF and summarized in brief in Figure 2.

We randomly assigned participants to one cell of a 2 (proclamation:
absolute vs. flexible)× 2 (order: proclamation first vs. behavior first)× 2
(time: T1 vs. T2) mixed design. Proclamation and order were manipu-
lated between subjects; time was manipulated within subjects. Partici-
pants learned about either the survey responses (and proclamation) or
the lie behavior in phase one and then completed one set of evaluations
about the communicator. In phase two, participants learned about the
remaining information (lie behavior or proclamation) and completed a
second set of evaluations. This design is depicted in Figure 2.

Dependent Variables. At T1 and T2, participants evaluated the
communicator’s morality, future honesty, and hypocrisy (all αs ≥
.82). The morality scale was identical to the one used in Studies 1
and 2. For future honesty and hypocrisy, we used measures that were
similar to those used in Studies 1 and 2, but the wording was
modified to account for differences between the political and
deception game context. References to Matthew Johnson were
replaced with “person” more generally; for example, participants
answered the question, “How often does this person lie?” rather than
“How often does Matthew Johnson lie?” (an item in the future
honesty scale). We used a four- rather than five-item scale for
hypocrisy in this study: “This person’s survey responses conflicted
with his/her behavior in The Coin Flip Game” was removed from
our analyses because participants in the “proclamation first” condi-
tion had not yet learned about the communicator’s deception at T1.

Results

A series of mixed ANOVAs were conducted to investigate the
effects of proclamation (absolute vs. flexible), order (proclamation first
vs. behavior first), and time (T1 vs. T2) on each attitudinal variable. In
these analyses, to follow-up on significant interactions, we ran a series
of independent-samples t tests for measures between groups and paired
t tests for ratings across time. We only report detailed results for the
morality variable below since this is our focal variable in this study.We
include brief results for the other attitudinal measures in this section.
The full results from theANOVAs on future honesty and hypocrisy and
descriptive statistics for all thesemeasures are reported in Supplemental
Material Appendix 1.3.
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Morality

There was a significant main effect of proclamation, F(1, 596) =
72.76, p < .001, η2p = .11, such that communicators endorsing the
absolute honesty stance were viewed as more moral than commu-
nicators endorsing the flexible honesty stance. This reflects an
overall social penalty for moral flexibility, as in Study 2. Notably,
we observed a significant moral flexibility penalty regardless of
when participants learned about the communicator’s stance on
honesty (see Figure 3). There was also a main effect of order,
F(1, 596) = 13.21, p < .001, η2p = .02, such that communicators
were viewed as more moral when the proclamation was revealed
prior to the (dishonest) behavior. There was also a main effect of
time, F(1, 596) = 19.07, p < .001, η2p = .03, such that commu-
nicators were viewed as more moral at T1 than T2.
Importantly, these findings were qualified by a significant Procla-

mation × Time interaction, F(1, 596) = 19.64, p < .001, η2p = .03.
Communicators who endorsed the absolute honesty stance were
viewed as less moral at T2 than T1, t(305) = 5.51, p < .001,
dRM = 0.31. In other words, communicators who endorsed absolute
stances did incur a hypocrisy penalty when it was revealed that they
also lied (see Figure 3, for illustration). However, moral evaluations
toward communicators who endorsed the flexible honesty stance
did not change over time, t(293) = −0.05, p = .960, dRM < 0.01;

see Figure 3, for illustration; that is, communicators who endorsed
flexible stances did not incur a penalty after they lied. Notably, this
result is different from what we identified in Study 2, in which
communicators who had endorsed the flexible stance were penalized
after lying, albeit to a lesser degree than communicators who had
endorsed the absolute stance. This difference is likely driven by the
nature of the lie: telling a prosocial lie (which is typically seen as
ethical) did not lead to a deception penalty when it was consistent with
the communicator’s stance, whereas the selfish lie in Study 2 did.

There was also a significant Proclamation × Order interaction,
F(1, 596) = 39.29, p < .001, η2p = .06. Communicators who
endorsed the absolute honesty stance were seen as more moral
when the proclamation (vs. behavior) was revealed first, t(610) =
−8.36, p < .001, d = −0.68. This result implies that saying it is
“never okay to lie” is perceived more favorably than the action of
telling a prosocial lie. The reverse pattern was found for commu-
nicators who endorsed the flexible honesty stance. Communicators
were seen as more moral when the behavior (vs. proclamation) was
revealed first, t(586)= 2.36, p= .019, d= 0.19, implying that saying
it is “sometimes okay to lie” is perceived less favorably than telling a
prosocial lie.

Additionally, there was a significant Order × Time interaction,
F(1, 596) = 7.13, p = .008, η2p = .01. Communicators were viewed
as less moral at T2 than T1 when the proclamation was revealed
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Figure 2
Diagram of Study 3 Design

Par�cipant sees payoffs 
communicator faced

Par�cipant sees the 
communicator’s chosen honesty 
stance in a previous survey

ORDER ONE: PROCLAMATION FIRST

Absolute proclama�on

Flexible proclama�on

Par�cipant judges 
communicator  (T1)

Par�cipant judges 
communicator (T2)Par�cipant sees that the 

communicator lied

3b2 3a1 4

The coin lands
on TAILS

The communicator 
reports the coin 

landed
on HEADS

ORDER TWO: BEHAVIOR FIRST
Par�cipant judges 
communicator (T2)

2

Absolute proclama�on

Flexible proclama�on

3 4

If communicator reports true outcome of the coin flip, 
communicator likely earns $2, 

communicator’s partner (not the par�cipant) earns $0

1b1a

The coin lands
on TAILS

The communicator 
reports the coin 

landed
on HEADS

If communicator reports false outcome of the coin flip, 
communicator likely earns $1.75, 

communicator’s partner (not the par�cipant) earns $1

If communicator reports false outcome of the coin flip, 
communicator likely earns $1.75, 

communicator’s partner (not the par�cipant) earns $1

If communicator reports true outcome of the coin flip, 
communicator likely earns $2, 

communicator’s partner (not the par�cipant) earns $0

Par�cipant 
learns about a 
communicator 
who provides a 
response on a 
survey and lies

in
the Coin Flip 
Game. The 

order in which 
the par�cipant 

learns the 
informa�on is 

randomly 
assigned.

Par�cipant sees communicator’s decision (prosocial lie) in the Coin Flip Game:

Par�cipant sees communicator’s decision (prosocial lie) in the Coin Flip Game:

Par�cipant sees that the 
communicator lied

Par�cipant judges 
communicator  (T1)

Par�cipant sees the 
communicator’s chosen honesty 
stance in a previous surveyPar�cipant sees payoffs 

communicator faced

Note. The top panel depicts the sequence of events for participants in the proclamation first condition. The bottom panel depicts the sequence of events for
participants in the behavior first condition. Participants in both order conditions complete two evaluations at different time points (whether T1 is after just the
proclamation or after just the deceptive behavior varies based on assignment to proclamation first or behavior first). See the online article for the color version of
this figure.
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before, t(304) = 4.24, p < .001, dRM = 0.24, but not after, t(294) =
1.42, p = .156, dRM = 0.08, the behavior. In other words, revealing
deceptive behavior deflated moral evaluations at T2, but revealing
moral proclamations after the lie was already known did not.

These effects were further qualified by a significant three-way
Proclamation×Order×Time interaction,F(1, 596)= 70.03, p< .001,
η2p = .11. There was a hypocrisy penalty for communicators who
endorsed the absolute honesty stance, but not communicators who
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Figure 3
Evaluations of Communicators Based on Proclamation, Order, and Time
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12 HUPPERT, HERZOG, LANDY, AND LEVINE



endorsed the flexible honesty stance, only when the proclamation
preceded (vs. followed) behavior.

Additional Attitudinal Measures

In addition to lowering moral evaluations, endorsing the flexible
stance also led to lower impressions of future honesty, F(1, 596) =
220.75, p< .001, η2p = .27, particularly at T1 when the proclamation
was revealed first (see Figure 3). Communicators endorsing absolute
honesty lost moral credit and were judged as lower in future honesty
at T2 when they violated their absolute honesty stance, suggesting a
hypocrisy penalty.
Consistent with this notion, communicators who endorsed the

absolute honesty stance were also viewed as more hypocritical than
communicators who endorsed the flexible honesty stance, especially
at T2 when the word–deed misalignment was revealed (comparison
of hypocrisy evaluations for communicators endorsing the absolute
stance across time: t(305) = −10.09, p < .001, dRM = 0.58; see
Supplemental Material Appendix 1.3, for further hypocrisy results).
Communicators endorsing the flexible honesty stance, on the other
hand, were actually seen as less hypocritical across time, t(293) =
2.78, p = .006, dRM = 0.16—they did not incur a hypocrisy penalty
and did not lose moral credit over time for their prosocial deception.
However, these communicators were also seen as less likely to
engage in future honesty at T2 than T1 (see Supplemental Material
Appendix 1.3, for further future honesty results). Though commu-
nicators endorsing absolute and flexible honesty stances were both
rated as less likely to engage in future honesty at T2 than T1, the
discrepancy in future honesty evaluations across time was larger for
the communicators endorsing absolute honesty, t(305) = 5.55, p <
.001, dRM = 0.32, versus flexible honesty, t(293) = 2.98, p = .003,
dRM = 0.17. Taken together, communicators who endorsed the
flexible honesty stance and lied suffered less severe consequences in
interpersonal evaluations across time (in hypocrisy, morality, and
future honesty evaluations) than communicators who endorsed the
absolute honesty stance and lied. Even so, communicators endorsing
the flexible honesty stance were viewed as less moral and less likely
to engage in future honesty overall. In other words, the costs of
hypocrisy were not enough to offset the costs of the flexible stance,
as in Studies 1 and 2 (see Figure 3).

