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Three studies support the hypothesis that observers’ impressions of actors reflect not only what actors do but
also what they can easily be imagined doing. Participants in Studies 1 and 2 observed a 10-year-old boy take
a math test in a context in which the incentive to cheat and the constraints against cheating varied. When the
incentive to cheat was high but the likelihood of getting caught was also high, observers perceived a target who
resisted the temptation to cheat as less honest than the average boy. This effect was not found when the
incentive to cheat was low, which suggests that its occurrence under high temptation resulted from observers
in that condition generating the counterfactual thought that the target would have cheated had the likelihood
of detection been low. Study 3 further supported the link between spontaneous counterfactual thought and
inferences of dishonesty. The implications of the counterfactual correspondence bias are discussed.
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We estimate a man by imagining what he would do in various
situations. (Mead, 1934, p. 105)

People virtually never encounter someone without expectations
of how he or she will behave. Moreover, the expectations that
people bring to their interpersonal encounters, whether they are
based on beliefs about the situation or about the target, are noto-
riously powerful (Jones, 1990; Miller & Turnbull, 1986; Trope,
1986). They guide every aspect of the person perception process,
including which features of the actor’s behavior are attended to,
how the actor’s behavior is identified or categorized, and how the
actor’s behavior is explained (Olson, Roese, & Zanna, 1996).

Beliefs or naive theories guide more than the precomputed expect-
ancies that observers bring with them to the interpersonal encounter,
however. They also guide the postcomputed expectancies (counter-
factual norms) that observers generate during the encounter (Kahne-
man & Miller, 1986). To illustrate the distinction between precom-
puted and postcomputed expectancies, consider how each might

contribute to feelings of disappointment in an unsuccessful job appli-
cant. To begin with, the applicant can be expected to experience
disappointment to the extent that her beliefs led her to feel that she
would be successful. Even if the applicant expected to be unsuccess-
ful, however, she still can be expected to experience disappointment
to the extent that her beliefs led her to feel that she came very close
to being successful, despite her initial pessimism. Her disappointment
in the first instance derives from the contrast between her outcome
and a precomputed expectancy, and in the second instance it derives
from the contrast between her outcome and a postcomputed expect-
ancy or counterfactual construction. Postcomputed expectancies, like
their precomputed counterparts, powerfully influence perceptual and
affective reactions to the behavior of others, including the explanation
provided for the actor’s behavior, the degree of blame assigned to the
actor for the outcomes caused by his or her behavior, and the degree
of sympathy or hostility evoked by the actor (Roese, 1997).

The present research seeks to show that the postcomputed or
counterfactual thoughts evoked by a target’s behavior affect even
the most central aspect of the person perception process: trait
inference. That observers insufficiently weight information about
situational forces when interpreting another’s behavior is virtually
axiomatic in social psychology (Gilbert, 1998; Ross, 1977). As
Heider (1958) memorably put it, “Behavior engulfs the field” (p.
54). We contend that counterfactual behavior (images of what
might have been) can also engulf the field and lead to unwarranted
person inferences. That is, observers draw unwarranted disposi-
tional inferences not only from actual behavior that could be
explained by situational inducements but also from imagined be-
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havior that situational inducements bring to mind. For example,
the inference that a person is dishonest may not require that the
person be observed acting dishonestly; it may be sufficient that the
person be observed in a situation that evokes images of another
situation in which he or she likely would have acted dishonestly.

The Counterfactual Correspondence Bias

The correspondence bias and what we term the counterfactual
correspondence bias both stem from people’s tendency to treat
nondiagnostic behavioral information as though it were diagnostic.
Observers commit the correspondence bias when they lose sight of
the fact that the information they have about the target suggests
that he or she acted as the average person would in that situation
and therefore should not be taken as evidence that he or she is
nonaverage. Observers commit the counterfactual correspondence
bias when they lose sight of the fact that the (counterfactual)
information they have about the target was generated by their
assumptions about the average person and therefore should not be
taken as evidence that the target is nonaverage. The correspon-
dence bias reflects people’s inclination to infer dispositions from
behavior that actors actually engaged in, but under conditions in
which they could not have done otherwise. The counterfactual
correspondence bias reflects people’s inclination to infer disposi-
tions from behavior that actors did not actually engage in but very
well might have had the situation been different.

To illustrate the counterfactual correspondence bias at work,
imagine watching a 10-year-old boy in a test situation in which the
incentive to cheat is high but so are the chances of getting caught.
Imagine further that you believe (a) that the average 10-year-old
boy would cheat in this situation if he did not think he would get
caught and (b) that virtually no 10-year-old boy would cheat in this
situation if he thought he would get caught. How might you
respond to the fact that this particular boy resisted cheating? Given
that you did not expect him to cheat under these circumstances, his
behavior should not surprise you. That is, it should not evoke
contrasting images of different (more likely) behavior in the ob-
served situation. What it might very well evoke, however, are
thoughts of different (more likely) behaviors in the counterfactual
situation in which the boy did not fear detection. You might, for
instance, find yourself entertaining such thoughts as, “He’s only
behaving himself because he does not want to get caught.” The
consequence of having counterfactual thoughts of dishonest be-
havior, we propose, is that you will draw the inference that the
target is inclined to dishonesty. In effect, you will treat the coun-
terfactual evidence you have as though it were factual evidence.

The three studies that follow were designed to demonstrate the
counterfactual correspondence bias as well as to probe the pro-
cesses underlying it. All three studies use an experimental setting
modeled after the example described above.

