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Abstract

One of the specific traits of the human species is the ability to manipulate others to benefit
from it. Deception and manipulation are considered negatively by the majority of the cultures
but in reality, everyone experiences mendacity to some extent, especially when interacting in
social situations with others. This study focuses on deception in a social context, when the
individual keeps his true opinion private in order to comply with the one shared by the group.
The experiment tested whether social conformity operationalized through social approval
score and cultural background, affects the individual’s tendency to lie in social situations. To
this end, participants were asked using vignettes (i.e., hypothetical situations) how likely they
would have lied in that specific social situation. The situations described were manipulated in
their context, meaning some factors were changed to foster a high social conformity or a neu-
tral reaction. Secondly, because the experiment investigated also how the level of social con-
formity of the participants interacted with the cognitive effort necessary to lie, it also meas-
ured reaction times (i.e. how long it took participants to fill out the vignettes questions). The
study’s results demonstrated how the individual propensity to conform had a stronger influ-
ence on the tendency to lie of an individual, compared to his cultural level of social conformity.
Therefore, the social approval score was used to split the subjects in low and high conformists.
Afterwards, the analysis revealed how high conformist people were more inclined to lie in
social situations compared to non-conformists, independently from the context of the social
situation. In fact, the manipulation of the context to trigger social conformity did not play a
role in how social conformity affected the subjects’ tendency to lie. An analysis of the reaction
times showed how the high conformist subjects were faster than low conformists in deciding
with which probability they would have lied in a certain situation. These results showed how
the propensity and desire to conform of each individual, being a strong and personal charac-
teristic, is able to influence his tendency to lie and the intensity of cognitive effort necessary
to lie. Adding important insights to the discussion on the cultural influence of dishonesty on
individual deception, the study showed how external factors as the cultural background of the
subjects and the context of the social situations in which they interacted did not play a role in

the influence.



1. Introduction
Research fields like decision sciences, social psychology and behavioural economics, all study
how people’s instinct to cooperate in social interactions affects behaviours, social relations
and economical decisions. The most recent line of thought identifies the factor that fostered
humans enhanced brain’s size in a high level of social intelligence, that allows them to acquire
a great deal of knowledge from the others and manipulate them to their benefits (Alexander,

1974; Vrticka, 2013; Byrne & Whiten, 1989; Hermann et al., 2007; Reader & Laland, 2012).

The urge to create social networks, cooperate and receive social approval is so deeply rooted
in human nature that their brains developed a mechanism of punishment and reward con-
nected to the level of positivity of their social relationships and reciprocal altruism (Rilling et
al., 2002). Indeed, the same areas of the brain respond both to physical rewards and punish-
ments, like food and physical pain, and to social positive and negative stimuli. When a con-
formist behaviour is implemented the brain registers the social reward of being included and
approved by the peers and reacts with a positive sensation (the same that food would pro-
voke) while when the person experiences disapproval and exclusion (social punishment) the
sensation is the same that the person would feel when in physical pain (Falk et al., 2012).
Moreover, the ability to maintain a social network and to interact smoothly with the others
allows the human organism to conserve energy, improving its health and longevity (Beckes &

Coan, 2011).

Of course to conform and harmonize their relationships with the others, sometimes people
have to suppress their true thoughts or filter them. For that reason, they developed mecha-
nisms of deception, to smooth the social interactions and avoid possible conflicts (Bernheim,
1994). Deception and manipulation are terms with a negative connotation, usually associated
with specific figures like politicians and bankers, famous for their cunningness. In reality, eve-
ryone experiences deception to some extent, especially when they interact with each other,
to the point that deception can be considered a form of communication itself (Burgoon &
Buller, 1994; Backbier & Terwogt-Kouwenhoven, 1997; Vrij & Mann, 2004). The ability to de-
ceive the others is essential to maintain smooth relationships in society, as everyone that has
ever restrain himself from giving their true opinion on the horrible pair of shoes of their friend

already knows. White lies, or social lies, are an “innocent” form of deception, false statements



given in polite conversations to avoid discussions. Although lies are usually considered nega-
tively by the society, this specific type of lies is accepted and encouraged (Backbier & Terwogt-
Kouwenhoven, 1997). The more a society cares about social relations, basically the more con-

formist it is, and the more white lies will be considered acceptable.

In fact, each society is based on different values, influenced by historical and social develop-
ments, by the geographical position and the economic conditions of the population etc. This
set of silent norms is part of the culture of a nation and dictates the rules of conduct, describ-
ing what is acceptable for that society and what is not. The members of the culture use them
as a benchmark, guidelines that they can follow to be accepted and integrated by the others
(Cialdini & Glodstein, 2004; Bernheim, 1994). The different values are of course highly inter-
related with the way people in that culture behave, and the degree with which the members
feel that they have to respect these non-written rules changes from culture to culture, along
with their need to be accepted by others (Murray et al., 2011; Bond & Smith, 1996; Milgram
1961; Hofstede, 1983). The culture of a country influences to some extent the individual pro-
pensity to conform of its components, creating behavioural patterns across countries (Kim &
Markus, 1999). Hence, individuals feel more or less the need to be approved by the others, a

concept known as social conformity.

Social conformity was first investigated by Asch, in 1955, utilising some lines of different
lengths and a group of actors (Asch, 1955). The experiment designed by Asch involved 8 par-
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ticipants at a time, 7 were confederates, and only one was the “real” subject unaware that
the others were on the same board and instructed on what to respond to the experimenter’s
guestions. The experimenter presented one card with three lines of different length and one
card with a single line: the simple task to perform was to state which of the three lines pre-
sented on the first card was the same length of the one presented in the second card. When
the confederates started to answer blatantly wrong to the question the unaware subject could
conform to the group, knowing that the answer was wrong, or be the only one to give the
right answer. In the first experiment the 76% of the participants decided to conform, against
their better judgement. This kind of behaviour is known as social conformity and specifically,
as theorized later by Cialdini and Goldstein, as compliance. Compliance is the act of hiding

one’s true inner opinions to conform to the public opinion expressed by the group (Cialdini &

Glodstein, 2004). The instinct to conform to others was explained as the evolution’s response



to the challenge of the nature, whether they be pathological menaces (Murray et al., 2011),

reproductive necessities (Bernheim, 1994) or mere self-defence (Griskevicius et al., 2006).

Milgram exploited the results of the Asch’s experiment, drawing the first link between social
conformity and culture of the country that influenced the subjects, in this case comparing the
French and the Norwegian culture. Using the same principle of Asch (some registered tones
instead of lines), Milgram deceived the subjects by making them believe that there were many
other people in the near cubicles. The task presented to the subjects was to listen to the tones
and decide which one was longer. Once again, the naive subject listened to the answers of the
others before giving his own and he replied the same as the group did, even if he knew it was
the wrong answer. The results of the experiment were compared to the culture of the subjects
and the study showed how the French were actually less conformist than the Norwegian, hav-
ing France a more individualistic culture than Norway (Milgram, 1961). Indeed, the individu-

alistic culture of their country seemed to play a role in how much people conformed.

The Bond and Smith’s meta-analysis study on conformity confirmed that there is a significant
positive correlation between the Individualism of a nation and its low conformism, while the
nations classified for their collectivistic culture are characterized by a higher level of social
conformity (Bond & Smith, 1996). Hofstede’s researches investigated in that direction, classi-
fying the nations by four cultural dimensions: Power Distance, Uncertainty/Avoidance, Indi-
vidualism and Masculinity (Hofstede, 1983). Therefore, subjects from nations with a collec-
tivistic culture, like Greeks or Japanese, are expected to perform higher on tests that measure
their tendency to conform, while subjects from Netherlands or Italy, with an individualistic

culture, should perform lower.

Exploiting these results, this study aims to offer new insights about the relationship between
social conformity and tendency to lie in social situations. Do conformist people tend to comply
more using social lies, compared with less conformist ones? Since the culture of their country
affects their level of social conformity, does it also play a role in affecting the tendency to use

social lies?

This study aims to understand if the tendency to lie in a social context can be affected by the
social conformity of the subjects. To which extent does the cultural background of the partic-

ipants count when compared to their individual propensity to conform? What is the best



measure to capture the social conformity of the subjects, their individual or their cultural level
of conformism? Based on the previous research, we hypothesize that the cultural background
of people in terms of social conformity should play a role in their level of social conformity
hence in their tendency to lie. In other terms, cultural background and individual social con-
formity should have a statistically significant correlation (H1a); if not, the cultural background
should act as a moderator for the effect that individual social conformity has on the vignettes
score (H1b); if not, we should choose one method to divide the sample, either the individual
or the cultural social conformity: testing both, the best method is the one with the higher
influence on the vignette scores (H1c). The social conformity level is captured first with an
individual test that register the need of social approval for each subject. Then, the social con-
formity is considered from the cultural point of view, using a list of the countries for their level
of individualism to match the culture of subjects. The more the subject’s nation is individual-

istic the more his culture will be considered non-conformist.