Mediation Analyses

We conducted a multiple mediation analysis using a bootstrapped
procedure with the lavaan package in R (Rosseel, 2012). In this
analysis, we examined whether hypocrisy and future honesty ratings
mediate the relationship between proclamation (0 = absolute, 1 =
flexible) and T2 moral evaluations, collapsed across order. Results
provide further evidence that communicators who endorsed absolute
proclamations lost moral credit for behaving hypocritically, but the
signal of future honesty associated with the absolute proclamation
counteracted this negative effect (indirect effect through hypocrisy =
0.307, 95% CI [0.20, 0.42]; indirect effect through future honesty =
−0.563, 95% CI [−0 .71, −0.43]).

Discussion

Study 3 largely replicates the results of Study 2, using a very
different paradigm. As in Study 2 (and consistent with much prior

work), we find that hypocrisy does have reputational costs; when
proclamations were revealed first, communicators endorsing abso-
lute honesty were penalized at T2 relative to T1. However, the initial
costs of the flexible stance (T1 evaluations of communicators
endorsing absolute vs. flexible stances) were severe enough that
flexibility was still costly at T2 relative to absolutism. Unlike Study
2, we find that prosocial lying was not penalized when it was paired
with a flexible stance (T1 vs. T2 evaluations for communicators
endorsing flexibly honesty), presumably because prosocial lies are
seen as relatively ethical, whereas selfish lies—the focus of
Studies 1 and 2—are not. We replicate these across-time patterns
in Supplemental Studies S3 and S5 (see Supplemental Material
Appendices 2.3 and 2.5).

Study 3 also sheds light on how the order in which a commu-
nicator’s stance versus their behavior is revealed influences the costs
of hypocrisy and flexibility. It is reasonable to wonder whether
honesty stances might be interpreted as a justification (in the case of
a flexible stance) or an apology (in the case of an absolute stance) for
deception when these stances follow rather than precede deception.
However, we find no evidence for this; the order in which a
communicator’s stance versus their behavior was revealed did
not moderate our key effects.

Overall, across Studies 2 and 3, the costs of admitting to moral
flexibility outright were greater than the costs of hypocrisy. Com-
municators who endorsed absolute honesty and lied were still seen
as hypocritical, which is costly, but our mediation results provide
evidence that the negative effect of moral flexibility on future
honesty competes with the negative effect of moral absolutism
on hypocrisy in driving moral evaluations, consistent with our
theoretical account.

Studies 4 and 5: Absolute and Flexible
Stances Paired With Lies and Truths

Studies 4 and 5 build on the paradigm used in Study 3 and extend
our investigation in four ways. First, we examine how absolute
versus flexible moral proclamations influence a behavioral measure
of trust. Although participants might evaluate communicators who
make flexible honesty proclamations more negatively than commu-
nicators whomake absolute honesty proclamations, these judgments
may not translate to greater trust in hypocritical communicators.

Second, we further explore the mechanisms underlying our effects.
Specifically, we consider whether the perceived social benefit of the
proclamation itself explains the relationship between proclamation
and morality. We also examine a mechanism of shared beliefs by
considering whether participants’ own stances on honesty moderate
our effects. We find inconsistent support in favor of these alternative
mechanisms while continuing to find evidence that absolute honesty
proclamations are viewed more positively than flexible honesty
proclamations because they signal greater future honesty.

However, high honesty standards are not unique to absolutism. In
these studies, we extend our investigation in a third way by
considering whether communicators can make ambitious, nonab-
solutist claims (“Lying is rarely okay”) that can convey similar
commitment to future honesty. We compare evaluations of com-
municators who take these ambitious, but nonabsolute, honesty
stances to those who take absolute (“Lying is never okay”) or
flexible (“Lying is sometimes okay”) proclamations about honesty.
We expected that the ambitious stance would signal greater future
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honesty than the flexible stance, and either lower or similar
future honesty than the absolute stance. However, we also
expected that the ambitious stance would be seen as less hypo-
critical than the absolute stance, and either more or similarly
hypocritical relative to the flexible stance, once deception was
revealed. Because we expected judgments of future honesty to be
more predictive of trust and morality than perceived hypocrisy,
we expected the ambitious stance to be perceived more similarly
to the absolute stance than the flexible stance for measures of
trust and morality.
Finally, we orthogonally manipulated communicators’ procla-

mations about honesty and their lying or truth-telling behavior.
Doing so allows us to examine judgments of moral consistency
(i.e., taking an absolute stance and then telling the truth) and test
how much moral proclamations influence interpersonal judgment
and trust, relative to actual behavior. In Study 4, we examine the
behaviors of prosocial lying and selfish truth-telling. In Study 5,
we examine the behaviors of prosocial truth-telling and self-
ish lying.

Study 4: Prosocial Lies and Selfish Truths

Study 4 uses the same setup as Study 3; participants observe
the behavior of an anonymous communicator who completed a
previous study. However, in Study 4, we also included commu-
nicators who took ambitious honesty stances and communicators
who told the selfish truth. Unlike Study 3, participants in Study 4
completed all evaluations at one time (after both the stance
and behavior were revealed) and then played a trust game with
communicators.

Method

Participants

We aimed to recruit 600 participants on MTurk. Comprehension
check questions were included in the middle of the survey, before
any dependent variables were collected, to assess comprehension of
the communicator’s behavior and the instructions to a trust game.
Participants who failed a minimum of two comprehension checks
were automatically prevented from continuing with the survey. Six
hundred two participants successfully passed comprehension checks
and completed the full survey. From these 602 participants, we
excluded four participants with repeated MTurk IDs, resulting in a
final analysis sample of 598 participants (43.31% female, Mage =
35.49, SDage = 10.56).

Procedure and Materials

We randomly assigned participants to one cell of a 3 (proclama-
tion: absolute vs. ambitious vs. flexible) × 2 (behavior: prosocial lie
vs. selfish truth) between-subjects design.
We used the same paradigm from Study 3 to manipulate the

communicator’s stance and their behavior. Participants either learned
about a communicator who had told a prosocial lie (identical to Study
3) or a selfish truth in the deception game. That is, participants either
learned about a communicator who told the truth to receive more
money in a game at the expense of another player or who lied to benefit
another player at their own expense. (Study 4 uses the same setup
depicted in the “Order One: Proclamation First” panel of Figure 2.)

Dependent Variables. After learning about the communicator’s
honesty stance and previous behavior in the deception game, partici-
pants evaluated the communicator in terms of morality, future honesty,
and hypocrisy using the same measures as in Study 3 (all αs ≥ .84).

The Rely-or-Verify Game. After evaluating the communica-
tor, participants played the Rely-or-Verify (RV) game, a behavioral
measure of integrity-based trust, with the communicator. The RV
game (Levine & Schweitzer, 2015) is a two-party strategic game in
which one party (the participant) must decide whether to trust
another party’s (the communicator’s) claim or verify that claim
at a cost. First, the communicator sends a message to the participant.
The payoffs of the game are structured such that the communicator
has a personal incentive to send a dishonest message. The participant
decides whether to rely on this message or verify the accuracy of this
message before reporting the message to the experimenter. Partici-
pants have an incentive to rely on the message if they believe that the
communicator is telling the truth but to verify the content of the
message if they believe that the communicator is lying. The decision
to rely on the communicator reflects trust in the veracity of the
communicator’s message. The mixed-strategy equilibrium in the
game is to rely 40% of the time.

Attitudes Toward Honesty. At the end of the study, we also
measured participants’ own attitudes toward honesty. Participants
answered the same question that the communicator had received in
the previous survey about beliefs and preferences: “Please choose
the one statement that you most agree with from the options below:
Lying is always/often/sometimes/rarely/never okay.”