Study 1

Study 1 sought to demonstrate that observers’ thoughts of what
a person might have done had the situation been different can
affect the trait inferences they draw about the person. Participants
were shown videotapes of two targets in a situation in which there
was a strong incentive to act dishonestly. For one target, a pow-
erful situational constraint against acting dishonestly was present

(a video surveillance camera); for the other, there was no such
situational constraint. The target resisted the temptation to act
dishonestly in both situations.

The design permits the test of two hypotheses. The first is that the
target who resists acting dishonestly under low constraint will be
judged more honest than the target who resists acting dishonestly
under high constraint. This hypothesis was first tested by Strickland
(1958) in his classic study on surveillance and trust and derives from
the fact that the cause of the former target’s behavior is less ambig-
uous than is the cause of the latter target’s behavior (Kelley, 1971).
Specifically, although there are two plausible explanations for the
constrained target’s behavior (i.e., dispositional honesty or external
constraints against behaving dishonestly), there is only one explana-
tion for the unconstrained target’s behavior (i.e., dispositional
honesty).

According to Strickland’s (1958) and Kelley’s (1971) analyses, the
greater honesty attributed to the unconstrained than to the constrained
target (the Strickland effect) reflects the fact that something positive
has been inferred about the former target in this regard, whereas
nothing has been inferred about the latter target. Our analysis of the
counterfactual correspondence bias, however, suggests that not all the
inferential action that occurs in this situation pertains to the uncon-
strained target. It is true that observers will draw positive inferences
about the unconstrained target, but they also will draw negative
inferences about the constrained target. Thus, our second hypothesis
predicts that observers will perceive a constrained target who resists
acting dishonestly not only as less honest than an unconstrained target
but also as less honest than the average person.

Method

Participants

Forty-four undergraduates participated individually in partial fulfillment
of a course requirement. The study was advertised as being concerned with
nonverbal communication and body posture.

Procedure

When participants arrived at the laboratory they were seated and given
the following description of the study.

The current study is concerned with nonverbal behavior. Specifically, we
are interested in identifying nonverbal cues and body posture that may be
associated with cheating behaviors. In order to examine this, we brought
schoolchildren (ages 6–18) into the lab and, using a hidden camera,
videotaped them completing a set of 16 math problems. The correct
answers to these math problems were placed on the board directly behind
the children. The children were told that they were going to receive $1 for
every correct answer they were able to get in the time allowed. Inten-
tionally, we made the time limit short so as not to allow the children
enough time to successfully complete all the questions.

We randomly told half of the children about the hidden camera (this
was accomplished by simply telling every other child who entered the lab
about the camera). As a result, the child was only aware of being
videotaped if the experimenter directly told him. We now have to review
these tapes to analyze the behavior of the children. In order to do this
effectively we need to have a large number of blind reviewers (i.e.,
people who do not know anything about the children in the study). As a
result, we are utilizing students in the subject pool to review the video-
tapes for us. This will be your “role” in the experiment.

118 MILLER, VISSER, AND STAUB



What you are about to do is simply watch videotapes of the children
completing the math problems. Specifically, you will be watching
10–11 year olds because of the high occurrence of cheating discov-
ered in that age group. You will watch 3 such tapes (out of hundreds
of possible tapes), lasting approximately 2 min. If time allows, we will
show you more tapes of other children. Please watch the tapes
carefully and mentally note any behaviors you see—especially those
that may be associated with cheating traits. We will not show you
actual acts of cheating. Rather we are interested in your ability to pick
up behavior that may be diagnostic of cheating (very subtle behaviors
that may, e.g., help teachers better monitor cheating behavior).

We realize that this is a very difficult task. We only ask that you
observe the children carefully and do the best you can on the questions
that follow. Some of the questions will be opinion questions—answer
these as honestly as you can. Other questions will actually have a
correct answer (e.g., Which child was rated by his teacher as most
curious?). We realize this may seem very difficult but please do the
best you can—most people do surprisingly well.

On the top of the screen will be the child’s name and whether or not
he was aware of the hidden camera—please make sure you remember
which students were aware of the camera and which ones were not.

Please read the background information now and look over the
questionnaire. We want you to be familiar with the questions we plan
to ask before we begin showing the tapes. After you have done this,
we will start with the first tape.

Participants were then shown a page of background information (place of
birth, parents, siblings, musical background, and math and reading levels,
which were always average) on each of three boys, along with a photograph.

Stimulus tapes. Once they had completed reading the background
information, participants were shown the videotapes without the sound.
They had been told that they would see three tapes, but after the first two
were finished the experimenter explained that he was running late and
would not show them the third tape so that they could complete the next
phase of the study. In counterbalanced order, one of the tapes displayed the
label “aware of video” along with the child’s name at the top, and one
displayed the label “unaware of video” along with the child’s name at the
top. Each clip showed one of three 10-year-old male confederates actually
working on math questions, with the answers prominently displayed on the
board behind him. None of the confederates turned around to look at the
answers on the board. The particular child who appeared as the target in
each condition (aware, unaware, control) was counterbalanced.

Dependent measures. At the completion of the two clips, participants
were asked to complete a questionnaire that asked about all three targets.
The experimenter told the participants that he realized they had not had the
opportunity to see the tape of the third boy but asked them to try their best
to answer the questions posed. The questionnaire began with some general
filler questions about the targets. It then asked participants to indicate on a
7-point scale how likely they thought it was that the monitored target
would have cheated on the test had he not known about the video camera.

Participants were next told that we had compiled personality profiles of
the boys on the basis of their schoolteachers’ ratings of each boy on various
characteristics and personality traits. The participants were then presented
with a list of traits and asked to indicate which boy they thought had
received the highest teacher rating for each trait. Embedded in the longer
list were four key traits: (a) trustworthy, (b) dishonest, (c) deceitful, and (d)
dependable. Next, participants were presented with a series of hypothetical
positive and negative behaviors. For each behavior, participants were asked
to indicate which of the three targets they thought was the one most likely
to have performed the behavior. Embedded in the longer list were two key
behaviors: (a) getting caught stealing money out of another student’s book
bag and (b) returning a lost wallet with money in it.