To measure the tendency to lie in a set of different social contexts, the subjects have to re-
spond to a set of hypothetical situations (i.e., vignettes), and are asked with which probability
they would lie in such situations. To capture how the social norms present in a context implic-
itly affect the tendency to lie of the subjects, we manipulated the situation presented in the
vignettes. Some factors like the familiarity of the subjects interacting in the vignettes, the way
they communicated with each other and the status and authority they had, were changed in
each vignette, to trigger the social conformity of the participants or to create a neutral con-

text.

To measure how much at ease participants are with lying, we kept track of their response
times when answering the vignette questions. If the tendency to lie is indeed affected by the
level of social conformity, would that mean that high conformists, being more “used” to lie,

are also faster than low conformists in dealing with social lies?

Previous research has demonstrated that the more someone has practiced lying behaviour,
the more he is “used” to lie, and the faster he will be in lying (Van Bockstaele et al., 2012;
Walczyk et al., 2005). If a high level of social conformity actually affects the tendency to use
social lies, then the more someone is conformist the more he will be “used” to these type of

deception, hence faster because more at ease in dealing with it. If that is true that would mean



that reaction times, a popular method to detect deception, would be shorter in people that

conform more compared to people that conform less.

In the first chapter a theoretical background is presented to understand the context beneath
the research questions. Then the experimental design and the procedure are presented, fol-
lowed by the results. Finally, a chapter with the interpretation of the results and the limita-

tions concludes the thesis.

1.1 Theoretical Background: Social Conformity and Deception

It seems clear that the differences in cultures across the countries imply also a difference in
how much social relations are valued and how much the different societies push their mem-
bers to care about social relations, meaning that people from different cultures will have dif-
ferent level of conformity. If deception is usually considered negative, but accepted to pre-
serve social interactions, it means that the more the culture values social conformity and good
social relations, the more the act of lying to conform will be considered acceptable. Hence,
can deception be context dependent, meaning that it is affected by the environment and the

external conditions, like the cultural values of the subject?

A very interesting branch of research focuses on dishonesty and how its levels could vary from
country to country. Could a culture affect the dishonesty level of its members? This is a very

controversial topic with research developed in both directions.

Mann and colleagues investigated the relationship between the level of corruption of five dif-
ferent countries and the general attitude of their habitants toward dishonesty (Mann et al.,
2016), and found that the country’s level of corruption dodid not affect the subjects’ cheating
behaviour in a lab setting, when a decontextualized task was given (a “neutral” task without a
context). Schultz and Géachter replicated the study across 23 countries and found instead a
pattern in how culture affected dishonesty (Gachter & Schulz, 2016). The study by Mann et al.
hypothesized that the social norms implicitly communicated by the culture of the country
where someone lived should affect the moral perception of dishonest behaviour. Hence, the
less the culture of a country condemned dishonest practices, like corruption, the more the
generalized dishonesty of its members, which is a specific personal trait and is part of the core

set of values of an individual, should be high. To test this, Mann and colleagues presented the



subjects in their experiment with a task that offered the opportunity to cheat. They then com-
pared the results with the nationality of the subjects and the corruption levels of their coun-
tries, looking for a correlation. Instead, they observed a similar dishonest behaviour across
nationalities, meaning that the culture of the country had no significant effect on the cheating
behaviour of the participants. Furthermore, the subjects tent to cheat just a little, not in a

blatant way.

This last result seems in line with the theory of Self-Concept Maintenance previously elabo-
rated by Mazar and colleagues in 2008. According to this theory, when people have the op-
portunity to cheat, they usually tend to do it only by a small amount: they want to profit from
the situation but at the same time they need to maintain a good self-image of themselves to
be able to look at themselves in the mirror. Therefore, they balance these two forces by “fudg-
ing”, meaning they cunningly change some little details of the truth, shaping it in their favour
or they act dishonestly just a bit, little enough to still feel good about themselves (Mazar et

al., 2008).

However, Mann et al. did find a difference in cheating behaviour when they replicated the
experiment with a group of people at a coffee shop (general public) instead of testing a group
of students in a laboratory. People in the lab tent to be more dishonest than in the social
environment where the others could observe them (Mann et al., 2016). This result together
with the Self-Concept Maintenance theory suggests that the influence of culture on the dis-
honest behaviour of a population occurs through the social norms of that culture, which es-
tablish whether the dishonest behaviour is acceptable or not in each specific situation. This
hypothesis would explain why an abstract task as the cheating one cannot capture the culture-
dishonesty relation while a significant difference in that sense is found in situations where a
specific act of dishonesty is performed in a specific context. Examples of dishonest behaviour
affected by culture can be found in tax compliance (Andrighetto et al., 2016), avoiding tickets’
payment (Fisman and Miguel, 2007), or bribing an officer (Barr and Serra, 2010), where, in
contrary to lab studies, people from more corrupted countries do exhibit more dishonest be-
haviour. It seems that the decontextualized task fails because the influence of the culture on
the cheating behaviour happens exactly through the context, specifically the social norms that
the context contains. Therefore, social cues seem essential to trigger the dishonest behaviour.

These cues differ between cultures, being dependent on social norms and which (dishonest)



behaviours are deemed acceptable. This hypothesis would also explain why the dishonest be-
haviour is higher in the students’ group than in the coffee shop’s group in the Mann et al.’s

study: the public environment contained social cues that affected the subjects’ behaviour.

Another study corroborating that social norms influence dishonesty when some situational
factors are present investigates the influence of culture on tax evasion (Andrighetto et al.,
2016), comparing in particular Sweden and ltaly, countries that differ in level of corruption.
The results show how many people from Italy, which is a highly corrupted nation, tend to
“fudge” more, meaning they cheat only by a little amount. The Swedish, instead, present a
more extreme behaviour, meaning they either cheat completely or they are completely hon-
est: less people are cheating, but they cheat a lot. Andrighetto et al. used neutral language
and context free tasks in their experiment to compare the behaviour in these countries. They
did not find variation in generalized dishonest behaviour, and the result could be consistent
with the findings in the Mann and colleagues’ study. In fact, Andrighetto et al. did not use a
context to test the cheating behaviour of the subjects and according to Mann et al. the pres-
ence of a context is necessary to activate the cultural internalized norms that affect the cheat-

ing behaviour that would remain dormant otherwise.

Therefore, general dishonest behaviour of people seems to be more similar than expected
across countries. However, when specific acts of dishonesty are tested, for which cultural or
social norms do exist, people seem to behave differently from country to country. They can

even be affected by specific group’s norms (Ariely, 2012).
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In particular, Ariely compared two different “social” groups, bankers and politicians, on their
dishonest behaviour. Bankers cheated twice as much as politicians, while politicians justified
their behaviour because of the advantages that it could bring to everyone else too. In general,
all the factors that make us rationalize the dishonest behaviour, analysing it in another light,

justifying it, lead to an increase in dishonest behaviour (Shalvi et al., 2015; Ayal et al., 2011).

There are some factors that makes it easier to justify a dishonest act. For example, observing
peers behave dishonestly too can give us a sort of approval in behaving the same way (Gino
et al., 2009; Gino & Ayal, 2011). Having a bad opinion regarding the entity we are deceiving or
considering it too authoritative (Fieldman, 2003), can make us think about our dishonest be-

haviour as a noble act of rebellion. Thinking about the “greater good” (Gino et al., 2013), can



justify the dishonest behaviour as an altruistic act, a moral sacrifice made to benefit the oth-
ers. In general, having some sort of ambiguity in the context that can be manipulated to pre-
serve a good image of themselves increased the dishonest behaviour. On the opposite, re-
minders of moral obligations (like reading the 10 commandments before a test) or factors that
make people realize the consequences of the dishonest action, mitigate the cheating behav-
iour (Mazar et al., 2008, Ariely, 2012). These findings together suggest that if peer pressure
affects the dishonest behaviour somehow, it does so through social norms. In particular, ob-
serving unethical behaviour across the group of people with which the subject identifies the
most increases the probability that he will behave dishonestly too, compared to observing the

same behaviour in someone that does not belong to his group (Gino et al., 2009).

If social norms and peer pressure are both factors that influence the dishonesty of an individ-
ual, then we can hypothesize that the need of the individual to conform to norms and to oth-

ers plays a role too.

The most common form of dishonesty naturally observable in a social context is lying behav-
iour: social interactions are founded on lies that smooth the relationships and those social lies
are the majority of the lies that we tell (Mann et al., 2014). Mann and colleagues investigated
how the lying behaviour of a subject can be affected by the general level of lying behaviour of
his social network. They found evidence that the tendency to use social lies transmits across
people belonging to the same cluster. Lying behaviour is socially transmitted, meaning that
people use social lies because they learned it implicitly from the social network in which they
are integrated. They also observed a similar pattern in the tendency to use specific types of
lies in people from the same countries, which makes sense if the country is considered as a
big social network with shared values. If the degree with which people exploit social lies is
affected by the culture of their country, then it makes sense that the more conformists the

society the more these lies will be used.