Results

Trust in the RV Game

We conducted a series of logistic regressions to examine the
impact of the communicator’s proclamation and behavior on parti-
cipants’ decisions to rely on the communicator’s words in the RV
game. We regressed the decision to rely (1 = rely, 0 = verify) on
dummy variables for the flexible (1 = flexible, 0 = ambitious or
absolute) and ambitious (1 = ambitious, 0 = flexible or absolute)
proclamations, behavior (1 = prosocial lie, 0 = selfish truth), and
their interaction terms.

Results revealed a significant main effect of the flexible proclama-
tion (b = −0.84, p = .005), but no main effect of the ambitious
proclamation (b=−0.15, p= .618) or behavior (b=−0.24, p= .403).
Participants were significantly less likely to rely on communicators
who chose the proclamation “Lying is sometimes okay” (29% rely)
compared to communicators who chose the proclamation “Lying is
never okay” (46% rely), even after telling equivalent lies. Participants
did not significantly differ in their willingness to rely on commu-
nicators who chose the proclamation “Lying is never okay” and
“Lying is rarely okay” (45% rely). The communicator’s honesty
proclamation was more predictive of trust than their honest or
dishonest behavior, indicating that the signal of future honesty
associated with both the absolute and ambitious moral proclamation
is quite strong; a communicator’s honesty stance can be a more
important determinant of trust than actual deceptive behavior, at least
when deception is prosocial (see Figure 4).

There was no Flexible Proclamation × Behavior (b = 0.17, p =
.693) or Ambitious Proclamation × Behavior (b = 0.18, p = .653)
interaction, suggesting that the communicator’s honesty stance
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predicted similar levels of trust regardless of whether a flexible,
ambitious, or absolute stance was paired with actual truth-telling or
deceptive behavior. In other words, communicating high future
honesty standards (by one’s stance) was more important for trust
than moral consistency.
Choosing the flexible stance also undermined trust in commu-

nicators relative to the rational equilibrium in the RV game (see
Appendix B in Levine & Schweitzer, 2015, for equilibrium solu-
tion); participants relied on communicators who chose “Lying is
sometimes okay” significantly less often than 40% of the time (29%
vs. 40%), χ2(1, N = 204) = 10.43, p = .001.

Attitudinal Measures

A series of two-way ANOVAs were conducted to investigate the
effects of proclamation (absolute vs. ambitious vs. flexible) and
behavior (selfish truth vs. prosocial lie) on each attitudinal variable.
Significant effects were followed up with independent-samples
t tests, as were preregistered. Descriptive statistics for Study 4
are presented in Table 4.
Morality. There was a main effect of proclamation, F(2, 592)=

20.83, p < .001, η2p = .07, on moral evaluations. Communicators
who endorsed the absolute honesty proclamation were viewed as
more moral than communicators who endorsed the ambitious
honesty proclamation, t(392) = 3.05, p = .002, d = 0.31, and
communicators who endorsed the ambitious honesty proclamation
were viewed as more moral than communicators who endorsed the
flexible honesty proclamation, t(404) = 3.30, p = .001, d = 0.33.
Neither the main effect of behavior nor the interaction was signifi-
cant at the p < .05 level (ps > .272).
Future Honesty. There was a main effect of proclamation,

F(2, 592)= 78.91, p< .001, η2p = .21, such that communicators who
endorsed the absolute honesty stance were viewed as more likely to
engage in future honesty than communicators who endorsed the
ambitious honesty stance, t(392) = 3.55, p < .001, d = 0.36, and
communicators who endorsed the ambitious honesty stance were

viewed as more likely to engage in future honesty than commu-
nicators who endorsed the flexible honesty stance, t(404)= 8.31, p<
.001, d= 0.82. There was also a main effect of behavior, F(1, 592)=
33.83, p < .001, η2p = .05, such that communicators who told selfish
truths were viewed as more likely to engage in future honesty than
communicators who told prosocial lies.

These effects were qualified by a significant Proclamation ×
Behavior interaction,F(2, 592)= 3.60, p= .028, η2p = .01. Regardless
of whether they told a selfish truth or prosocial lie, communicators
who endorsed the absolute or ambitious honesty stance were viewed
as more likely to engage in future honesty than communicators who
endorsed the flexible honesty stance (ts > 4.98, ps < .001). However,
this effect was larger if they subsequently told the truth.

Hypocrisy. We found a main effect of behavior, F(1, 592) =
7.44, p = .007, η2p = .01, on hypocrisy ratings, such that commu-
nicators who told prosocial lies were viewed as more hypocritical
than communicators who told selfish truths. There was no main
effect of proclamation (p = .874).

These results were qualified by a significant Proclamation ×
Behavior interaction, F(2, 592) = 9.36, p < .001, η2p = .03. After
telling a prosocial lie, communicators who endorsed the absolute
or ambitious honesty stance were viewed as more hypocritical
than communicators who endorsed the flexible honesty stance but
similar to each other, absolute versus ambitious, prosocial lie:
t(203) = 0.63, p = .528, d = 0.09; absolute versus flexible,
prosocial lie: t(200) = 3.07, p = .002, d = 0.43; ambitious versus
flexible, prosocial lie: t(207) = 2.54, p = .012, d = 0.35. The fact
that ambitious stances seem hypocritical when paired with decep-
tion indicates that the ambitious stance communicates high hon-
esty standards and is interpreted quite differently from the flexible
stance. In other words, the ambitious stance does not protect
against hypocrisy judgments to the same degree as the flexible
stance—even though both stances may suggest that some lies are
acceptable.

After telling a selfish truth, communicators who endorsed the
absolute honesty stance were viewed as less hypocritical than
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Figure 4
Percentage of Participants Who Trust Communicators (as Measured by the Decision to Rely
on a Communicator’s Words)
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Note. Error bars reflect 95% confidence intervals. The dashed line at 40% trust reflects the equilibrium
behavior in the game (to rely 40% of the time).
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communicators who endorsed the flexible honesty stance and
similar to those who endorsed the ambitious honesty stance, abso-
lute versus flexible, selfish truth: t(192) = −3.05, p = .003, d =
−0.44; absolute versus ambitious, selfish truth: t(187) = −1.09, p =
.279, d = −0.16. In other words, not only is it considered hypocriti-
cal to tell a lie after endorsing an absolute or ambitious stance on
honesty but it is also considered hypocritical to (selfishly) tell the
truth after endorsing a flexible stance on honesty. Presumably, if one
has committed to the idea that lying is acceptable under some
circumstances, then lying to help another person ought to be one

of those circumstances, leading to perceptions of hypocrisy when
one opts not to lie, in order to benefit oneself.

Moderated Mediation Analysis

Bootstrapped moderated mediation analyses were conducted to
examine mediators of the relationship between proclamation and
trust using Hayes’ PROCESS Macro for SPSS, Model 7 (Hayes,
2017). Results are presented in Table 5.
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Table 4
Descriptive Statistics in Studies 4 and 5

Variable Behavior

Proclamation

Absolute Ambitious Flexible

Study 4
Morality Prosocial lie 4.91 (1.47)a 4.57 (1.63)a,b 4.19 (1.49)b

Selfish truth 5.16 (1.38)a 4.56 (1.51)b 3.96 (1.36)c
Hypocrisy Prosocial lie 3.38 (1.65)a 3.24 (1.52)a 2.75 (1.25)b

Selfish truth 2.54 (1.42)a 2.77 (1.45)a,b 3.11 (1.19)b
Future honesty Prosocial lie 4.66 (1.20)a 4.33 (1.25)a 3.55 (0.99)b

Selfish truth 5.50 (1.19)a 4.92 (1.30)b 3.77 (0.94)c
Study 5
Morality Selfish lie 2.62 (1.56)a,b 2.89 (1.46)a 2.39 (1.05)b

Prosocial truth 5.94 (0.99)a 5.56 (0.99)b 4.83 (1.12)c
Hypocrisy Selfish lie 5.42 (1.72)a 4.79 (1.51)b 3.49 (1.12)c

Prosocial truth 1.73 (0.95)a 1.95 (0.93)a 2.65 (1.09)b
Future honesty Selfish lie 2.86 (1.45)a,b 3.03 (1.23)a 2.60 (0.90)b

Prosocial truth 5.93 (0.96)a 5.50 (0.90)b 4.59 (0.93)c
Social benefit of the proclamation Selfish lie 4.90 (1.49)a 4.78 (1.57)a 2.69 (1.27)b

Prosocial truth 5.39 (1.33)a 5.11 (1.35)a 2.81 (1.27)b

Note. Cells within the same row that share a subscript letter do not significantly differ. Cells that do not share a subscript
letter significantly differ at p < .05.