Following this measure, participants were presented with each possible
pairing of the boys and in each case were asked to indicate which of the two
they would choose to supervise in a future testing situation. Next, participants

were told that a typical student in this age group would be expected to correctly
complete approximately 8 of the 16 math problems that were presented to the
boys. With this in mind, participants were asked to estimate how many of the
problems each of the targets had answered correctly.

Finally, to assess the effectiveness of the manipulations, we asked partici-
pants to indicate which one of the two boys they had observed knew he was
being videotaped and which one did not, as well as how we decided who was
told he was being videotaped and who was not. Once the participants had
completed the questionnaire, they were probed for suspicion and debriefed.

Results

Manipulation Check

All participants correctly identified which actor was aware that
he was being videotaped and correctly noted that the decision of
whom to tell and whom not to tell was made randomly.

Evidence of the Strickland Effect

Did participants view a temptation-resisting target as more
honest when he was unaware he was being monitored than when
he was aware? We addressed this question in two ways.

Choice for supervision. To assess the perceived honesty of the
two targets, we first compared the number of nominations each
target received when participants were asked to indicate which of
the two targets they would choose to supervise in the future if they
could only supervise one of them. Replicating Strickland (1958),
participants faced with the choice of supervising the monitored
target or the unmonitored target overwhelmingly chose the former
(75% vs. 25%), �2(1, N � 44) � 11.00, p � .001.

Predictions about honesty. In pursuit of further evidence of the
Strickland effect, we examined the participants’ nominations of the
target they thought was most likely (a) to be seen by his teachers as
trustworthy, (b) to be seen by his teachers as dependable, and (c) to
return a lost wallet with money in it. The responses to these questions
were combined to create an honesty index for each target that could
range from 0 to 3 (Cronbach’s � � .74). Consistent with predictions,
the honesty index for the unmonitored target (M � 1.86) was signif-
icantly higher than that for the monitored target (M � 0.73), t(43) �
3.61, p � .001. The unmonitored target was also perceived to be more
honest than the control target (M � 0.41), t(43) � 5.61, p � .001. The
honesty indices for the monitored target and the control target did not
differ significantly, t(43) � 1.42.1

Evidence of the Counterfactual Correspondence Bias

Did participants view a temptation-resisting target who was
aware he was being monitored as more dishonest than a control
target about whom they had no behavioral information? We ad-
dressed this question in two ways.

1 The nomination measure (i.e., the selection of one target from three)
proved to be sensitive to differences between the most highly nominated target
and the other two targets but not to differences between the latter two targets.
The reason for this is that there were very few nominations of targets other than
the unmonitored target on the honesty items and other than the monitored
target on the dishonesty items. This means that differences between the
monitored and control targets on the honesty index and between the unmoni-
tored and control targets on the dishonesty index are not especially interesting.
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Choice for supervision. To determine whether participants
concluded that the monitored target was more dishonest than the
average boy his age, we first compared the number of nominations
he received from participants when they were asked to indicate
whether they would choose to supervise him or the control target
in the future. Consistent with predictions, faced with a choice of
supervising the monitored target or the control target, participants
chose the former (73% vs. 27%), �2(1, N � 44) � 9.09, p � .01.

It appears that participants’ previously reported belief that the
monitored target warranted closer supervision than the unmoni-
tored target reflected at least partly their belief that the evidence
they had suggested that the latter was dishonest and not simply that
the former was honest. Stated differently, the present results sug-
gest that participants’ decision about the target most in need of
future supervision was not made without prejudice toward the
monitored target and rests at least partly on their inference, in
addition to their inference that the unmonitored target was honest,
that the monitored target was dishonest.

Predictions about dishonesty. In pursuit of further evidence of a
counterfactual correspondence bias, we examined the participants’
nominations of the target they thought was most likely (a) to be seen
by his teachers as dishonest, (b) to be seen by his teachers as deceitful,
and (c) to be caught stealing money out of another student’s book bag.
The responses to these questions were combined to form a dishonesty
index for each target that could range from 0 to 3 (Cronbach’s � �
.87). Consistent with predictions, the dishonesty index for the moni-
tored target (M � 1.84) was significantly higher than that for the
unmonitored target (M � 0.43), t(44) � 4.72, p � .001. More
important, the monitored target was also perceived to be more dis-
honest than the control target (M � 0.73), t(44) � 3.25, p � .002.
Perceptions of the unmonitored and control targets did not differ
significantly, t(44) � 1.29.

Ability Attribution

In addition to assessing participants’ impressions of the targets’
character, we also assessed their estimates of the targets’ ability at
math by examining the number of math problems they thought each
of the three targets had correctly answered. (Recall that participants
had been told that the average number of problems answered correctly
by children of this age group was eight.) Participants estimated that
the unmonitored target had scored significantly higher (M � 8.70)
than the monitored target, (M � 6.91), t(43) � 3.45, p � .001.
Furthermore, participants estimated that the unmonitored target had
scored significantly higher than the test average, t(43) � 2.03, p �
.05, and that the monitored target had scored significantly lower than
both the test average, t(43) � 2.81, p � .01, and the control target
(M � 8.07), t(43) � 3.13, p � .01.2

The finding that participants predicted that the unmonitored target
had done better than average on the math test is reasonable in light of
the fact that the target chose not to cheat on the test when he had the
opportunity to do so. The finding that participants thought the mon-
itored target had done worse than average is not intuitively obvious,
but it is consistent with our reasoning. We assumed that, when
observing the monitored target, observers would generate the thought
that he would have cheated were he not monitored, a thought that, in
addition to making the target seem like a cheater, would likely raise
doubts about his ability. Consistent with this assumption, the more
likely observers thought it was that the monitored target would have

cheated if not monitored, the worse they expected him to have done
on the test (r � �.48, p � .001).