Together these findings suggest that the tendency to lie in a social context should differ from
country to country, being affected by the different cultures. In particular, this study aims to
investigate whether social conformity increases people’s intention to lie, especially when
these lies are social or white lies. Arguably, a higher tendency to conform should lead to a

more intense use of lying in social contexts, as stated in our hypothesis: people will tend to lie



more when they interact with vignettes containing a social context, compared to neutral vi-
gnettes (H2a); people who have a high social conformity level (score high on the MLAM test)
will have a higher tendency to lie compared to people with a low conformity level (H2b); es-
pecially people who score high on social conformity will have a higher tendency to lie when

interacting with the social vignettes (H2c).

1.2 Theoretical Background: Reaction Times and Tendency to Lie

Reaction times are intended as the time needed for a subject to respond to a certain stimulus,
or to carry out an action. They are widely used in Psychology and Neuromarketing (Ramsay,
2015) to measure certain behavioural or cognitive patterns. If the tendency to lie is indeed
affected by the level of social conformity, does it mean that conformists, being more “used”
to lie, are also faster than non-conformists in dealing with social lies? To reply to this question

an analysis of reaction times is necessary.

Reaction times were already used in relation to lying at the first years of the 20 century (Jung,
1910; Wertheimer, 1906), in a tentative to detect crimes. Thought years, the validity of reac-
tion times in detecting lies was often questioned, to the point that the academic debate
started to lose interest in them (Suchotzki et al., 2017). However, recently the developing of
new theories has given a fresh restart to the discussion about reaction times. Research is now
considering the cognitive effort necessary to lie as an explanation to the longer reaction times
(Vrij et al., 2006, 2011). The theory basically explain how fabricating a lie is a long process for
the brain mechanism, since a new story has to be invented, while checking if the interlocutor
believes it or not. The necessity to suppress the instinct to tell the truth also requires a higher
effort from the brain and plays a role in the longer time needed to lie (Vrij et al., 2006, 2011).

A higher self-control is necessary to lie, resulting in higher reaction times (Mead et al., 2009).

Moreover, a proof of the existence of a relationship between social interactions and lying be-
haviour can be found in the areas of the brain engaged in these two activities. A study discov-
ered that the regions activated in the human brain when people are lying and the regions
activated when interacting in a social context are the same (Abe et al., 2007), suggesting that
the brain considers them as similar processes. Moreover, an analysis of the reaction times
revealed a significant effect of dishonesty, suggesting that deceiving the interrogator actually
required a higher cognitive effort. This could be relevant in proving the existence of an effect

of social conformity on the tendency to lie and on the reaction times when lying.



Moreover, this research proposes to create a better understanding of the correlation between
social thinking (how people operate their choices when those have consequences on, or when
those include, other people), social behaviour (how they proceed to translate these choices
into actions) and the speed of this kind of thinking and behaviour (Ramsgy, 2015). Several
studies have been conducted over the topic, where the reaction times of the subjects are
measured to see if they can be affected by a specific context or if they have a relation with the

choices that the subjects make (Shapiro, 2008; Stewart et al., 2018; Rubinstein, 2007).

Some of them showed how reaction times were a valid indicator of the difficulty of a task and
could be used as an instrument to detect lies (Shapiro, 2008; Suchotzki et al., 2017; Walczyk
et al., 2014). The concept behind all of them is that lying requires more time because first the
truth is recognized, then the brain has to activate the inhibition system to suppress the instinct
to tell it, and then the truth has to be altered to fabricate a lie (Sheridan & Flowers, 2010);
hence lying requires higher self-control, which requires more time and effort to be activated,

resulting in higher reaction times compare to telling the truth (Mead et al., 2009).

Others demonstrated how reaction times can actually be influenced by the context in which
the subjects are immersed and its manipulations (Stewart, 2018). Stewart et al. found that the
context and content of vignettes have an effect on the reaction times. Using vignettes to in-
duce specific emotions in the subjects, they discovered that when the content of the vignettes
was coherent with what the subjects saw around them, their reaction time were shorter,
meaning that the content of the vignettes affected how fast they coped with a task. This
result sustains the possibility that the reaction times will be affected by the social conformity

of the subjects, if we manipulate the content of the vignettes to foster it.

In particular, another study by Van Bockstaele et al. showed how having some “training” in
telling lies can actually reduce the reaction times (Van Bockstaele et al., 2012). In the experi-
ment that Van Bockstaele et al. performed, the subjects with some practice in lying had
shorter reaction times compared to the ones without practice, probably because training re-
duced the cognitive cost and effort of lying. This result provides a useful insight for the hy-
pothesis that conformist people, having more practice in using social lies compared to non-
conformists, will have shorter reaction times of social lies in the vignettes. Knowing that reac-
tion times are subjected to a context effect, then, they will be used to prove that the same

subjects who needed the most the social approval are the ones that lied the most in vignettes

10



with a social context. Regarding reaction times, we hypothesize that people will have shorter
reaction times when they interact with vignettes containing a social context, compared to
neutral vignettes (H3a); individuals who have a high social conformity level (score high on the
MLAM test) will have faster reaction times compared to people with a low conformity level
(H3b), and especially people who score high on social conformity will have faster reaction

times when interacting with the social vignettes (H3c).

2. Methodology and Experimental design

A Qualtrics survey containing the social conformity test, the vignettes and some demographics
was distributed across students through social media platforms. All participants received the
same survey except for the vignettes part, that randomly contained either three “treatment”

|II

vignettes or three “control” ones. In fact, the experiment consisted of two conditions: the
treatment, where subjects received vignettes that contained social cues to trigger the social
conformity and the control, which consisted of vignettes with a context manipulation that was
neutral towards social conformity. The sample was then divided in people who randomly re-
ceived the treatment, 117 participants, and people who received the control condition, 117

participants. In order to test the relation between reaction times and social conformity reac-

tion times when responding to the vignettes’ questions were registered by Qualtrics.

Before distributing the survey across all participants, some previews were distributed to en-
sure the clarity of the questions and survey in general. Based on the feedback on the compre-
hensibility of the structure, “wording” and instructions contained in the questionnaire, the

vignettes text and the demographics’ part were changed before finalizing the survey.

The MLAM test was reported exactly as stated by their creators (Martin, 1984), while the
content of the vignettes was manipulated exploiting the literature on factors that encourage
or discourage social conformity (McKelvey and Kerr, 1988; Salvy et al., 2007; Bordia, 1997,
Bohra and Pandey, 1984) (see Figure 3 in the Appendix). Two dependent variables are included

in the study.

The dependent variables consist of the subjects’ responses to the Vignettes (measured on a
continuous scale from 0 to 100) and their reaction times while replying to the vignettes,
measured in seconds. To obtain the final Vignettes score for each subject, the arithmetic mean

of the three responses to the Vignettes was calculated, as well as the mean of the reaction

11



times to each vignette (intended as the time passed until the subject submits each vignettes

page).

The first independent variable of interest is the individual level of social conformity of the
subjects measured by the MLAM test. The second is the manipulation of the context in the
treatment and control condition, to see if there is an interaction effect with the social con-

formity.

When analysing the relationship between the MLAM score and the vignettes responses, the
subjects were divided in non-conformists (average score from 1 to 3) and conformists (3-5).
An ANOVA analysis was performed to identify the differences in the means of the Treatment
and Control vignettes score over the categories. The MLAM Score is the mean of the responses

to each question of the test for each subject.

A between-subjects design was exploited to find differences in the intention to lie over two
groups of different participants, one received the treatment and one the control. Moreover,
inside each condition, subjects were divided in high conformists and low or non-conformists.
The aim of the study was to find a difference in conformist’s tendency to lie and non-conform-
ist’s tendency to lie, both when they received the treatment and the control. The experiment
wanted to test the effect that both the social conformity of the subjects (low vs high) and the
vignettes context condition (social vs. neutral) had on tendency to lie score (first ANOVA anal-
ysis) and on reaction times (second ANOVA analysis). Moreover, an ANCOVA analysis is per-
formed on sex, age, education, campus affiliation and cultural conformity level of the subjects,

to check if these variables had a moderator effect on the tendency to lie.

2.1 Participants

The subjects were recruited across the Erasmus University students and students from other
Universities through social media channels. Participants filled out a Qualtrics survey containing

the MLAM test, Vignettes, and demographic questions.

In total, 273 participants took part in the experiment. First, the previews (4) and the
incomplete responses (35) were excluded. The final sample consisted of 234 participants (160

females; age 14-81, M = 26.49, SD = 7.98); 117 participants received the vignettes contained

12



in the treatment condition (86 females; age 14-65, M = 26.22, SD = 6.81), 117 received the
ones contained in the control condition (74 female; age 16-81, M = 26.76, SD = 9.01).

2.2 Material

To measure the independent variable, social conformity, the Martin-Larsen Approval Motiva-
tions scale was used. The cultural background of the subjects was also checked to see if it
interfered with the individual social conformity of the subjects. In order to classify the cultures
in conformist and non-conformist the table offered by the Hofstede’s study on the four di-
mensions of the culture was used (Hofstede, 1983). The analysis also checked for an interac-
tion effect between social conformity and the manipulation of the context of the vignettes

(control, treatment).