Table 5
Moderated Mediation Results on Trust From Studies 4 and 5

Study 4

Mediator

Behavior

Index of
moderated mediation

Prosocial lie Selfish truth

X→M M→Y Indirect effect X→M M→Y Indirect effect

Hypocrisy −0.56** −0.29** 0.23 [0.10, 0.37] 0.46** −0.08 −0.19 [−0.32, −0.06] 0.42 [0.23, 0.62]
Future honesty −0.94** 0.27* −0.50 [−0.67, −0.25] −1.43** 0.59** −0.76 [−0.96, −0.58] 0.26 [0.07, 0.47]

Study 5

Mediator

Behavior

Index of
moderated mediation

Selfish lie Prosocial truth

X→M M→Y Indirect effect X→M M→Y Indirect effect

Hypocrisy −1.63** −0.21 0.17 [−0.12, 0.46] 0.81** 0.03 −0.08 [−0.23, 0.06] 0.25 [−0.17, 0.66]
Future honesty −0.34* 0.55** −0.19 [−0.37, −0.05] −1.13** 0.33* −0.64 [−0.94, −0.41] 0.45 [0.22, 0.75]
Social benefit of
the proclamation

−2.16** 0.11 −0.19 [−0.51, 0.11] −2.44** 0.15 −0.22 [−0.57, 0.13] 0.02 [−0.03, 0.10]

Note. All items in the first column were entered as simultaneous mediators, the dummy-coded flexible proclamation as the independent variable (1 =
flexible, 0 = ambitious or absolute), trust in the RV game as the dependent variable (1 = rely, 0 = verify), and behavior as the moderator (Study 4: 1 =
prosocial lie, 0 = selfish truth; Study 5: 1 = selfish lie, 0 = prosocial truth). We ran separate linear and logistic regressions to compute the X→M and M→Y
pathways. Each “indirect effect” signifies the lower level and upper level 95% confidence intervals around the indirect effect for the corresponding
mediator. Bold numbers indicate confidence intervals that do not contain zero. RV = rely-or-verify.
* p < .05. ** p < .01 for coefficients in these regressions.
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We examined the role of hypocrisy and future honesty inmediating
the relationship between a dummy-coded flexible proclamation
(1 = flexible, 0 = ambitious/absolute) and the decision to rely on
the words of a communicator in the RV game. Behavior was entered
as a moderator (1 = prosocial lie, 0 = selfish truth) of the effects of
proclamation on the mediators (i.e., the “a paths”). We used the
flexible proclamation (vs. ambitious and absolute proclamations) as
the comparison group because we saw more differentiation in inter-
personal evaluations between communicators endorsing the flexible
“sometimes” stance and those endorsing the ambitious “rarely” or the
absolute “never” stance. The ambitious stance was interpreted more
as an indicator of high honesty standards than as an indicator of
flexibility.
When the communicator told a prosocial lie, we found that

perceived hypocrisy mediates the effect of a flexible proclama-
tion on trust, as does future honesty. When the communicator told
a selfish truth, we also found that perceived hypocrisy mediates
the effect of a flexible proclamation on trust, but in the opposite
direction, as does future honesty. Therefore, word–deed (mis)-
alignment influenced how participants viewed hypocrisy, such
that the communicators who endorsed absolute and ambitious
proclamations were seen as more hypocritical when they went on
to tell a prosocial lie but less hypocritical when they went on to
tell the selfish truth. However, regardless of behavior type,
hypocrisy was always detrimental for trust. The ambitious and
absolute stance always signaled more future honesty relative to
the flexible stance, which fostered trust. Overall, we find evidence
of moderated mediation through perceived hypocrisy and future
honesty (see Table 5, for indices of moderated mediation). We
find similar results when we conduct the same analysis with moral
evaluations entered as the dependent variable instead of trust (see
Supplemental Material Appendix 1.4, for additional moderated
mediation results).

Attitudes Toward Honesty

More participants indicated that lying is “sometimes” (33%) or
“rarely” (50%) okay than “never” okay (16%). In our preregistered
analysis, inwhichwe added attitudes toward honesty to our ANOVAs
on morality, hypocrisy, and future honesty, we found that attitudes
toward honesty did not change the significance of any of our effects in
our models (see Supplemental Material Appendix 1.4 for detailed
results).4

Discussion

Study 4 provides evidence that flexible honesty proclamations
undermine trust and moral judgments relative to both absolute and
ambitious honesty proclamations because they signal lower future
honesty. Further, ambitious stances, which allow for some degree of
flexibility, did not significantly mitigate hypocrisy judgments rela-
tive to absolute stances when communicators told prosocial lies.
Though lying after endorsing a strong stance on honesty (both
absolute and ambitious) versus a flexible stance seems more hypo-
critical, it does not discredit high honesty standards entirely. We find
evidence that perceptions of future honesty reflect positively on
communicators, even hypocritical ones, and lead to more interper-
sonal trust, while showing that shared beliefs between the partici-
pant and communicator cannot fully explain our results.

Study 5: Selfish Lies and Prosocial Truths

In Study 5, we compare evaluations of communicators who tell
selfish lies and prosocial truths to examine whether our finding in
Study 4—that participants weighed the proclamation more heavily
than the lie when deciding whom to trust—generalizes to selfish lies.
We also examine whether beliefs that the flexible proclamation is less
valuable for society than the absolute and ambitious proclamations
helps explain the social costs of flexible honesty proclamations.

Method

Participants

We aimed to recruit 600 participants on MTurk. As in Study 4,
comprehension check questions were included in the middle of the
survey, before any dependent measures were collected, to assess
understanding of the communicator’s behavior in the previous study
and to verify understanding of instructions for the RV game. Partici-
pants who failed a minimum of two comprehension checks were
automatically prevented from continuingwith the survey. Five hundred
ninety-six participants successfully passed comprehension checks and
completed the full survey. We did not exclude any other participants,
since therewere no repeatedMTurk IDs, resulting in the final sample of
596 participants (48.32% female, Mage = 38.02, SDage = 11.58).

Procedure and Materials

We randomly assigned participants to one cell in a 3 (proclama-
tion: absolute vs. ambitious vs. flexible) × 2 (behavior: selfish lie vs.
prosocial truth) between-subjects design.

The stimuli for Study 5 were identical to the stimuli used in
Study 4 except that the deception game instructions were altered
to vary the communicator’s motives for lying or truth-telling
during the deception game. Telling a lie in the deception game
helped the communicator and harmed the other player in the game
(i.e., lying was selfish). Telling the truth harmed the communi-
cator but helped the other player in the game (i.e., telling the truth
was prosocial).

After learning about the communicator’s honesty stance and
behavior, participants evaluated the communicator using the same
measures of morality, future honesty, and hypocrisy as in Study 4 (all
αs ≥ .92). We also added two items to measure perceived social
benefits of the proclamation. We asked participants about their beliefs
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4 In further exploratory analyses, we find that participants’ own attitudes
toward honesty did moderate the strength of our effects, though they did not
reverse them (see Supplemental Material Appendix 1.4, for detailed results).
Participants who endorsed the absolute honesty stance had stronger prefer-
ences for absolutism in others. Yet, even participants who endorsed the
flexible honesty stance judged communicators who endorsed absolute
honesty stances as more moral and more likely to engage in future honesty
than communicators who also endorsed flexible honesty stances. Although
we do find some evidence of similarity effects for trust (i.e., elevated trust
toward communicators who hold the same belief as the participant), we still
find relatively low levels of trust in communicators endorsing flexible
honesty, even among participants who held flexible honesty stances them-
selves. Alongside our mediation results, this suggests that moral judgments
of communicators who fail to live up to their ambitious or absolute stances on
honesty are driven by expectations that communicators who take these
stances are likely to engage in future honesty. However, trust may be driven
both by beliefs about future honesty and a preference for communicators with
similar views to one’s own.

BEING HONEST ABOUT DISHONESTY 17

https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000340.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000340.supp
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspa0000340.supp


about the communicator’s proclamation using two questions, which
were matched to condition: “To what extent do the following
statements, ‘[absolute, ambitious, or flexible proclamation, depending
on condition]’ encourage positive behaviors in society?” and “To
what extent do the following statements, ‘[absolute, ambitious, or
flexible proclamation, depending on condition]’ help people uphold
valuable societal norms?” The two items were combined into one
composite measure, r(594) = .84, p < .001. Participants answered
these questions before playing the RV game and answered a question
on their own attitudes toward honesty at the end of the survey.