Counterfactual Thoughts and Target Evaluation

The monitored target. The prediction that participants would
perceive the monitored target to be more dishonest than the control
target was based on the assumption that participants, while viewing
the monitored target, would generate the thought that he would have
cheated (i.e., looked at the answers behind him) were it not for his
knowledge that he was being monitored. Consistent with the proposed
analysis, the more confident participants were that the monitored
target would have cheated if he were not monitored, (a) the more
likely they were to choose him rather than the control target for future
supervision (r � .43, p � .01), (b) the higher the dishonesty score they
assigned him (r � .66, p � .001), and (c) the fewer math problems
they estimated he got correct on the test (r � �.48, p � .001).

The unmonitored target. The source of participants’ counterfac-
tual thoughts about the monitored target was presumed to be their
theory of the situation, or, more specifically, their estimate of the
inclination of the average 10-year-old boy to cheat in the experimental
situation. As a consequence, we predicted that the strength of the
cheating counterfactual would be correlated with the impressions that
participants formed of the unmonitored target as well as those they
formed of the monitored target. Specifically, the more likely a par-
ticipant’s theory suggested it was that the monitored target would
have cheated if he had not been monitored, the more favorably
impressed the participant should have been by the unmonitored target,
who refrained from cheating despite his belief that he was not being
monitored. Indeed, the more confident participants were that the
monitored target would have cheated if not monitored, (a) the less
likely they were to choose the unmonitored target over the control
target for future supervision (r � �.30, p � .05) and (b) the higher
was the honesty score they assigned to him (r � .51, p � .001). The
strength of the counterfactual was unrelated to participants’ estimates
of the unmonitored target’s math ability (r � �.01).

Discussion

Study 1 yields two principal findings. First, it provides a conceptual
replication of Strickland (1958) by showing that participants viewed
a child who resisted the temptation to cheat when he did not know that
he was being monitored as more honest than they did one who knew
he was being monitored. Second and more interesting, the study
shows that participants viewed a temptation-resisting child who knew
he was being monitored as more dishonest than they did one whom
they did not observe. By this pattern of inference, participants re-
vealed that they believed they had learned something—had acquired
person information, to use Jones and Davis’s (1965) term—about the
monitored target as well as the unmonitored target.

It is important to note that the participants’ inferences about the
monitored target do not simply constitute another demonstration of
the correspondence bias. Participants did not disregard situational
information (i.e., the constraints on cheating) in favor of behavioral

2 Supporting our assumption that participants viewed the control target
as a proxy for the average 10-year-old boy, participants’ estimates of the
control target’s performance were virtually identical to the average test
score, t(43) � 0.22, ns.
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information, for had they done so they would have inferred that the
noncheating monitored target was less (not more) dishonest than
average. Rather, their inferences constituted a counterfactual corre-
spondence bias, for the inference drawn by participants corresponded
not to actual behavior but to imagined or counterfactual behavior. In
effect, the target was being held accountable not for what he did (i.e.,
not cheating) but for what he easily could be imagined doing (i.e.,
cheating) under different circumstances. Correlational analysis sup-
ported this reasoning by showing that the more confident participants
were that the monitored target would have cheated were he not
monitored, the more negatively they evaluated him.

Study 2

Study 2 sought further evidence for the claim that counterfactual
thoughts of dishonesty can produce attributions of dishonesty. To do
this, it manipulated the strength with which the target’s behavior
evoked counterfactual thoughts of dishonest behavior. More specifi-
cally, Study 2 manipulated the incentive the target had for cheating.
We hypothesized that the greater the incentive was to cheat, (a) the
more likely observers would be to assume that a monitored noncheat-
ing target would have cheated were he not constrained by the knowl-
edge of the video camera and (b) the more likely observers would be
to infer that the monitored noncheating target was dishonest.

Method

Participants

Sixty-seven undergraduates participated in this study in partial fulfill-
ment of a course requirement.

Procedure

The cover story, stimulus materials, and dependent measures were
highly similar to those used in Study 1. In fact, the procedure and measures
used in the high incentive condition of Study 2 were identical to those of
Study 1, with one exception. The description of the study omitted any
reference to the base rate of cheating behavior in the target population.

For participants in the low incentive condition, the stimulus materials
were modified in two additional ways. First, no mention was made of any
financial incentive for good performance on the math problems. Second,
whereas participants in the high incentive condition were told that we had
intentionally made the time limit short so that the children would not have
enough time to complete all the questions, participants in the low incentive
condition were told that the children were provided ample time to complete
all of the questions. In all other ways, the two conditions were identical.

Results

Manipulation Checks

All participants correctly identified which target knew he was being
videotaped and that the decision of whom to tell and whom not to tell
was random. In addition, confirming the effectiveness of the incentive
manipulation, participants in the high incentive condition estimated
that the likelihood that the monitored target would have cheated had
he not known about the video camera was much higher (M � 5.45)
than did participants in the low incentive condition (M � 4.03),
t(65) � 2.63, p � .01.