2.2.1 MLAM test
To define the level of social conformity of the subjects, a MLAM test that measures the sub-
ject’s need for social approval, has been used (Martin, 1984). This test consists of a set of
statements to which the subjects have to agree or disagree based on a 5-points scale
(1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree) (See Appendix, Table 1 for the complete set of state-
ments). The statements are built such that people are coherent with them even when the
framing is reversed, meaning that their written and logic form is sound enough and truly de-
tects people’s behaviours. That means that if they agreed with the sentence “Depending upon
the people involved, | react in the same situation in different ways” they should have disa-
greed with the statement “Depending upon the people involved, | react in the same situation
in the same way”. The higher a person scores on the test, the more he/she feels the need to
conform to others to receive social approval. The reversed items in the MLAM scale are some
statements that describe a non-conformist behaviour opposing the conformist one described
in the other statements, in order to prevent order or scale biases. In this case, a lower score
in a reversed item statement means a higher level of conformism in the subject. For this rea-
son, the scores were reversed meaning that a 1 in this type of statements was transformed in
a5,a2ina4,a4ina2andsoon,to respect the meaning of the scale. (See Appendix, Figure

2 for a list of all the questions in the test).

The scale was tested for quality using Cronbach's alpha. The results showed how the scale is

extremely valid scoring a= 0.89.
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2.2.2 Hofstede’s table
To investigate the effect of culture on people’ lying behaviour, it is necessary to address first
the culture that they consider their own. Since we are interested in the culture that affected
someone most, and this may be different from the nationality of that person, the subjects
were asked to state both their nationality and the culture they considered to have influenced
them most. Nationality was asked only to stress even more to the subjects the difference be-
tween Nationality and culture, so that they would really think about what was the culture they
considered theirs. To prevent a possible priming effect of these cultural questions, the de-

mographics were asked at the end of the test.

To divide the cultures in conformist and non-conformist, the Hofstede’s table that classifies
countries based on four cultural dimensions was used (see Appendix, Table 2). In this case,
the individualism/collectivism of a country was intended as a proxy of its low or non-conform-
ity/high conformity (Bond & Smith, 1996), hence the score of each in this dimension was used

to divide the nations in non-conformist/conformist.

The Hofstede table was exploited as a blueprint for the classification of subjects that come
from a traditionally conformist country and the ones that come from a non-conformists one.
Specifically, the countries with a score over 50 points were considered individualistic, hence
non-conformist, while the ones below 50 points were considered as conformists. The scores
reported were all checked with the updated ones in the website dedicated to the Hofstede’s

study (https://www.hofstede-insights.com/product/compare-countries/).

The dependent variables were two, the tendency to lie in social situation, measured by the

use of some vignettes and reaction times.

2.2.3 Vignettes
Once the subjects were classified for their degree of social conformity, vignettes describing a
social context with cues that trigger social conformity were exploited to investigate their social
lying behaviour. The same methodology was used by Mann and colleagues when they inves-
tigated the social transmission of lying behaviour and by Carlson and Settle to explore how
social conformity played a role in political discussions (Mann et al. 2014; Carlson & Settle,
2016). A vignette describes a hypothetical situation with which the subject can identify, to

investigate behaviours that concern sensitive topics in which the subject could fear to be
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judged negatively. Using them to investigate lying behaviour should mitigate the natural

shame that people feel in admitting their dishonesty.

To build the social context of the vignettes some factors known as cues that trigger social
conformity were used. In particular, the social context of the vignette was manipulated (Carl-
son & Settle, 2010) in the familiarity and identification felt with the group with which the sub-
ject interacted, the way in which he communicated with the group, and the status of his in-
terlocutor. Indeed, several studies found that people conform more to strangers than with
friends (McKelvey and Kerr, 1988; Salvy et al., 2007), they conform more if they interact face-
to-face rather than electronically (Bordia, 1997), and they tend to conform more to the opin-
ions of someone they consider of a higher status (i.e. boss) (Bohra and Pandey, 1984).

Table 3
Factors that manipulate the social conformity of a context

Treatment Control
(high social conformity) (neutral social conformity)
Familiarity of the group Strangers Friends
(McKelvey and Kerr, 1988; Salvy
et al., 2007)
Method of communication Face-to-face Electronically (by phone)
(Bordia, 1997)
Status of the interlocutor Professor Hairdresser
(Bohra and Pandey, 1984)

N.B the specific factors in the treatment and control condition were chosen to be as realistic

and close to the participants as possible.

Two types of vignettes were created: three vignettes (“treatment”) contained factors that
drive social conformity (high conformity social context i.e. interaction with strangers, face-to-

|II

face communication, interaction with a Professor); the other three (“control”) contained fac-
tors that trigger it less (low social conformity context i.e. interaction with friends, phone com-
munication, interaction with a hairdresser). These factors determined when people were
more likely to conform. The expected result was to find people that are more conformist
showing a higher intention to lie when facing the “treatment” vignettes, while the high con-

formity social context should have had less effect on people that do not care about others’

approval. Regarding the low social context vignettes, the expected results predicted that both
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high and low conformist should have shown less the intention to lie when interacting with the

“control” vignettes.

Figure 1
Treatment vignette manipulated with a high social conformity context in the “familiarity” fac-

tor (i.e. “new group of people that you don’t know well”)

Imagine that you are out with a new group of people that you don't know well, you
are chatting and they start talking about a movie that you have seen too. Everyone
else disliked the movie, therefore they are criticizing it while you found it brilliant
and really liked it. What is the chance that in this situation you would agree with
the others despite having a different opinion, from 0 meaning you would never do
it, to 100 meaning you would do it for sure?
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Figure 2
Control vignette manipulated with a neutral social conformity context in the “familiarity” fac-

tor (i.e. “friends”)

Imagine that you are out with your friends, you are chatting and they start talking
about a movie that you have seen too. Everyone else disliked the movie, therefore
they are criticizing it while you found it brilliant and really liked it. What is the
chance that in this situation you would agree with the others despite having a
different opinion, from 0 meaning you would never do it, to 100 meaning you

would do it for sure?
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Further examples of the vignettes can be seen in Figure 3 and 4 in the Appendix.

Treatment and control were randomized such that the same subject could not receive both
the treatment (i.e. strangers) and the control (i.e. friends) version of the same factor (i.e. de-

gree of familiarity and identification with the group).
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In total, six vignettes were used in this study. Three variables (familiarity, modality of commu-
nication, and authority/status) were manipulated, creating either high or low social conform-
ity contexts. In the low social conformity context, participants answered questions about hy-
pothetical situations involving a group of friends, a phone communication and a conversation
with their hairdresser. In the high social conformity context, participants answered questions
about hypothetical situations with a group of strangers, a face-to-face interaction, and a con-
versation with their professor. However, in all the situations described, the opinion of the
protagonist on a general matter, like a movie, was in contrast with the opinion of the other
person or group of people. The participants had to choose how likely they would have lied
and pretended to agree with the group, if the situation was real, knowing that telling the truth

would have meant being the only one in contrast with the group.

2.2.4 Reaction Times

Reaction times can be useful sources of information on how people cope with a situation,
when a cognitive process is involved. Indeed, they capture the cognitive effort required by a
certain action: the more complex the task, the higher the effort necessary to act, the longer
the reaction times (Walczyk et al., 2014). Previous studies showed how the people who were
the best in social skills were also the ones with faster reaction times (Walczyk et al., 2005),
suggesting that people with higher social conformity could show shorter reaction times. Fur-
thermore, reaction times are particularly useful when they are associated with vignettes, be-
cause they can capture how people cope and interact with sensitive themes (Tompkins et al.,
2009; Santor et al., 2000). The combination of vignettes and reaction times is also useful to
study the behavioural response of people to particular stimuli, to understand how much they
are at ease in processing them (Sauer et al., 2011; Fussel et al., 2008; Stewart et al., 2018). To
measure reaction times in our experiment, specific hidden questions in the Qualtrics survey
kept track of the time passed between the start of the vignettes reading and the submission
of the answer to it. The reaction times were then used as a dependent variable, capturing how

much at ease the subjects were in lying, depending on their level of social conformity.

3. Proposed Analysis

A two-way analysis of variance was performed, once verified that the underlying assumptions

for the validity of the analysis were satisfied.
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3.1 Testing the assumptions

Specifically, the dependent variables were continuous, the independent variables categorical
and the observations were independent, since the experiment was conducted through an
online survey that everyone completed alone and only once (the same IP Address could not
take the survey twice). As a result, the participants in each group were different. Furthermore,
the presence of outliers was checked. Only the reaction times presented two outliers: two
values that were four hundred times higher than the average value and were therefore re-
moved from the sample. The normality of the dependent variables was tested by checking
their skewness and kurtosis and a Levene’s test was used to test the homogeneity of variances.
The variables were approximately following a normal distribution, with values of kurtosis close
to 3 (2.99 for the vignettes score, 7.03 for the reaction times) and skewness close to 0 (0.83
for the vignettes score, 1.32 for the reaction times). In particular, reaction times were approx-
imately normally distributed, even if the kurtosis was higher than in a normal distribution,
meaning that the distribution was heavy-tailed (the tails were more flattened than in a normal
distribution), and the skewness was higher too, meaning that the distribution was more asym-

metric than a Gaussian curve, as can be seen in Figure 5.