Results

Trust in the RV Game

We regressed the decision to rely (1= rely, 0= verify) on dummy
variables for the flexible (1 = flexible, 0 = ambitious or absolute)
and ambitious (1 = ambitious, 0 = absolute or flexible) proclama-
tions, behavior (1 = selfish lie, 0 = prosocial truth), and their
interaction terms.
Results revealed amain effect of theflexible proclamation (b=−0.92,

p = .002). Consistent with the results from Study 4, we found that
participants were significantly less likely to rely on communicators who
selected “Lying is sometimes okay” (31% rely) compared to commu-
nicators who selected “Lying is never okay” (47% rely), even after the
communicators told equivalent lies. Participants did not significantly
differ in their willingness to rely on communicators who selected “Lying
is never okay” and “Lying is rarely okay” (42% rely).
There was also a significant main effect of behavior (b = −2.00,

p < .001); prosocial truth-tellers were trusted more (60% rely) than
selfish liars (20% rely). Although selfish lying was generally
detrimental for trust, consistent with Studies 1 and 2, communicators
who endorsed an absolute or ambitious stance on honesty were
trusted more than actors who endorsed a flexible stance, even after
telling a selfish lie (see Figure 4).
The main effect of the ambitious proclamation (b = −0.48,

p = .113), Flexible Proclamation × Behavior interaction (b =
0.11, p = .821), and the Ambitious Proclamation × Behavior
interaction (b = 0.37, p = .416) were not significant.

Attitudinal Measures

A series of ANOVAs were conducted to investigate the effects of
proclamation (absolute vs. ambitious vs. flexible) and behavior (pro-
social truth vs. selfish lie) on each attitudinal variable. Significant
effects were followed up with independent-samples t tests, as were
preregistered. Descriptive statistics for Study 5 are presented in Table 4.
Morality. There was a main effect of proclamation, F(2, 590) =

18.36, p < .001, η2p = .06, on moral evaluations. Communicators
who endorsed absolute or ambitious honesty were viewed similarly,
t(396) = −0.18, p = .860, d = −0.02, and as more moral than
communicators who endorsed the flexible honesty stance, absolute
versus flexible proclamation: t(397) = 3.35, p < .001, d = 0.34;
ambitious versus flexible proclamation: t(393) = 3.85, p < .001, d =
0.39. There was a main effect of behavior, F(1, 590) = 792.31, p <
.001, η2p = .57, such that communicators who told prosocial truths
were viewed as more moral than communicators who told selfish lies.
These effects were qualified by a significant Proclamation ×

Behavior interaction, F(2, 590) = 6.97, p = .001, η2p = .02. The

flexible honesty proclamation was penalized relative to both abso-
lute and ambitious honesty when communicators told a prosocial
truth, absolute versus flexible, prosocial truth: t(192) = 7.29, p <
.001, d = 1.05; ambitious versus flexible, prosocial truth: t(196) =
4.84, p< .001, d= 0.69.When telling a selfish lie, the flexible stance
was only penalized relative to the ambitious stance, ambitious
versus flexible, selfish lie: t(195) = 2.75, p = .006, d = 0.39;
absolute versus flexible, selfish lie, t(203)= 1.23, p= .220, d= 0.17.
Though the flexible stance was seen as no worse than the absolute
stance when communicators told a selfish lie, it was also not seen as
any better, even in the face of clear and unabashed hypocrisy.

Future Honesty. There was a significant main effect of procla-
mation, F(2, 590) = 30.94, p < .001, η2p = .09, such that commu-
nicators who endorsed flexible honesty were viewed as less likely to
engage in future honesty than communicators who endorsed absolute,
t(397) = 4.52, p < .001, d = 0.45, or ambitious, t(393) = 4.78, p <
.001, d = 0.48, honesty. There was also a main effect of behavior,
F(1, 590) = 793.17, p < .001, η2p = .57. Communicators who told
prosocial truths were viewed as more likely to engage in future
honesty than communicators who told selfish lies.

These effects were qualified by a significant Proclamation ×
Behavior interaction, F(2, 590) = 12.42, p < .001, η2p = .04.
Unsurprisingly, the absolute stance signaled the greatest likelihood
of future honesty, followed by the ambitious stance, when com-
municators told a prosocial truth, absolute versus flexible, prosocial
truth: t(192) = 9.89, p < .001, d = 1.42; ambitious versus flexible,
prosocial truth: t(196) = 7.08, p < .001, d = 1.01. However, after
telling selfish lies, only the ambitious honesty stance conveyed
greater future honesty than the flexible honesty stance, absolute
versus flexible, selfish lie: t(203) = 1.51, p = .132, d = 0.21;
ambitious versus flexible, selfish lie: t(195) = 2.75, p = .007, d =
0.39. In the context of selfish lies, the absolute stance was dis-
credited to some degree. Notably, however, even in a case where a
communicator is being dishonest about their dishonesty for selfish
reasons, the absolute stance did not lower expectations of future
honesty relative to the flexible stance.

Hypocrisy. Therewas amain effect of proclamation,F(2, 590)=
8.21, p < .001, η2p = .03, such that communicators who endorsed
absolute honesty were seen as more hypocritical than communicators
who endorsed flexible honesty, t(397) = 3.05, p = .002, d = 0.31.
However, communicators who endorsed ambitious honesty were not
judged significantly differently than actors who endorsed absolute
honesty, t(396) = 1.44, p = .150, d = 0.14, or flexible honesty,
t(393) = 1.62, p = .105, d = 0.16. There was also a main effect of
behavior, F(1, 590) = 569.36, p < .001, η2p = .49. Communicators
who told selfish lies were seen as more hypocritical than commu-
nicators who told prosocial truths.

These main effects were qualified by a significant Proclamation ×
Behavior interaction, F(2, 590) = 67.15, p < .001, η2p = .19.
Communicators who endorsed absolute honesty and lied were
seen as more hypocritical than communicators endorsing both
ambitious and flexible honesty prior to lying, absolute versus
ambitious, selfish lie: t(198) = 2.72, p = .007, d = 0.38; absolute
versus flexible, selfish lie: t(195) = 6.93, p < .001, d = 0.99.
However, after telling a prosocial truth, communicators who en-
dorsed flexible honesty were seen as more hypocritical than both
other types of communicators, absolute versus flexible, prosocial
truth: t(192) = −6.23, p < .001, d = −0.89; ambitious versus
flexible, prosocial truth: t(196) = −4.89, p < .001, d = −0.69.
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The fact that truth-telling appears hypocritical after taking a flexible
honesty stance adds further support to the notion that flexible
proclamations convey a low likelihood of future honesty.
Social Benefit of the Proclamation. There was a main effect of

proclamation on perceived social benefit, F(2, 590) = 182.62, p <
.001, η2p = .38. The absolute, t(397) = 17.62, p< .001, d= 1.76, and
ambitious, t(393) = 15.95, p < .001, d = 1.61, stances were both
thought to carry more positive social influence than the flexible
stance, and they did not significantly differ from each other in
perceived social benefit, t(396) = 1.29, p = .198, d = 0.13. There
was also a main effect of behavior, F(1, 590) = 7.72, p = .006, η2p =
.01. Although our measures of perceived social benefit specifically
asked about the proclamation itself, participants thought that com-
municators who told prosocial truths would have more positive
social influence than communicators who told selfish lies. The
Proclamation × Behavior interaction was not significant (p = .427).

Moderated Mediation Analysis

We conducted similar analyses to those in Study 4 (note the
behavior dummy is now coded 1 = selfish lie, 0 = prosocial truth)
but added an additional mediator, the social benefit of the procla-
mation. Results are depicted in Table 5.
When the communicator told a selfish lie, future honesty medi-

ated the effect of a flexible proclamation on trust. Neither hypocrisy
nor the social benefit of the proclamation significantly mediated the
relationship between proclamation and trust after a selfish lie. When
the communicator told a prosocial truth, future honesty mediated the
effect of a flexible proclamation on trust. Neither hypocrisy nor the
social benefit of the proclamation mediated the relationship between
the proclamation and trust.
Consistent with our findings in Study 4, we find evidence of

moderated mediation through future honesty (see Table 5, for indices
of moderated mediation), and the indirect effect of future honesty is
over three times larger in the prosocial truth condition compared to
the selfish lie condition. However, we find no evidence of moderated
mediation through hypocrisy or the social benefit of the proclama-
tion. When we conduct the same analysis with moral evaluations
entered as the dependent variable, we find evidence of moderated
mediation through both future honesty and hypocrisy, but still no
evidence of moderated mediation through the social benefit of the
proclamation (see Supplemental Material Appendix 1.5, for addi-
tional results and Supplemental Study 7, for further inconsistent
results related to the social benefit of the proclamation).

Attitudes Toward Honesty

Consistent with our results from Pilot Studies 1–3 and Study 4,
we found that a relatively small minority of participants believe that
lying is never okay. Participants indicated that lying is “sometimes”
(24%) or “rarely” (55%) okay more often than they indicated that
lying is “never” okay (18%). In our preregistered analyses, adding
attitudes toward honesty to the ANOVA models did not change the
pattern of results for any of the character evaluations. Most parti-
cipants viewed communicators who endorsed the absolute or ambi-
tious honesty stance as the most moral, and even those who endorsed
flexible honesty themselves tended to evaluate the communicators
endorsing ambitious honesty most positively (see Supplemental
Material Appendix 1.5, for more details).