Evidence of the Strickland Effect

To determine whether the unmonitored target was perceived to be
more honest than the monitored target, we followed the same proce-
dure as in Study 1. Specifically, we examined participants’ choice for
future supervision and their nominations for the most honest target.
We expected that when the incentive to cheat was high, perceivers
who observed the monitored target resist the temptation to cheat
would be highly likely to generate the thought that he would succumb
to this temptation in the absence of supervision. Conversely, when the
incentive to cheat was low, we expected that perceivers would be
much less likely to generate counterfactual thoughts of the monitored
target behaving dishonestly in the absence of supervision. As a result,
we predicted an interaction between surveillance status (unmonitored
vs. monitored) and level of incentive (low vs. high) on participants’
assessments of the targets.

Choice for supervision. To assess the perceived honesty of the
two targets, we first compared the number of nominations each target
received when participants were asked to indicate which of the two
targets they would choose to supervise in the future if they could only
supervise one of them. As expected, these nominations varied signif-
icantly across incentive levels, �2(1, N � 67) � 5.81, p � .02.
Consistent with the findings from Study 1, when the incentive to cheat
was high, participants overwhelmingly opted to supervise the moni-
tored target in a future session (76% vs. 24%), �2(1, N � 33) � 8.76,
p � .01. Participants in the low incentive condition, however, showed
no preference for supervising the monitored target over the unmoni-
tored target in a future session (47% vs. 53%), �2(1, N � 34) � 0.12.

Predictions about honesty. We predicted an interaction between
surveillance status (unmonitored vs. monitored) and level of incentive
(low vs. high) on the honesty score participants assigned to the targets.
To test this prediction, we conducted a repeated measures analysis of
variance (ANOVA) on the honesty index (Cronbach’s � � .75), with
surveillance status as a within-subject factor and incentive level as a
between-subjects factor. As expected, the interaction was significant,
F(2, 64) � 5.58, p � .01, which suggests that the impact of moni-
toring on perceivers’ impressions of the target differed depending on
the magnitude of the incentive to cheat. To determine the nature of the
interaction, we examined the impact of monitoring on honesty ratings
separately among participants in the high and low incentive condi-
tions (see Figure 1).

In the high incentive condition, consistent with the results of
Study 1, the honesty index for the unmonitored target (M � 2.18)
was significantly higher than that for the monitored target (M �
0.39), t(32) � 6.36, p � .001. Also replicating Study 1, the
unmonitored target was perceived to be more honest than the
control target (M � 0.42), t(32) � 6.73, p � .001. Finally, as in
Study 1, ratings of the monitored target and the control target did
not differ significantly, t(32) � 0.17.

The pattern of results among participants in the low incentive
condition was very different. When the incentive to cheat was low,
participants’ ratings of the honesty of the unmonitored target (M �
1.59) and the monitored target (M � 1.24) did not differ significantly,
t(33) � 0.35. In addition, both the unmonitored target and the mon-
itored target were perceived as more honest than the control target
(M � 0.18), t(33) � 5.64, p � .001, and t(33) � 3.92, p � .001,
respectively.
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Evidence of the Counterfactual Correspondence Bias

To determine whether the monitored target was perceived to be
more dishonest than the control target, we followed the same proce-
dure as in Study 1. Specifically, we examined participants’ choice for
future supervision and their nominations for the most dishonest target.

Choice for supervision. To assess the perceived dishonesty of
the monitored and control targets, we first compared the number of
nominations each target received when participants were asked to
indicate which of the two targets they would choose to supervise
in the future. Choice of future supervision varied as a function of
incentive to cheat, �2(1, N � 67) � 7.89, p � .01. As expected and
consistent with the results of Study 1, participants who observed
the monitored target behave honestly when the incentive to cheat
was high tended to prefer to supervise the monitored target rather
than the control target in a future testing situation (64% vs. 36%),
though this difference did not quite reach statistical significance,
�2(1, N � 33) � 2.46, p � .12. Participants who observed the
monitored target behave honestly when the incentive to cheat was
low, on the other hand, preferred to supervise the control target in
the future (29% vs. 71%), �2(1, N � 34) � 5.77, p � .02.

The finding that participants preferred to supervise the control
target rather than the monitored target in the low incentive condi-

tion was unexpected. We had expected that participants would
show no strong preference for supervising one target over the other
in this condition. We return to this finding later.

Predictions about dishonesty. We next compared the dishon-
esty index (Cronbach’s � � .85) for the three targets by means of
a repeated measures ANOVA, with surveillance as a within-
subject factor and incentive level as a between-subjects factor. As
predicted, this analysis revealed a significant interaction between
surveillance status and level of incentive on the target’s dishonesty
index, F(2, 64) � 3.89, p � .03 (see Figure 1).

Replicating the results of Study 1, when the incentive to cheat
was high, the monitored target (M � 2.06) was assigned a higher
dishonesty score than the unmonitored target (M � 0.33), t(32) �
5.54, p � .001. In addition, as in Study 1, the monitored target was
also perceived to be more dishonest than the control target (M �
0.61), t(32) � 3.99, p � .001. Ratings of the unmonitored target
and the control target did not differ, t(32) � 1.20.

Once again, however, the pattern was very different among partic-
ipants in the low incentive condition. When the incentive to cheat was
low, the monitored target (M � 1.18) was perceived as no more
dishonest than the unmonitored target (M � 0.62) or the control target
(M � 1.21), t(33) � 1.52, ns, and t(33) � 0.07, ns, respectively.

Figure 1. Participants’ ratings of the monitored, unmonitored, and control targets along the dimensions of
honesty, dishonesty, and ability.
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Ability Attribution

Level of incentive also interacted with surveillance status in deter-
mining participants’ estimates of the number of math items the targets
answered correctly, F(2, 64) � 9.29, p � .001 (see Figure 1).