Figure 5
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Furthermore, the variables were homogeneous in their variances, as showed by the Levene’s

test results (p>0.10 for both vignettes scores and reaction times).
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For each group (conformists/non-conformists in treatment and conformists/non-conformists
in control), the ANOVA analysis compared the mean scores that these groups obtained on a
continuous variable (respectfully the vignettes scores when the treatment condition and the
control were implemented for the first ANOVA analysis and the reaction times when the treat-

ment and control conditions were implemented for the second ANOVA analysis).

4. Results
To test whether the social conformity level of the subjects affected their tendency to lie and
their reaction times in social situations, and to test whether the social conformity level present
in the contextual manipulation of the vignettes affected the tendency to lie and the reaction
times, we performed a two separate two-way ANOVA analyses. These ANOVA analyses were
expected to reveal a positive correlation between the dependent variables “attitude towards
lying” and “reaction times”, observed with the vignettes, and the independent variable “de-
gree of social conformity”, measured with the MLAM test. Moreover, the cultural background
was expected to have a role in shaping the social conformity of the subjects, meaning that
people from conformist countries should have had higher tendencies to lie in the vignettes,
compared to who came from non-conformists countries. To test which method was better to
divide the subjects in high or low conformist, a Pearson correlation test and a two-way ANOVA
analysis were conducted. Both the scenarios were run, to see which variable had the higher

influence on the vignettes score.

4.1 H1: Cultural background

The first hypothesis concerned the link between the cultural social conformity level of the
subjects and their individual conformity level. In particular, it was theorized that the
participants’ conformist culture influenced their individual propensity to conform. Therefore,
to test the presence of a correlation, a Pearson chi-squared test was run. However, the results
(corr(1, N = 234) =-0.09) showed no correlation between the cultural conformity level and the

individual conformity level and the first part of the hypothesis was rejected (H1a).

To see whether the variable that captured the culture of the subjects had a moderator effect
in the interaction between the individual social conformity and the vignettes score, an
ANCOVA analysis with the MLAM score as the independent variable, the vignettes score as the

dependent variable and the cultural background as the covariate was performed. The analysis
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showed no statistically significant interaction (F(1,234)= 0.08; p= 0.77; n2= 0.0003), meaning
the cultural social conformity had no moderator effect on the individual level of conformity.

Hence, the second part of the first hypothesis was rejected too.

Finally, to test which method to split the data had the higher influence on the vignettes scores,
between the MLAM test division and the separation made by cultural social conformity, we
conducted a two-way ANOVA. Results showed how the MLAM test was actually the best
method (F(1, 234)= 21.92; p= 0.000; n2= 0.087) compared to the cultural social conformity
division (F(1,234)= 4.74; p= 0.03; n2= 0.02), as it can be seen by observing the eta-squared.
Eta-squared is a measure of the proportion of variance of the dependent variable, vignettes
score, explained by an effect (the effect of individual or the effect of cultural social conformity
on vignettes score). The larger the values of eta-squared the higher the impact of that varia-
ble’s effect on the dependent variable. Therefore, the division by MLAM score was carried out

in the following analyses (H1c).

4.2 H2: Lying tendency

The second hypothesis postulated that subjects who scored high in the MLAM test would have
also had a higher tendency to lie in the social vignettes. In other words, we expected the vi-
gnettes scores of conformist participants in all the contextual manipulations (high or neutral
conformity context) to be higher than the vignettes scores of the low conformist participants

in all the manipulations.

The two-way ANOVA with vignettes scores as the dependent variable and contextual manip-
ulations and conformity level as independent variables, revealed no effect of the contextual
manipulation (high conformity/neutral condition) over the tendency to lie of the subjects
(F(1,234)=0.19; p=0.66; n2=0.0008). When comparing the sub-scores, we can clearly see how
the different manipulations had no effect on the vignettes scores, since the means and stand-

ard deviations are similar across the different conditions (Table 4).
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Table 4

Sub-scores of the vignettes

Type of vignettes Mean Standard deviations | F p-value n2

Treatment Strangers 30.47 25.78 10.08 0.0019 0.081
Treatment Face-to-face 25.41 25.3 8.58 0.0041 0.069
Treatment Professor 20.84 26.32 15.01 0.0002 0.115
Control Friends 23.12 25.83 7.72 0.0064 0.063
Control Phone 21.97 25.31 3.44 0.0660 0.029
Control Hairdresser 36.37 31.57 6.60 0.0115 0.054

The first part of the second hypothesis (H2a), was then not confirmed.

However, the results showed a statistically significant difference (F(1,234)= 21.92; p< 0.001;
n2=0.08) between high conformists and low conformists’ vignettes scores, with high conform-
ists scoring higher (M= 36.52, SD=22.7) on the vignettes than low conformists (M =22.45, SD=
21.84), when the vignettes scores were aggregated in a single average score. The second part
of the hypothesis was then confirmed (H2b) by the research meaning the more someone is
conformist the more he will tend to lie in social situations, both when the social cues foster
social conformity or not. The social conformity level of the individual actually affects his ten-

dency to use social lies.

The last part of the hypothesis (H2c) was also not confirmed: there was no statistically signif-
icant interaction between the conformity level and the contextual manipulations (high/neu-
tral context) (F(1,234)= 0.26; p= 0.61; n2= 0.001), meaning that the social context manipula-

tion was unsuccessful.

The results of the first ANOVA analysis are reported in the bar graph below (Figure 6). As treat-

ment and control conditions we intended respectfully the contextual manipulation that trig-
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gered social conformity and the neutral contextual manipulation. As the graph shows, the av-
erage tendency to lie (i.e. average vignettes responses), was higher in the high conformists

compared to the low conformists, but consistently similar across treatment and control.

Figure 6

Effect of social conformity levels on tendency to lie
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4.3 H3: Reaction times

The third hypothesis theorized that high conformist subjects, interacting with high social con-
formity vignettes, were also the ones faster in replying to the social vignettes, because their
high tendency to conform would work as a sort of training to interact with that kind of situa-

tions.

Hence, a two-way between-groups analysis of variance was conducted to explore how
different levels of conformity in the subjects could affect their reaction times when they were
responding to the vignettes. The two-way ANOVA with reaction times as the dependent
variable and social conformity level (i.e., MLAM score) and contextual manipulations as the
independent variables, revealed that there was a statistically significant effect of the
contextual manipulations on the reaction times (F(1,232)= 4.17; p= 0.04; n2= 0.018), with
people in the high context manipulation (when social conformity was triggered) (M= 19.03,

SD= 9.12) having shorter reaction times than in the neutral condition (neutral conformity
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context) (M= 21.72, SD= 10.45). The first part of the hypothesis was then confirmed, the

manipulation of the context had an effect on the reaction times (H3a).

The conformity levels also had a marginally significant effect on the reaction times (F(1,232)=
2.73; p= 0.10; n2=0.012), with high conformists people (M= 18.98, SD= 9.92) having shorter
reaction times compared to low conformist ones (M=21.28, SD=9.79), even if the effect was
weak (p= 0.10). The second part of the hypothesis was also confirmed (H3b): even if with a
weaker relation, high conformists are faster in replying to the vignettes compared to low

conformists.

However, there was not a statistically significant interaction effect (F(1,232)= 0.10; p= 0.76;
n2= 0.0004), meaning that the manipulation was again unsuccessful, and the last part of the

hypothesis was rejected (H3c).

The insights of the second ANOVA analysis are reported in the graph below (Figure 4). As the
bar graph shows, the high conformists had lower average reaction times, meaning they were
faster in choosing whether to lie or not in the vignettes compared to the low conformists.
Furthermore, average reaction times were higher in the neutral contextual manipulation (i.e.
control) where no cues that triggered social conformity were given. Overall, the high conform-

ist subjects were faster when interacting with high contextual manipulations.
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Figure 7

Effect of social conformity levels on reaction times
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4.4 Demographics

An additional ANCOVA analysis was performed to test whether the variables Age, Sex,
Education and Campus affiliation had a moderator effect over the relation between the social
conformity and the tendency to lie. The results of the ANCOVA analysis between vignettes
scores, social conformity and age, sex, and education were not significant, meaning that none
of these variables served as a moderator. However, the ANCOVA analysis between vignettes

scores and campus affiliation showed significant results.

In particular, the interaction between social conformity and sex was not significant (F(1,234)=
0.16; p=0.68; n2=0.0007), as well as the interaction between social conformity and education
(F(1,234)= 1.14; p= 0.34; n2= 0.015), social conformity and age (F(1,234)= 0.17; p= 0.68; n2=
0.0007). The only marginally significant interaction was between social conformity and campus

affiliation (F(1,234)= 2.95; p= 0.09; n2= 0.013), with people belonging to the Erasmus
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University campus having higher vignettes scores. However, the high p-value and the

extremely low eta-squared suggest a very weak relation.