Discussion

Study 5 established the robustness of our effects across various
types of lies and truth-telling behaviors, including selfish lies. Flexible
moral stances led to less trust than absolute and ambitious moral
stances, suggesting that people view moral proclamations as credible
signals of one’s actual likelihood of behaving honestly in the future.
In Study 5, however, only ambitious honesty stances signaled greater
future honesty andmorality than flexible honesty stances when paired
with (selfish) lies. This finding suggests that some degree of nuance
(i.e., rarely) can be ideal, depending on the relative costs of flexibility
and hypocrisy. Notably though, the blatantly hypocritical absolute
stance was not seen as less moral and was actually seen as more
trustworthy than the flexible stance.5

Taken together, Studies 4 and 5 emphasize the importance of
communicating high honesty standards. Both ambitious and absolute
honesty stances convey higher honesty standards than the flexible
stance, which in turn predicts trust. In Study 4, the communicator’s
professed stance on honesty predicted trust more than moral consis-
tency. In Study 5, behavior did matter in that selfish lying detracted
from trust, but nevertheless, communicators endorsing ambitious and
absolute honesty were still trusted more than communicators endorsing
flexible honesty. We find consistent support that inferences of future
honesty are predictive of trust and morality, while also finding that
relative preferences for more ambitiousmoral stances do not seem to be
driven entirely by similarity preferences nor by the perceived social
benefits of the proclamation.

Study 6: Do Leaders Anticipate the
Consequences of Hypocritical Absolutism?

Studies 1–5 provide evidence thatmoralflexibility can bemore costly
than hypocrisy. In Study 6, we ask if communicators, and government
leaders in particular, anticipate these effects. If leaders recognize the
costs of moral flexibility, relative to hypocritical absolutism, this can
help to explain the persistence of hypocritical absolutism in the public
domain. To examine this possibility, we surveyed publicly elected or
appointed government officials in the United States to determine
whether these leaders predict that endorsingmoral flexibility will reduce
trust to a greater extent than engaging in moral hypocrisy.

Method

Participants

We surveyed government officials through the nonprofit Civic-
Pulse, which recruits officials from all 50 states and across the
political spectrum.We asked CivicPulse to recruit 100 officials from
the following 12 local government positions: head building official,
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5 We explore reactions to selfish liars who make absolute or flexible
honesty proclamations further in Supplemental Studies 2 and 5 (see also
Supplemental Studies 4 and 7, which feature selfish lies in the political
context, similar to Studies 1 and 2). We find that communicators who tell
selfish lies after making absolute or flexible honesty proclamations are not
viewed as differentially moral in Supplemental Study 2, though the com-
municators endorsing absolute honesty are more moral in Supplemental
Study 5, similarly to Studies 1 and 2 (see Supplemental Appendices 2.2 and
2.5). Behaving hypocritically for selfish reasons can be more costly than
behaving hypocritically for prosocial reasons (Jordan& Sommers, 2022), but
even so, hypocritical selfish behaviors are not more costly than proclama-
tions of moral flexibility.
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head of communications, head of human resources, head of finance,
head of clerk’s office, head of purchasing/procurement, head of fire
protection services, head of public works, head of law enforcement,
top appointed officials, governing board members, and top elected
officials. Our final participant sample represents a range of political
positions and affiliations (N = 166) and was larger than expected,
partly due to the number of partial survey completions in our sample
(CivicPulse recruited 100 fully completed surveys, but some parti-
cipants only answered a subset of questions). We analyze partial
responses in this study, unlike in Studies 1–5. Of the 166 partici-
pants included in this sample, 112 participants submitted fully
completed surveys with no “nonapplicable” answers to any ques-
tions. The additional 12 full completes were the result of a higher-
than-expected response rate to the final survey invitation. Of the full
sample, 30% identified as female (10% did not answer the question
about gender), and 25% identified as Democrat and 24% identified
as Republican (33% did not answer the question about political
affiliation and 18% were “other” or “independent”).

Procedure and Materials

The experimental items we report here were asked alongside
the attitudes toward honesty measures that were assessed in Pilot
Study 3.6 Participation in the survey, as well as for each individual
question was voluntary, and some participants chose to only answer a
subset of questions in the survey. Consequently, the final number of
participants included in each analysis varies across measures.
Participants were asked to predict the extent to which their con-

stituents would trust them if a media source revealed that they had
engaged in deception after they took an absolute or a flexible stance
on honesty. This was a within-subjects design, and the order in which
participants were asked to imagine each scenario (absolute vs. flexible
proclamation) was randomized across participants.
The description of each scenario was very similar to the stimuli in

Studies 1 and 2, but instead of describing a hypothetical candidate
named Matthew Johnson and asking participants to evaluate Mr.
Johnson, we asked government officials to imagine that they had
taken the absolute or flexible honesty stance during a television
interview. We used the exact same language for the absolute and
flexible stances as in Study 2. Participants were asked to predict
constituent trust following each honesty stance. Then, we asked
participants to imagine that a media source had published an article
stating that they (the participant) had lied in office after taking this
honesty stance. We then asked participants to predict constituent
trust a second time. Overall, participants made four predictions of
trust: 1a) Prediction of trust after taking the absolute honesty stance,
1b) Prediction of trust following the revealed deception after taking
the absolute honesty stance, 2a) Prediction of trust after taking
the flexible honesty stance, 2b) Prediction of trust following the
revealed deception after taking the flexible honesty stance. Trust
was measured with a single item, using a five-item scale (1 = would
not trust me at all to 5 = would completely trust me).

Results

A series of paired t tests were conducted to investigate the effects of
the honesty stance (absolute vs. flexible) and deception on trust. A
total of 145 participants answered both items assessing trust in the
absolute honesty scenario and 145 participants answered both items

assessing trust in the flexible honesty scenario. However, the same 145
participants did not respond to all four items, and therefore the sample
used to compare predictions of trust between the absolute and flexible
honesty conditions included only the 138 participants who answered
all four trust items across the absolute and flexible honesty scenarios.

Participants predicted that constituents would trust them more if
they took an absolute honesty stance than if they took a flexible
honesty stance before any deception was revealed, t(137) = 19.48,
p < .001, dRM = 1.66. Participants also predicted that constituents
would trust them less when deception was revealed, relative to
before deception was revealed, if they had previously taken an
absolute stance on honesty, t(144) = 12.38, p < .001, dRM = 1.03.
This finding suggests that participants recognize that hypocrisy is
costly; the much higher trust attributed to the initial absolute stance
(before any hypocrisy) indicates that participants think that absolute
stances are particularly beneficial if they can actually live up these
statements (or at least, if they can avoid getting caught when they
violate them). Conversely, participants did not think that constituent
trust would change when deception was revealed if they had
previously taken a flexible stance, t(144) = −0.49, p = .628,
dRM=−0.04. However, participants still thought constituents would
trust them more if they lied after taking a hypocritical, absolute
stance than a consistent, flexible stance, T2 ratings: t(137) = 5.26,
p < .001, dRM = 0.45; see Figure 5, highlighting that people
recognize the value of communicating high honesty standards
even when hypocrisy is known and publicized.

Discussion

Leaders in the United States predicted that the costs of moral
flexibility would be greater than the costs of moral hypocrisy. These
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Figure 5
Predicted Trust Following an (Absolute or Flexible) Proclamation
and Revealed Deception
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6 Originally, the module containing Study 6 was asked before the module
containing Pilot Study 3. However, this order was reversed after the first nine
participants. Therefore, 95% of participants completed Pilot Study 3 prior to
Study 6, and 5% completed the items for Study 6 prior to Pilot Study 3.
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officials still recognized that hypocrisy would undermine public
trust, but nevertheless, they expected that lying after endorsing
absolute honesty would lead to greater overall trust than behaving
consistently with a flexible honesty stance. Leaders expected this
even when it was made clear that the hypocrisy would be publicized
by a media source, suggesting that leaders thought there was a
benefit to communicating high honesty standards even if they failed
to live up this standard and this failure was widely broadcast. The
fact that leaders correctly intuit the costs of being honest about
dishonesty helps to explain why people continue to invoke absolute
moral language in their public stances, even if their behaviors, and
often their private beliefs, do not live up to these lofty declarations. It
is both expected to be, and is, true that the costs of admitting to moral
flexibility are at least as great as the costs of hypocrisy, making it
clear to communicators that publicly endorsing flexibility is an
unwise strategy when asked about one’s stance on honesty.