The results for the high incentive condition closely parallel
those of Study 1 (see Figure 1). First, participants estimated that
the unmonitored target’s score (M � 8.64) would be higher than
the monitored target’s score (M � 6.39), t(32) � 4.13, p � .001.
In addition, participants tended to predict that the unmonitored
target had scored higher than the test average, t(32) � 1.75, p �
.10, and that the monitored target had scored significantly lower
than both the test average and the control target (M � 7.85),
t(32) � 3.81, p � .001, and t(32) � 3.60, p � .001, respectively.3

The results were strikingly different in the low incentive con-
dition. The monitored target in this condition was predicted to
perform significantly better (M � 9.29) than both the test average
and the control target (M � 7.97), t(33) � 2.98, p � .01, and
t(33) � 2.68, p � .01, respectively, and comparable to the un-
monitored target (M � 8.88), t(33) � 0.41, ns.

Counterfactual Thought and Target Evaluation

We again examined the correlation between participants’ esti-
mates of the likelihood that the monitored target would have
cheated if he had not known he was being videotaped and their
evaluation of him. Consistent with our predictions, the more likely
participants thought it was that the monitored target would have
cheated if not monitored, the higher they rated him on the dishon-
esty index (r � .50, p � .001) and the lower they tended to
perceive his math ability to be (r � �.21, p � .10). Moreover, as
in Study 1, participants’ evaluations of the unmonitored target
were also related to their theories about the situation: The more
likely participants thought it was that the monitored target would
have cheated if he had not been monitored, the higher they rated
the unmonitored target on the honesty index (r � .43, p � .001)
and the higher they perceived his math ability (r � .27, p � .03).4

Finally, we explored the plausibility of the psychological pro-
cess that we believe is responsible for the observed pattern of
results, using procedures outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986) for
assessing mediation. Specifically, we tested the notion that the
high incentive to cheat increased the likelihood that participants
would endorse the belief that the monitored target would have
cheated if not for the supervision, which, in turn, increased the
perception that the monitored target was dishonest. As reported
above, the incentive manipulation significantly predicted partici-
pants’ endorsement of the counterfactual (B � �1.43, SE � 0.54,
p � .01). In addition, as we also reported above, endorsement of
the counterfactual was a significant predictor of participants’ rat-
ings of the monitored target on the dishonesty index (B � �0.48,
SE � 0.13, p � .001). Finally, when both incentive and endorse-
ment of the counterfactual were included in the same equation
predicting perceived dishonesty, the former dropped to nonsignifi-
cance, and the latter remained highly significant (B � 0.92, SE �
0.61, and B � �0.50, SE � 0.13, p � .001, respectively). Results
of a Sobel (1982) test confirmed the significance of this mediated
relation (z � 2.07, p � .04).

Discussion

Study 2 went beyond Study 1 by manipulating the incentive to
cheat along with the constraints against doing so. The manipulation of
incentive had the predicted effect on participants’ counterfactual
thoughts and their judgments of the target’s honesty. First, partici-
pants indicated that there was a greater likelihood when the incentive
to cheat was high than when it was low that the monitored target
would have cheated if he had not been monitored. Second, despite
identical behavior, participants judged the monitored target as more
dishonest when the situation in which he was monitored presented
him with a high as opposed to a low incentive to cheat.

The one unpredicted finding to emerge from Study 2 pertains to the
monitored target in the low incentive condition. Not only was this
target viewed more positively than his high incentive counterpart (as
expected), but he was viewed more positively than the control target
in the low incentive condition. Although not predicted, this finding
may also reflect the tendency of observers watching a monitored
target to imagine what the target would have done if he or she did not
know he or she was being monitored. The difference in the low
incentive condition, however, is that in this condition observers as-
sumed that the target also was highly unlikely to have cheated under
unmonitored conditions (M � 3.63 on a 9-point scale), a belief that
might have led observers to conclude that the target was more honest
than average. In other words, observers in both the high and the low
incentive conditions acted as though they had two pieces of informa-
tion about the monitored target: what the target did do (not cheat in
both situations) and what he likely would have done if he did not
know he was being monitored (cheat in the high incentive situation
and not cheat in the low incentive situation). The counterfactual
information that participants had in the high incentive situation had
the consequence of making the target seem more dishonest than
average, whereas in the low incentive situation it had the consequence
of making him seem more honest than average.

Study 3

We elicited participants’ counterfactual thoughts about the tar-
get directly in Studies 1 and 2. That is, the dependent measures
specifically instructed participants to consider counterfactual al-
ternatives to the behavior that they had observed. We did this
because our focus in these studies was the consequences of coun-
terfactual thoughts (however prompted) on the person perception
process. According to our analysis, however, situations such as the

3 Once again, the assumption that participants viewed the control target
as a proxy for the average 10-year-old boy is supported by the closeness of
participants’ estimates of the control target’s performance to the average
test score, t(32) � 0.54, ns.

4 The correlations reported here are from the full sample, collapsed
across conditions. Although there was a substantial mean difference in the
degree to which participants in the two conditions endorsed the counter-
factual, the logic of these associations applies equally to both conditions:
Within each condition, participants who were relatively more confident
that the monitored target would have cheated had he not known about the
video camera should have formulated a more negative impression of him,
and they should have been more impressed by the honest behavior of the
unmonitored target. Consistent with this reasoning, the within-cell corre-
lations were very similar to those for the full sample reported here.
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high incentive conditions of Studies 1 and 2 naturally and spon-
taneously evoke counterfactual thoughts of cheating behavior in
observers. Study 3 seeks support for this claim.

Method

Participants

Sixty members of the Princeton University community (including un-
dergraduates, graduate students, and staff members) were paid $8 for
participating in this study.