5. Discussion
Previous research investigated the relationship between dishonest behaviour and cultural
background, either finding an influence effect (Gachter & Schulz, 2016; Andrighetto et al.,
2016; Fisman and Miguel, 2007; Barr and Serra, 2010) or not (Mazar et al. 2008; Ariely, 2012).
Other studies focused on the factors that can affect the dishonest behaviour (Gino et al., 2009;
Mann et al., 2014), like peer pressure or context manipulations (Carlson & Settle, 2010). Even
more studies examined the relation between culture and social conformity (Milgram, 1961;
Bond & Smith, 1996). However, there was limited literature that blended together all the re-
search fields, investigating the link between social conformity, culture and dishonest behav-

iour.

The present study aimed to cover the gap in the literature, by investigating the relationship
between social conformity, culture and a specific form of dishonest behaviour: social lies. Does
the social conformity level of an individual affect his tendency to lie? Does his cultural back-

ground play a role in the relation?

The results of this study could have important repercussions on the way we think about de-
ception and offer helpful insights for the techniques to detect it. Indeed, if the social conform-
ity of the subjects affects their tendency to lie, it would be useful to take it into account when
trying to detect deception, as a possible factor of disturbance in the process. Being reaction
times one of the most popular techniques, we investigated whether the social conformity of
the individuals distorted their reaction times. Moreover, we checked whether the social con-
formity level present in the context also affected the reaction times and the tendency to lie of

the individuals.

To investigate whether the cultural background was correlated with the social conformity and
tendency to lie of an individual, we based our research on a very interesting theory by Mann
et al., which postulated how the cultural background of people affected their dishonesty by
setting some social norms: these silent rules were implicitly communicated to the subjects
through a context, and established the acceptability of the dishonest act in a specific situation

(Mann et al., 2016). Indeed, other studies demonstrated how culture did affect the dishonest
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behaviour of people in particular situations, like when they evaded taxes (Andrighetto et al.,
2016), when they avoided paying tickets (Fisman and Miguel, 2007), or when they bribed an
officer (Barr and Serra, 2010).

In our research, we wanted to test if the culture affected dishonest behaviour in a new partic-
ular situation: when people conform to others. In particular, we wanted to find whether the
social conformity of individuals was affected by the cultural values of their country, and
whether their propensity to conform affected their tendency to lie in social situations. Due to
the sensibility of the matter, since people consider lying as a negative practice and are reluc-
tant to admit it when they do lie, the experiment was conducted through an anonymous online
survey and the tendency to lie was tested with six vignettes describing hypothetical situations.
The hypothetical scenarios of the vignettes described specific situations in which people in
general feel the need to conform to the others, and contained situational factors (i.e. familiar-
ity, status of the interlocutor, modality of communication) that are known to influence social
conformity and dishonest behaviour (Mann et al., 2016; McKelvey and Kerr, 1988; Salvy et al.,
2007; Bordia, 1997; Bohra and Pandey, 1984).

Indeed, based on the insight that situational factors can affect dishonest behaviour (Mann et
al., 2016) and social conformity (Carlson & Settle, 2010), we wanted to investigate whether
the social conformity level implicitly contained in the social context could also have an effect
on the tendency to lie of the subjects, when it is manipulated through the situational factors,
by communicating the acceptability of lying to conform. Deception used to conform is viewed
in different ways in different cultures, hence culture should affect the tendency to lie in social

situation (through the social norms communicated by the social situation).

However, there was no correlation or moderator effect between the culture of subjects, social
conformity and tendency to lie in our study, in contrast with previous research. Furthermore,
the manipulations of the context through the situational factors did not affect the tendency
to lie of the subjects in any of the further analyses. A possible explanation for the result could
be that the situations described by the vignettes were hypothetical, while the scenarios of the
other studies previously mentioned were real. It could be that the hypothetical scenarios were
not “strong” enough to activate the social norms associated by the participants to that specific
situation, communicating the acceptability of lying in that specific situations. It would be in-

teresting to replicate the experiment using real situations in which people feel the need to
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conform instead of hypothetical ones, to test whether social norms really communicate to the

individuals how to behave.

The cultural background of the subjects had a weaker effect than their individual social con-
formity levels on the tendency to lie, hence the latter was used to investigate the relation
between social conformity and tendency to lie. The following analysis showed how the context
of the vignettes had no effect on the tendency to lie; however, people with a high tendency
to conform were more inclined to lie compared to who had a low tendency to conform. High
conformists showed a higher propensity to lie than low conformists. The result was in line with
a study by Carlson and Settle, who found how a high individual level of social conformity af-
fected negatively the subjects’ willingness to express their true opinion in a political discussion
(Carlson & Settle, 2016), and with the study by Kashy and DePaulo, who found that the more
someone was sociable the higher was his tendency to lie (Kashy & DePaulo, 1996). We further
extended this knowledge by testing how individual social conformity interacted with the ten-
dency to lie (i.e. not expressing the true opinion) of the subjects on a general, neutral issue as

a movie.

Regarding the relation between social conformity and reaction times, we found that they were
affected by both the situational factors presented in the vignettes manipulations and the social
conformity of the subjects. In line with the studies of Stewart et al. we found that the context
of a vignettes can affect the reaction times of the subjects (Stewart et al., 2018): specifically,
we found that a context containing some social cues that fostered social conformity was easier
to process for the subjects, hence they had shorter reaction times when interacting with a high
social conformity context compared with interacting with a neutral context. Moreover, people
with a high individual level of social conformity were faster in replying to social vignettes, hav-
ing shorter reaction times compared to people who had a low level of individual social con-
formity. The result is in line with Walczyk’s studies: the more someone is good in social inter-
actions, the faster he will be in lying (Walczyk et al., 2005). Our research extended this finding,
by linking directly high levels of social conformity with faster reaction times, offering a fast
new method able to detect possible interferences when detecting deception with reaction

times.

Indeed, in order to address for the social conformity interference with reaction times, future

research can simply consider to present the subjects with a MLAM test, to register their level
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of social conformity. The interference of the vignettes content and of the social conformity of

the subjects should be taken into account in future studies involving reaction times.

6. Limitations and further research

Our research presents a few limitations. First, although using a survey to conduct the experi-
ment allowed us to easily test multiple factors simultaneously, it also provided less control on
the conditions in which the experiment was conducted. While we could be sure that the ob-
servations were independent because no one could retake the survey once completed, we

could not check for other external factors that could have distracted the participants.

For instance, we measured the reaction times but the subjects were allowed to stop, do some-
thing else, and then continue the test, meaning that the results could have been misleading.
Moreover, there is no proof that subjects actually told the truth in the survey: they could have
felt ashamed or imagined what the others would have answered and conform to those expec-
tations. Participants could have also predicted the expectations of the researcher, trying to

reply in a way that complied with those.

To solve the problem, an experiment that test the actual lying behaviour of the subjects may
be more suitable for the analysis. For instance, future research could investigate how the so-
cial conformity’s level of the subjects affects their reaction times when lying in general, instead
that in a specific context. In that case the same experiment could be designed, where instead
of replying to vignettes the subjects perform a Stroop task after the MLAM test. The Stroop
task would measure whether subjects with higher social conformity have faster reaction times
to contradicting stimuli. If the tendency to lie is correlated with the social conformity and lying
requires a cognitive effort (Vrij et al., 2006, 2011), and if the more someone lies the more he
will become fast in doing it (Van Bockstaele et al., 2012), then it could be that being conformist

decreases the reaction times in the Stroop task compared to being non-conformist.

Further limitations could derive from the method we used to divide the sample in high con-
formists and low conformists. We used the MLAM scores to identify the two groups, since the
individual social conformity scores had a higher influence on the tendency to lie, compared to

the cultural social conformity levels. However, using categories instead of the raw score of the
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MLAM scale could have resolved in a biased division. The categories were chosen as objec-
tively as possible (1-3 non-conformists or low conformists, 3-5 conformists or high conform-

ists), but dividing the sample in a different way would could have led to different results.

Future research could focus on a new way of measuring the effect of social conformity on the
tendency to lie. What would change in the relation between the lying tendency of the subjects
and their social conformity, when they are additionally primed with social conformity? A study
to investigate in that sense would replicate the experiment of the current research but the
social conformity would be primed in some of the subjects (treatment condition), and not
primed in others. Would the social conformity affect the tendency to lie anyway? Can priming
social conformity increase the tendency to lie? The subjects would receive either a non-con-
formity priming stimulus or a conformity priming stimulus; we could then exploit the same
method used in the first experiment to compare lie tendency in both groups, using the MLAM
test to check their initial level of social conformity. It was already demonstrated that social
conformity can be primed in subjects (Epley & Gilovich, 1999), would it be effective in chang-

ing their tendency to lie too?

7. Conclusions

The present study revealed how a higher level of conformism can result in a higher tendency
to lie in social situations, whether those be neutral or encouraging the individual to conform.
Moreover, the study showed how being more conformist can enhance the ability and the
confidence in lying, resulting in shorter reaction times for people that conform more. Our
findings can offer a better understanding of the factors underlying the tendency to lie and of
those that can influence it. These new insights could help improving the techniques used to

detect deception, in particular reaction times.