General Discussion

Across six experiments, we find that taking flexible stances on
honesty is detrimental for trust, voting intentions, and moral evalua-
tions. In Study 1, political candidates who made absolute honesty
proclamations and lied for selfish reasons were seen as more moral,
and received greater political support, than candidates who made more
flexible proclamations that were consistent with their behavior.We find
similar results in Study 2, and by comparing judgments of candidates
who took absolute and flexible stances over time, demonstrate that
hypocrisy is penalized once it is revealed, but the initial costs of taking a
flexible stance overwhelm this penalty. Furthermore, candidates who
endorsed flexibility in Study 2 were evaluated more negatively than
candidates taking no honesty stance, highlighting the absolute costs of
flexibility. Study 3 builds on Study 2, replicating these across-time
results with a new paradigm in which a communicator told a prosocial
lie rather than a selfish lie. Interestingly, even when flexible stances
could be interpreted as morally motivated because flexible stances
allow for ethical, prosocial lies, they are still penalized. We find this to
be the case regardless of the order in which a communicator’s stance
and deception is revealed. Across these three studies, mediation results
reveal that perceptions of communicators’ future honest behavior offset
the costs of hypocrisy, leading to more negative judgments of com-
municators who took flexible, rather than absolute, stances, regardless
of the lies that followed.
In Studies 4 and 5,we further explored themechanisms underlying,

and boundaries of, our effects. First, we find additional support for
the mechanism of future honesty by highlighting that ambitious,
nonabsolute stances that also signal a high likelihood of future
honesty are viewed positively. As long as one commits to a high
moral standard (even if it is not truly absolute), one can avoid a moral
flexibility penalty. Moreover, we rule out shared beliefs as a potential
mechanism in these studies; most participants in our studies (and Pilot
Studies 1–3) did not endorse the absolute stance themselves, despite
judging communicators who endorse absolute honestly favorably. In
Study 5, we also examine whether participants reward absolute
honesty stances because they promote important norms in society
(i.e., because they are socially beneficial). However, we do not find
that this inference mediates our effects (consistent with Supplemental
Study S7, see Supplemental Material Appendix 2.7).
In addition to considering these mechanisms, we also ruled out two

other potential explanations, guilt and construal of deception, in our

Supplemental Studies. Previous work suggests that feelings of guilt
can reduce moral hypocrisy (Polman & Ruttan, 2012) and may even
promote positive behaviors as a form ofmoral cleansing (e.g., Tetlock
et al., 2000). Consistent with this work, we considered whether
communicators who endorsed absolute honesty and behaved incon-
sistently were perceived as feeling guilty for their deception, and
whether this inference also increasedmoral evaluations. However, we
find inconsistent evidence that guilt mediates the relationship between
proclamation and morality (see Supplemental Results for Study 3 and
Supplemental Studies 1 and 2 in Supplemental Material Appendix
1.3, Supplemental Material Appendix 2.1 and 2.2). Likewise, we
thought participants might have believed that communicators who
endorsed absolute stances were less likely to construe their deceptive
actions as actual lies; however, we do not find support for this notion
in Supplemental Study 3 (see Supplemental Material Appendix 2.3).
Rather, our studies reveal that flexible moral stances lead to negative
judgments of morality, conditional on taking a stance of any kind,
because moral proclamations influence perceptions of future honesty.

In Studies 4 and 5, we found that both the ambitious and absolute
stances were viewed as a strong signal of future honesty regardless
of the ultimate behavior these stances were paired with. We found
that preferences for absolute and ambitious honesty proclamations
persisted across prosocial truths, selfish truths, prosocial lies, and
even selfish lies. Although communicators endorsing absolute
honesty stances were not seen as significantly more moral than
communicators endorsing flexible honesty stances when telling
selfish lies in Study 5 (also consistent with results in Supplemental
Studies 2 and 7, see SupplementalMaterial Appendices 2.2 and 2.7),
they were also not seen as significantly less moral, and they were
still trusted more. These results suggest that flexible honesty stances
are rarely beneficial, relative to taking a more ambitious stance, but
the strength of these effects may still depend on the nature of the
hypocrisy. Studies 4 and 5 also assessed the behavioral conse-
quences of absolute proclamations. Communicators who took an
absolute stance on honesty and then lied could be seen as having lied
about their stance on lying. Although participants could have
discounted these communicators’moral proclamations entirely after
encountering such word–deed misalignment, they did not. Even
with real bonuses at stake, participants were more likely to rely on
the words of communicators who hypocritically claimed that lying
was never okay than they were to rely on the words of commu-
nicators who consistently claimed that lying was sometimes okay.

To determine the robustness of our findings, we conducted a
meta-analysis on all of our studies that compared moral evaluations
of communicators endorsing absolute or flexible honesty. Our meta-
analysis included k = 10 studies: Studies 1–5 from the main article,
and Supplemental Studies 2–5 and 7 (reported in Supplemental
Material Appendices 2.2–2.5, 2.7). Study 6, Supplemental Studies 1
and 6, and Pilot Studies 1–4 were not included because these studies
do not compare moral evaluations of communicators endorsing
absolute versus flexible honesty. From each study, we included only
the conditions that examined judgments of communicators endor-
sing absolute and flexible honesty stances, with additional control
conditions or conditions examining ambitious stances removed,
and collapsing across other manipulations (e.g., manipulations of
frame in Study 1, manipulations of behavior in Studies 4 and 5).
For Studies 2 and 3 and Supplemental Study 5, we only included the
results from T2, when participants had full information about the
communicator’s proclamation and behavior, because T2 judgments
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are more directly comparable to our other studies. Last, we included
only the American sample from Supplemental Study 5, excluding
the Indian sample, because it was our only study with a cross-
cultural sample. The meta-analysis, therefore, provides an estimate
of the overall size of our primary finding in the United States, but as
we discuss in Supplemental Study 5, this result may differ across
cultures. The meta-analysis was conducted using the metafor pack-
age for R (Viechtbauer, 2010). We fit a random-effects model using
inverse-variance weighting (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001) and the
between-subjects Cohen’s d as our effect size measure (Morris &
DeShon, 2002). Overall, across the 10 studies (total N = 4,300), we
found consistent evidence that, even in the presence of hypocrisy,
taking flexible honesty stances led to more negative judgments
of morality than taking absolute stances, meta-analytic d = 0.30,
p = .001, 95% CI [0.12, 0.48].
In Study 6, we provide real-world evidence that leaders in the

United States anticipate these effects and recognize that moral
nuance is costly. In doing so, Study 6 helps to explain the persistence
of hypocrisy in social exchanges. Although behaving in line with
an absolute moral stance may not always be attainable, it is still
beneficial to endorse these lofty norms rather than taking a more
flexible moral stance.

Contributions

This work has a number of important implications. First, it expands
our theoretical and practical understanding of hypocrisy. Past hypoc-
risy research suggests that word–deed misalignment should contrib-
ute to perceptions of hypocrisy, which is consistent with our findings.
The vast majority of this work also suggests that perceptions of
hypocrisy should predict social punishment (Effron, O’Connor, et al.,
2018), which is somewhat inconsistent with our findings. Commu-
nicators who endorsed absolute or ambitious honesty stances and then
exhibited word–deed misalignment were viewed as hypocritical, but
they were still trusted more than communicators who admitted that
lying is sometimes okay. Though some recent work has recognized
that word–deed misalignment may not be penalized if it is not
interpreted as hypocrisy (Effron, O’Connor, et al., 2018), does not
involve public moral engagement (Jordan & Sommers, 2020), or
if communicators admit to their own failings (Jordan et al., 2017),
we find that word–deed misalignment can be preferred to con-
sistency even when it is interpreted as hypocrisy, does involve
public moral proclamations, and communicators do not acknowl-
edge their own inconsistencies. Even though hypocrisy does
have costs, a previously overlooked alternative to hypocrisy—
admitting to nuance—can have even greater costs, allowing
hypocrisy to persist as a superior social strategy, at least in
some circumstances. Communicators who made absolute and
ambitious honesty proclamations were viewed positively not
because they were not seen as hypocritical, but rather, despite
being seen as hypocritical. Though hypocrisy was not costless,
moral flexibility was worse.
Ironically, our results also suggest that communicators’ moral

stances may be the least informative when observers are most eager
to learn them. People likely inquire about communicators’ moral
stances when they are particularly motivated to understand the
communicator’s underlying character (e.g., when interviewing a
job candidate, or questioning a politician). However, by simply
asking the question, the asker puts any imperfect communicator in a

double bind: the communicator can either take a more absolute
moral stance that contradicts their behavior or the communicator
can take a more honest, realistic, and consistent stance. Our results
from Pilot Studies 2 and 3, and the results of Study 6, suggest that
communicators know that they should inflate their moral stances
rather than admitting to moral nuance, at least in the context of
honesty, and they also are likely to recognize that their own words
and deeds do not always align. Therefore, stated moral stances
are likely uninformative in this context. Nonetheless, we find that
people in this context do not discredit absolute stances entirely.
Although hypocrisy is costly when actors freely offer their moral
stance or engage in condemnation, relative to neutral information
(e.g., Jordan et al., 2017), hypocrisy is relatively beneficial when the
alternative is admitting moral flexibility.