Procedure

The experimental design of Study 3 is similar to that of Study 2. In the
current study, however, all participants observed just one video clip of a
10-year-old boy taking a math test. For all participants, the situation presented
strong constraints against cheating (i.e., the boy was aware of the video
camera). In all other ways, the instructions were the same as those used in
Study 2. For half of the participants, the situational incentive to cheat was
described as high (i.e., insufficient time to complete the math problems,
financial reward for each correct answer), and for the other half of the
participants, the incentive to cheat was described as low (i.e., sufficient time to
complete the problems, no financial reward for correct answers).

All participants watched the same video clip, following which they
answered four questions that appeared on separate pages. The first question
asked participants to list the thoughts they had as they watched the video.
Specifically, they were asked to

please take a few minutes to write down all the thoughts that went
through your mind as you watched the video clip. So do not worry
about using proper grammar or spelling—just try to capture all of the
thoughts that occurred to you while you were watching the video.

Participants were provided ample space to record their thoughts.
The second question requested participants to complete the sentence, “If this

boy had not known about the hidden camera . . . .” The third question was
designed to assess whether witnessing the nondiagnostic behavior of the target
led participants to conclude that he was more prone to dishonesty than the
average child of his age. We accomplished this by informing participants that
previous research had found that approximately 50% of boys of this age
cheated if they were unaware of the hidden camera and by then asking them
to indicate how likely it was that the boy they had observed would have been
among the 50% who cheated if he had been unaware of the video camera. We
described the odds as 50/50 to ensure that participants had no a priori basis for
assuming that a child about whom they had no diagnostic information was or
was not prone to cheating. Participants responded to this question using a
9-point scale with endpoints labeled very likely and very unlikely and the
midpoint labeled neither likely nor unlikely.

This latter question substituted for the nomination questions used in Studies
1 and 2. The reason for this substitution is that because we did not include a
control target, someone about whom the participants had no information, we
needed an alternative means of determining whether participants had drawn an
inference about the monitored target’s personal disposition toward dishonesty.
No longer able to make this assessment by comparing participants’ perceptions
of the monitored target with those provided for the control target, we needed
a measure that by itself would indicate whether participants believed they had
learned anything about the target’s personal disposition toward dishonesty.
The new measure was assumed to accomplish this through its midpoint.
Specifically, participants who felt that they had learned nothing about the
dishonesty of a target (and thus could not say whether he was one of the 50%
who cheated) were able to communicate this by checking the midpoint of the
scale (i.e., indicating that they believed it was neither likely nor unlikely that
he was one of the 50% who cheated).

The fourth and final question began by informing participants that
“while watching this clip, some people report thinking to themselves, ‘If he
did not know about the hidden camera, he probably would have cheated.’”
Participants were then asked whether this thought had occurred to them as
they watched the video.

After participants completed the questionnaire, they were probed for
suspicion and debriefed.

Results

The first two dependent measures were open ended and did not
ask directly about counterfactual thoughts pertaining to cheating.
The second two questions, in contrast, asked directly about the
likelihood that the target would have cheated if he did not know
that he was being videotaped.

Open-Ended Questions

Two raters who were blind to condition coded the responses to the
two open-ended questions. The first of these questions (i.e., “Write
down all the thoughts that went through your mind as you watched the
video clip”) was designed to assess the extent to which participants
spontaneously generated counterfactual thoughts of cheating behav-
ior. To this end, the coders were instructed to identify all statements
that made reference to the target being tempted to cheat or being
inhibited from cheating because of the camera. Examples of responses
placed in this category are “Maybe if he did not know the camera was
there he would cheat” (Participant 13) and “I also wondered if he
would have looked at the answers had he not known that there was a
camera taping him” (Participant 7).

An examination of the thought listings revealed two other com-
mon categories of responses. The first of these involved sugges-
tions that the behavior of the target was being influenced by the
presence of the video camera (e.g., “He’s definitely aware of the
camera and seems to be playing to it”; Participant 9). The second
involved references to the target appearing nervous or anxious
(e.g., “During this time he became fidgety and looked around the
room and up occasionally”; Participant 24). Raters coded for these
categories as well. The interrater agreement was very high across
all of the statements, ranging from 86% to 93%. The few discrep-
ancies that emerged were resolved through discussion.

Consistent with the hypothesis, participants were more likely to
spontaneously generate counterfactual cheating thoughts in the high
than in the low incentive condition. Specifically, 63% of the partici-
pants in the high incentive condition made one or more such state-
ments, whereas only 23% did so in the low incentive condition, �2(1;
N � 60) � 9.77, p � .002. There were no significant condition
differences in the responses placed in the other two categories.

Coders also examined participants’ responses to the second open-
ended question, which directly invited participants to generate coun-
terfactual thoughts about how the target would have behaved if he had
not known about the video camera. Responses were coded 0 if they
made no mention of cheating behavior, 1 if they expressed the thought
that the boy might have cheated if he had not known about the
camera, and 2 if they expressed the definite belief that the boy would
have cheated if he had not known about the camera. Given that this
question more explicitly focuses on counterfactual thoughts, it is not
surprising that more of the responses made reference to the target
cheating. Nevertheless, despite the elevated number of references to
cheating behavior generally, the predicted condition difference still
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emerged. Eighty-seven percent of the participants in the high incen-
tive condition completed the sentence stem with reference to cheating
(47% said he definitely would have cheated, and 40% said he might
have cheated). In contrast, 43% of participants in the low incentive
condition said that the boy might have cheated if he had not known
about the hidden camera, and none of these participants said that he
definitely would have cheated, �2(1, N � 60) � 22.08, p � .001.