29



8. References

Abe, N., Suzuki, M., Mori, E., Itoh, M., & Fuijii, T. (2007). Deceiving others: distinct neural responses
of the prefrontal cortex and amygdala in simple fabrication and deception with social interac-
tions. Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience, 19(2), 287-295.

Alexander, R. D. (1974). The evolution of social behavior. Annual review of ecology and systemat-
ics, 5(1), 325-383.

Andrighetto, G., Zhang, N., Ottone, S., Ponzano, F., D'Attoma, J., & Steinmo, S. (2016). Are some
countries more honest than others? Evidence from a tax compliance experiment in Sweden and
Italy. Frontiers in psychology, 7, 472.

Ariely, D. (2012). Liar, liar. Foreign Policy, (195), 22.

Ariely, D., & Jones, S. (2012). The (honest) truth about dishonesty: How we lie to everyone--espe-
cially ourselves (Vol. 336). New York, NY: HarperCollins.

Asch, S. E. (1955). Opinions and social pressure. Scientific American, 193(5), 31-35.

Ayal, S., & Gino, F. (2011). Honest rationales for dishonest behavior. The social psychology of mo-
rality: Exploring the causes of good and evil. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association,
149-66.

Backbier, E., Hoogstraten, J., & Terwogt-Kouwenhoven, K. M. (1997). Situational Determinants of
the Acceptability of Telling Lies 1. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 27(12), 1048-1062.

Barr, A., & Serra, D. (2010). Corruption and culture: An experimental analysis. Journal of Public
Economics, 94(11-12), 862-869.

Beckes, L., & Coan, J. A. (2011). Social baseline theory: The role of social proximity in emotion and

economy of action. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 5(12), 976-988.
Bernheim, B. D. (1994). A theory of conformity. Journal of political Economy, 102(5), 841-877.

Bohra, K. A., & Pandey, J. (1984). Ingratiation toward strangers, friends, and bosses. The journal of
social psychology, 122(2), 217-222.

Bond, R., & Smith, P. B. (1996). Culture and conformity: A meta-analysis of studies using Asch's
(1952b, 1956) line judgment task. Psychological bulletin, 119(1), 111.

Bordia, P. (1997). Face-to-face versus computer-mediated communication: A synthesis of the ex-
perimental literature. The Journal of Business Communication (1973), 34(1), 99-118.

Burgoon, J. K., & Buller, D. B. (1994). Interpersonal deception: lll. Effects of deceit on perceived
communication and nonverbal behavior dynamics. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 18(2), 155-184.

Byrne, R., & Whiten, A. (1989). Machiavellian intelligence: social expertise and the evolution of

intellect in monkeys, apes, and humans (oxford science publications).

30



Carlson, T. N., & Settle, J. E. (2016). Political chameleons: An exploration of conformity in political
discussions. Political Behavior, 38(4), 817-859.

Cialdini, R. B., & Goldstein, N. J. (2004). Social influence: Compliance and conformity. Annu. Rev.
Psychol., 55, 591-621.

Debey, E., De Schryver, M., Logan, G. D., Suchotzki, K., & Verschuere, B. (2015). From junior to
senior Pinocchio: A cross-sectional lifespan investigation of deception. Acta psychologica, 160, 58-
68.

Epley, N., & Gilovich, T. (1999). Just going along: Nonconscious priming and conformity to social
pressure. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 35(6), 578-589.

Falk, E., Way, B., & Jasinska, A. (2012). An imaging genetics approach to understanding social
influence. Frontiers in human neuroscience, 6, 168.

Feldman, S. (2003). Enforcing social conformity: A theory of authoritarianism. Political psychology,

24(1), 41-74.

Fisman, R., & Miguel, E. (2007). Corruption, norms, and legal enforcement: Evidence from diplo-
matic parking tickets. Journal of Political economy, 115(6), 1020-1048.

Fu, J. H. Y., Morris, M. W., Lee, S. L., Chao, M., Chiu, C. Y., &Hong, Y. Y. (2007). Epistemic motives
and cultural conformity: need for closure, culture, and context as determinants of conflict judg-
ments. Journal of personality and social psychology, 92(2), 191.

Fussell, S. R., Kiesler, S., Setlock, L. D., & Yew, V. (2008, March). How people anthropomorphize
robots. In Human-Robot Interaction (HRI), 2008 3rd ACM/IEEE International Conference on (pp.
145-152). IEEE.

Gino, F., Ayal, S., & Ariely, D. (2009). Contagion and differentiation in unethical behavior: The effect
of one bad apple on the barrel. Psychological science, 20(3), 393-398.

Gino, F., Ayal, S., & Ariely, D. (2013). Self-serving altruism? The lure of unethical actions that benefit
others. Journal of economic behavior & organization, 93, 285-292.

Griskevicius, V., Goldstein, N. J., Mortensen, C. R., Cialdini, R. B., & Kenrick, D. T. (2006). Going
along versus going alone: when fundamental motives facilitate strategic (non) conformity. Journal

of personality and social psychology, 91(2), 281.

Herrmann, E., Call, J., Hernandez-Lloreda, M. V., Hare, B., & Tomasello, M. (2007). Humans have
evolved specialized skills of social cognition: The cultural intelligence hypothesis. sci-
ence, 317(5843), 1360-1366.

Hofstede, G. (1983). National cultures in four dimensions: A research-based theory of cultural dif-

ferences among nations. International Studies of Management & Organization, 13(1-2), 46-74.

Jung, C. G. (1910). The association method. The American journal of psychology, 21(2), 219-269.

31



Kashy, D. A., & DePaulo, B. M. (1996). Who lies?. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 70(5), 1037.

Kim, H., & Markus, H. R. (1999). Deviance or uniqueness, harmony or conformity? A cultural anal-
ysis. Journal of personality and social psychology, 77(4), 785.

Mann, H., Garcia-Rada, X., Hornuf, L., Tafurt, J., & Ariely, D. (2016). Cut from the same cloth:
Similarly dishonest individuals across countries. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 47(6), 858-
874.

Mann, H., Garcia-Rada, X., Houser, D., & Ariely, D. (2014). Everybody else is doing it: Exploring

social transmission of lying behavior. PloS one, 9(10), e109591.

Martin, H. J. (1984). A revised measure of approval motivation and its relationship to social desira-
bility. Journal of personality assessment, 48(5), 508-519.

Mazar, N., Amir, O., & Ariely, D. (2008). The dishonesty of honest people: A theory of self-concept

maintenance. Journal of marketing research, 45(6), 633-644.

McKelvey, W., & Kerr, N. H. (1988). Differences in conformity among friends and strangers. Psy-
chological Reports, 62(3), 759-762.

Mead, N. L., Baumeister, R. F., Gino, F., Schweitzer, M. E., & Ariely, D. (2009). Too tired to tell the
truth: Self-control resource depletion and dishonesty. Journal of experimental social psychol-
ogy, 45(3), 594-597.

Milgram, S. (2011). Which Nations Conform Most? An account of Stanley Milgram's experiments
from 1962, in which Norwegians and Frenchmen were separately subjected to synthetic group pres-
sure. Scientific American.

Murray, D. R., Trudeau, R., & Schaller, M. (2011). On the origins of cultural differences in conformity:
Four tests of the pathogen prevalence hypothesis. Personality and Social Psychology Bulle-
tin, 37(3), 318-329.

Pallant, J. F. (2007). SPSS survival manual: A step-by-step guide to data analysis with SPSS. New
York, NY: McGrath Hill. Google Scholar.

Ramsgy, T. Z. (2015). Introduction to neuromarketing & consumer neuroscience. Neurons Inc..

Rand, D. G., Greene, J. D., & Nowak, M. A. (2012). Spontaneous giving and calculated greed. Na-
ture, 489(7416), 427.

Reader, S. M., & Laland, K. N. (2002). Social intelligence, innovation, and enhanced brain size in

primates. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 99(7), 4436-4441.

Rilling, J. K., Gutman, D. A., Zeh, T. R., Pagnoni, G., Berns, G. S., & Kilts, C. D. (2002). A neural

basis for social cooperation. Neuron, 35(2), 395-405.

32



Rubinstein, A. (2007). Instinctive and cognitive reasoning: A study of response times. The Economic
Journal, 117(523), 1243-1259.

Salvy, S. J., Jarrin, D., Paluch, R., Irfan, N., & Pliner, P. (2007). Effects of social influence on eating
in couples, friends and strangers. Appetite, 49(1), 92-99.

Santor, D. A., Messervey, D., & Kusumakar, V. (2000). Measuring peer pressure, popularity, and
conformity in adolescent boys and girls: Predicting school performance, sexual attitudes, and sub-
stance abuse. Journal of youth and adolescence, 29(2), 163-182.

Sauer, C. G., Auspurg, K., Hinz, T., & Liebig, S. (2011). The application of factorial surveys in general
population samples: The effects of respondent age and education on response times and response

consistency.

Shalvi, S., Gino, F., Barkan, R., & Ayal, S. (2015). Self-serving justifications: Doing wrong and feel-

ing moral. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 24(2), 125-130.