This work also helps to resolve two puzzles in the psychology and
communication of honesty. First, people publicly claim lying is
wrong, while privately practicing it, and even justifying it. Study 6
offers one explanation for these divergent preferences regarding the
communication and execution of honesty: leaders and communica-
tors correctly anticipate that admitting to moral nuance will lower
trust. Second, people want others to claim lying is wrong, but they
also want others to occasionally lie to them (Levine, 2021). For
example, people may want their spouse to say that they would never
lie, but these same people might still prefer that their spouse offer
them false praise on a new haircut. Similarly, in Study 4, we find that
participants relied on communicators’ honesty stances more than
their (dis)honest behavior when deciding whether to trust the com-
municator to be honest in the future. Our results suggest that people
do tolerate flexibility in (dis)honest behavior, but not in moral claims,
because they see moral claims as more diagnostic of future behavior.
Therefore, this research also highlights a potential difficulty in moral
education and rhetoric regarding honesty. Divergent preferences for
honest behavior and communication about honesty likely preclude
open discussion of moral nuance in both personal and public life.

Limitations and Future Directions

Our investigation focused specifically on the context of honesty.
Future work should investigate attitudes toward absolutism and
flexibility in other moral domains. As discussed, absolute hypocrit-
ical stances on honesty may go unpunished—in part—because
people believe that some dishonesty is unavoidable, or even ethical
at times. People expect others to endorse and idealize absolute
honesty because this is a strong norm but also are likely to expect
that people do not behave perfectly in line with this norm. This
dynamic can help explain why hypocrites’ words are not entirely
discredited in the case of honesty. However, past hypocrisy research
has focused on word–deed misalignment for more discretionary
behaviors that can realistically be totally avoided, such as illegal
drug use or bicycle theft (Alicke et al., 2013; Polman & Ruttan,
2012). Hypocrisy may be more costly when it comes to discretion-
ary behaviors, if people expect that alignment between words and
deeds is relatively feasible, whereas realistic proclamations of
nuance may be especially costly in domains in which people expect
some degree of word–deed misalignment anyway.

Likewise, for claims about moral behavior that are more specific
and, consequently, easier to uphold, hypocrisy may also be more
costly. We tested this possibility in Supplemental Study 6 by compar-
ing evaluations of political candidates who claimed, “It is never okay to
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lie about accepting political action committion (PAC) donations,” (our
scenario referenced political action committee donations, which the
communicator refers to as “PAC” donations) before lying about
accepting PAC donations to evaluations of candidates who broadly
stated, “It is never okay to lie,” before lying about accepting PAC
donations. Avoiding deception about PAC donations, specifically, is
much easier than avoiding deception in all aspects of life, and therefore,
we thought hypocrisy between this specific claim and behavior may
seem especially immoral and self-serving. Although we expected that
this very specific word–deed misalignment might be penalized to a
greater degree than word–deed misalignment between a generalized
moral norm and a specific instance of contradictory behavior, we did
not find support for this hypothesis (see Supplemental Study 6 in
SupplementalMaterial Appendix 2.6). However, we cannot rule out the
possibility that generalized moral norms might function differently
than specific moral statements based on this one example, and future
research should further explore the potential costs and benefits of
more specific moral stances.
It is also possible that word–deed misalignment will be penalized

more when the transgressions are more frequent or more severe.
Communicators in our main studies told one lie, and these lies
were relatively minor. In Supplemental Study 3 (see Supplemental
Material Appendix 2.3), we also examined the impressions of
communicators who told repeated lies. Interestingly, we found
that participants still inferred greater future honesty from commu-
nicators who took absolute stances on honesty before telling many
lies, relative to communicators who took flexible stances and told
many lies. It is possible, however, that absolute claims paired with
a very large amount of lies, or lies of a greater magnitude, would
eventually be punished more than admissions of moral nuance.
It will also be important for future work to examine when flexible

stances might escape social penalty. Though we find that partici-
pants were accepting of a very small degree of flexibility in others,
as evidenced in the evaluations of communicators who took the
ambitious stance (“Lying is rarely okay”), these ambitious stances
were interpreted more in line with the absolute stance than the
flexible stance, since they conveyed high honesty standards. More
work is needed to understand the boundaries between full flexibility
(“Lying is sometimes okay”) and more ambitious statements. Moral
flexibility might be seen as more acceptable when paired with
specific conditionals that highlight why lying is sometimes accept-
able. For example, we had thought that saying “It is sometimes okay
to lie if it prevents harm,” might be viewed more favorably than
broader flexible moral proclamations. We began to investigate this
possibility in Pilot Study 4 (reported in detail in Supplemental
Material Appendix 3) by comparing evaluations of communicators
who endorsed absolute honesty and those who endorsed flexible
honesty with different caveats (i.e., “It’s sometimes okay to lie, if
you have a good reason”; “It’s sometimes okay to lie, but only in
really exceptional circumstances”; “It’s sometimes okay to lie, if
it prevents harm”). We find that adding some of these caveats
(“It’s sometimes okay to lie, but only in really exceptional circum-
stances; “It’s sometimes okay to lie, if it prevents harm) does make
communicators seem more moral than endorsing flexibility without
a caveat (“It’s sometimes okay to lie”), but even so, communicators
endorsing absolute honesty still seem more moral and more likely
to engage in future honesty than these communicators endorsing
flexibility with a caveat. Furthermore, adding these caveats to the
never statement, which we thought might be a way of introducing

flexibility that seemsmore tolerable (e.g., “It’s never okay to lie, except
in really exceptional circumstances”), does not elevate impressions of
communicators relative to simply taking the position that lying is never
okay (and it can even detract at times). Although we only examined
initial impressions of communicators based on their stances (there was
no deceptive behavior in this pilot study), this pattern of evaluations
suggests that the costs of flexibility are quite robust. Furthermore,
a comparison of just the absolute and flexible stances to a control
communicator in this pilot lends additional support to our theoretical
model: the absolute honesty stance made the communicator seem
similarly moral to the control communicator when no behavior was
known, t(56) = 1.72, p = .090, d = 0.45, but a flexible honesty stance
made a communicator seem less moral than a control communicator,
t(58) = −3.80, p < .001, d = −0.98. This pattern shows that flexibility,
specifically, is costly. A deeper examination of moral proclamations
across domains and phrasing can help identify whether making broad,
moralized claims functions differently than other types of proclama-
tions, and whether the relative benefits of absolute stances are specific
to stances on honesty.

Future work should also examine whether these results replicate in
more varied contexts, as well as in more naturalistic settings. Past
research suggests that hypocrisy is viewed more negatively in
independent cultures than interdependent cultures (Effron, Markus,
et al., 2018). Even though our participants came from predominantly
independent cultures, we did explore potential cultural moderation in
Supplemental Study 5 by recruiting participants from both the United
States and India. We asked participants to evaluate communictors
who took absolute or flexible stances on honesty and told selfish lies,
at two points in time (once after just the stance and a second time after
the selfish lie was later revealed), as in Study 2. Consistent with our
other studies, participants viewed the communicators who endorsed
absolute honesty as more moral and more likely to engage in future
honesty, compared to communicators who endorsed flexible honesty,
at T1. When participants learned that the communicators endorsing
absolute honesty then told selfish lies, they viewed these commu-
nicators as hypocritical, which detracted from evaluations of morality
and future honesty. This overall pattern emerged in both countries
(see Supplemental Material Appendix 2.5 for full results, and OSF for
full materials); however, the American participants penalized com-
municators endorsing absolute honesty for their hypocrisy to a greater
extent than the Indian participants. As a result, moral evaluations of
the hypocritical absolutist communicators at T2 were lower in the
American sample, suggesting that participants from the more inde-
pendent culture (theUnited States) weremore bothered byword–deed
misalignment relative to the participants from the more interdepen-
dent culture (India), consistent with previous findings (Effron,
Markus, et al., 2018). However, we are hesitant to draw strong
cultural conclusions given that we did not include measures of
individual mindset or cultural identification in this study and only
compared participants from two countries. Therefore, future work
should continue to consider cross-cultural differences in perceptions
of hypocrisy. In addition to considering cultural context, moral
proclamations and accompanying behavior may be evaluated differ-
ently across settings based on the features of the communicator. For
example, people may interpret moral proclamations differently when
made by a politician, a parent, or a peer based on their expectations
of how these people should communicate moral values. Future
research should explore the importance of these contextual factors
on the perceived credibility of moral proclamations.
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Conclusion

Although more work remains to be done, the present studies
identify a robust social cost to taking a flexible stance on honesty,
compared to taking an absolute or ambitious stance. Taking a
flexible stance on honesty that is consistent with one’s behavior
is seen as less hypocritical than taking an absolute stance, yet it also
undermines perceptions of one’s future honesty, which leads to
negative judgments of moral character and decreased trust. As a
result, being honest about the acceptability of dishonesty is—and is
expected to be—an ineffective social strategy.
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