Shapiro, M. S., Siller, S., & Kacelnik, A. (2008). Simultaneous and sequential choice as a function
of reward delay and magnitude: normative, descriptive and process-based models tested in the
European starling (Sturnus vulgaris). Journal of Experimental Psychology: Animal Behavior Pro-
cesses, 34(1), 75.

Stewart, S. L., Schepman, A., Haigh, M., McHugh, R., & Stewart, A. J. (2018). Affective theory of
mind inferences contextually influence the recognition of emotional facial expressions. Cognition
and Emotion, 1-16.

Suchotzki, K., Verschuere, B., Van Bockstaele, B., Ben-Shakhar, G., & Crombez, G. (2017). Lying
takes time: A meta-analysis on reaction time measures of deception. Psychological Bulletin, 143(4),
428.

Tompkins, K. B., Martz, D. M., Rocheleau, C. A., & Bazzini, D. G. (2009). Social likeability, conform-
ity, and body talk: Does fat talk have a normative rival in female body image conversations?. Body
Image, 6(4), 292-298.)

Van Bockstaele, B., Verschuere, B., Moens, T., Suchotzki, K., Debey, E., & Spruyt, A. (2012). Learn-

ing to lie: effects of practice on the cognitive cost of lying. Frontiers in psychology, 3, 526.

Vrij, A., & Mann, S. (2004). Detecting deception: The benefit of looking at a combination of behav-
ioral, auditory and speech content related cues in a systematic manner. Group Decision and Nego-
tiation, 13(1), 61-79.

Vrij, A., Fisher, R., Mann, S., & Leal, S. (2006). Detecting deception by manipulating cognitive
load. Trends in cognitive sciences, 10(4), 141-142.

Vrij, A., Granhag, P. A,, Mann, S., & Leal, S. (2011). Outsmarting the liars: Toward a cognitive lie

detection approach. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 20(1), 28-32.

33



Vrticka Pascal, “Evolution of the ‘Social Brain’ in Humans: What Are the Benefits and Costs of Be-

longing to a Social Species?”, The Huffingtonpost, 2013. https://www.huffingtonpost.com/pascal-

vrticka/lhuman-social-development b 3921942.html

Walczyk, J. J., Harris, L. L., Duck, T. K., & Mulay, D. (2014). A social-cognitive framework for un-
derstanding serious lies: Activation-decision-construction-action theory. New Ideas in Psychol-
ogy, 34, 22-36.

Walczyk, J. J., Schwartz, J. P., Clifton, R., Adams, B., Wei, M. I. N., & Zha, P. (2005). Lying person-
to-person about life events: A cognitive framework for lie detection. Personnel Psychology, 58(1),
141-170.

Wertheimer, M. (1906). Experimentelle Untersuchungen zur Tatbestandsdiagnostik. Inaugural Dis-

sertation, Wurzburg. Archiv fur die gesamte Psychologie, 6, 59-131.

34


https://www.huffingtonpost.com/pascal-vrticka/human-social-development_b_3921942.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/pascal-vrticka/human-social-development_b_3921942.html

9. Appendices
1) Table 1

Questions contained in the Martin-Larsen Approval Motivation scale (MLAM)

1. | Depending upon the people involved, | react to the same situations in different ways. (.97)

2. | I would rather be myself than be well thought of. (.88, .73)

3. | Many times | feel like just flipping a coin in order to decide what | should do. (.91)

4. | | change my opinion (or the way that | do things) in order to please someone else. (.72)

5. | In order to get along and be liked, | tend to be what people expect me to be. (.91)

6. | I find it difficult to talk about my ideas if they are contrary to group opinion. (.78)

7. | One should avoid doing things in public which appear to be wrong to others, even though
one knows that he is right. (.75)

8. | Sometimes | feel that | don’t have enough control over the direction that my life is taking.
(.91)

9. | ltis better to be humble than assertive when dealing with people. (.78)

10. | I am willing to argue only if | know that my friends will back me up. (88)

11. | If | hear that someone expresses a poor opinion of me, | do my best the next time that |
see this person to make a good impression. (.94)

12. | I seldom feel the need to make excuses or apologize for my behavior. (.88, .73)

13. | It is not important to me that | behave “properly” in social situations. (.94, .83)

14. | The best way to handle people is to agree with them and tell them what they want to
hear. (.84)

15. | It is hard for me to go on with my work if | am not encouraged to do so. (.78)

16. | If there is any criticism or anyone says anything about me, | can take it. (.84, .73)

17. | Itis wise to flatter important people. (.81)

18. | I am careful at parties and social gatherings for fear that | will do or say things that others
won'’t like. (.81)

19. | l usually do not change my position when people disagree with me. (.91, .93)

20. | How many friends you have depends on how nice a person you are. (.84)

Note : Responses categories : Disagree Strongly (1). Disagree (2). No opinion (3). Agree (4).

Agree Strongly (5).

N.B. The reversed items were the statements number 2, 12, 13, 16, 19.

Martin (1984) “A Revised Measure of Approval Motivation and Its Relationship to Social De-

sirability”, Table 1, p. 511.
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2) Table 2

Hofstede’s classification of countries based on their level of individualism

Individualism

Country Idex Rank
(IDV)
Arab Ctrs . 38 (25)
Australia 90 49
Austria 55 33
Belgium 75 43
Canada 80 46-47
Denmark 74 42
France 71 40-41
Germany (F.R.) 67 36
Great Britain 89 48
Greece 35 22
Hong Kong 25 16
Indonesia 14 6-7
India 48 30
Ireland 70 39
Israel 54 32
Italy 76 44
Korea(s.) 18 11
Malaysia 26 17
Netherlands 80 46-47
Norway 69 38
Pakistan 14 6-7
Peru 16 9
Philippines 32 21
Portugal 27 18-19
South Africa 65 35
Spain 51 31
Sweden 71 40-41
Thailand 20 13-14
U.S.A. 91 50

Hofstede (1983), “National cultures in four dimensions: A research-based theory of cultural

differences among nations.”, Table 1, p.52.
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3) Figure 4
Vignettes examples: high social conformity contextual manipulation (Treatment)

a) Familiarity of the group manipulation (McKelvey and Kerr, 1988; Salvy et al., 2007)

Imagine that you are out with a new group of people that you don't know well, you
are chatting and they start talking about a movie that you have seen too. Everyone
else disliked the movie, therefore they are criticizing it while you found it brilliant
and really liked it. What is the chance that in this situation you would agree with
the others despite having a different opinion, from O meaning you would never do
it, to 100 meaning you would do it for sure?

0 10 20 30 40 a0 60 7o a0 a0 100

b) Method of communication manipulation (Bordia, 1997)

Imagine that you are talking face-to-face with someone, you are chatting and
he/she starts talking about a movie that you have seen too. He/she disliked the
movie, therefore he/she is criticizing it while you found it brilliant and really liked it.
What is the chance that in this situation you would agree with him/her despite
having a different opinion, from 0 meaning you would never do it, to 100 meaning

you would do it for sure?
0 1 20 30 40 S50 €0 7O 80 90 100

c) Status of the interlocutor manipulation (Bohra and Pandey, 1984)

Imagine that you are talking with your Professor in class, you are chatting and
he/she starts talking about a movie that you have seen too. He/she disliked the
movie, therefore he/she is criticizing it while you found it brilliant and really liked it.
What is the chance that in this situation you would agree with him/her despite
having a different opinion, from 0 meaning you would never do it, to 100 meaning

you would do it for sure?
0 W 2 30 40 S50 60 70 B0 90 100
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4) Figure 5
Vignettes examples: low social conformity contextual manipulation (Control)

a) Familiarity of the group manipulation (McKelvey and Kerr, 1988; Salvy et al., 2007)

Imagine that you are out with your friends, you are chatting and they start talking
about a movie that you have seen too. Everyone else disliked the movie, therefore
they are criticizing it while you found it brilliant and really liked it. What is the
chance that in this situation you would agree with the others despite having a
different opinion, from 0 meaning you would never do it, to 100 meaning you
would do it for sure?

0 10 20 a0 40 50 60 7o 80 a0 100

b) Method of communication manipulation (Bordia, 1997)

Imagine that you are messaging on the phone with someone, you are chatting and
he/she starts talking about a movie that you have seen too. He/she disliked the
movie, therefore he/she is criticizing it while you found it brilliant and really liked it.
What is the chance that in this situation you would agree with him/her despite
having a different opinion, from O meaning you would never do it, to 100 meaning
you would do it for sure?

0 10 20 a0 40 a0 a0 70 80 a0 100

c) Status of the interlocutor manipulation (Bohra and Pandey, 1984)

Imagine that you are at the hairdresser and you start talking with him/her, you are
chatting and he/she starts talking about a movie that you have seen too. He/she
disliked the movie, therefore he/she is criticizing it while you found it brilliant and
really liked it. What is the chance that in this situation you would agree with
him/her despite having a different opinion, from O meaning you would never do it,
to 100 meaning you would do it for sure?

0 10 20 30 40 a0 60 7o a0 a0 100
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