Closed-Ended Questions

With two closed-ended questions, we directly tapped partici-
pants’ thoughts about the likelihood that the target would have
cheated if he did not know of the camera. The first of these asked
participants how likely (on a 9-point scale, with higher numbers
indicating higher likelihood) they thought it was that this boy
would be one of the 50% of boys who typically cheat when they
do not know they are being observed. As predicted, participants in
the high incentive condition thought it was more likely the target
would be one of the 50% of boys who cheated than did participants
in the low incentive condition (Ms � 6.50 vs. 4.50), t(58) � 5.81,
p � .001. Furthermore, the judgments made by participants in the
high incentive condition were significantly higher than the neutral
midpoint (labeled neither likely nor unlikely), whereas the judg-
ments made by participants in the low incentive condition were
significantly lower than the midpoint, t(29) � 6.30, p � .001, and
t(29) � 2.11, p � .04, respectively.

A closer examination of the responses to this question reveals
just how differently participants saw the target in the two condi-
tions. In the high incentive condition, 83% of the participants used
a scale point that was above the midpoint, indicating that they
thought it was more likely than not that the target would be
included among the cheaters. Ten percent of participants in the
high incentive condition selected the scale midpoint, and only 7%
selected a scale point below the midpoint (which reflected the
belief that the target was unlikely to be among the 50% who
cheated). In short, participants in this condition thought they were
observing a cheater. The pattern was very different in the low
incentive condition. In this condition, only 17% of the participants
chose a scale point above the midpoint, and more than twice that
many (40%) chose a scale point below the midpoint (indicating
that they thought it was unlikely that the target would have been
among the 50% who cheated); 43% selected the scale midpoint. In
short, participants in this condition saw no reason to assume that
they were observing a cheater. A chi-square test revealed the
distribution of responses to be significantly different in the two
conditions, �2(2, N � 60) � 26.73, p � .001.

The final question addressed the cheating counterfactual most
explicitly. Participants were told that some people who viewed the
video clip they had just seen reported thinking to themselves, “If he
did not know about the hidden camera, he probably would have
cheated,” and they were asked whether this thought had occurred to
them. The results in this case, too, were as predicted. Ninety percent
of the participants in the high incentive condition said “yes” (10% said
“no”), whereas only 3% of the participants in the low incentive
condition said “yes” (97% said “no”), �2(1, N � 60) � 45.27, p � .001.

Counterfactual Thought and Target Evaluation

Participants in the current study were explicitly told that the odds of
any particular boy cheating on the test were 50/50, and they were

overtly invited to indicate (via the neither likely nor unlikely response
option) that they did not have sufficient individuating information to
judge whether the boy they had observed was inherently more or less
likely than average to cheat if the opportunity presented itself. Yet, as
we reported above, the vast majority of participants in the high
incentive condition apparently felt that they did have sufficient infor-
mation for making such a judgment: Over 80% of these participants
indicated that it was more likely than not that this boy was a cheater.
This dispositional judgment is similar to the trait inferences made by
participants in Studies 1 and 2. In our final analysis, we explored the
notion that the impact of the incentive manipulation on this trait
inference was mediated by the counterfactual thoughts about the
target that participants spontaneously generated as they watched the
video clip.

Consistent with the results reported above, a dummy variable
contrasting the low and high incentive conditions significantly pre-
dicted the negative dispositional inference about the target (B � 2.00,
SE � 0.34, p � .001). In addition, as we reported above, the incentive
manipulation was also a strong predictor of the spontaneous genera-
tion of the thought that the target would have cheated if he had not
been aware of the camera (B � 0.40, SE � 0.12, p � .001). When
both incentive and spontaneous generation of the counterfactual were
included in the same equation, both remained significant predictors,
though the magnitude of the former predictor dropped slightly (B �
1.71, SE � 0.37, p � .001, and B � 0.72, SE � 0.37, p � .06,
respectively). Results from a Sobel (1982) test confirmed that this
mediated relation was marginally significant (z � 1.68, p � .09). If,
in place of participants’ purely open-ended responses, we use their
counterfactual stem completions (i.e., “If this boy had not known
about the camera . . .”) as a potential mediator, the magnitude of the
relation between incentive level and negative trait inference drops
more substantially, and stem completions remain a significant predic-
tor of trait inferences (B � 1.46, SE � 0.42, p � .001, and B � 0.60,
SE � 0.28, p � .03). A Sobel test confirmed that this mediated
relation was significant (z � 2.00, p � .05).

Discussion

We hypothesized that the reason participants in the high incen-
tive conditions in Studies 1 and 2 inferred that the noncheating
monitored target was disposed to cheat was that they found them-
selves imagining the child cheating under different circumstances
as they watched the tape. The present results strongly support this
claim. On four different measures, participants viewing the mon-
itored target in the high incentive condition revealed a greater
incidence of counterfactual thoughts pertaining to cheating than
did participants in the low incentive condition. This difference
emerged both on measures that directly elicited counterfactual
thoughts and on nondirective, open-ended measures. Most impres-
sive, 63% of participants in the high incentive condition sponta-
neously made reference to counterfactual thoughts of cheating
behavior when asked simply to indicate the kinds of thoughts the
video clip evoked.

In addition to providing evidence that observers who watched a
child who did not cheat spontaneously imagined the child in
another situation in which he would cheat, Study 3 also replicates,
using a different measure, the principal findings of Studies 1 and
2. Participants in the high incentive condition concluded not only
that the boy they watched was more likely to cheat than partici-
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pants in the low incentive condition thought but that he was more
likely to cheat than was the average boy. More specifically, despite
the fact that participants were presented with base rate information
suggesting that the odds of a boy this age cheating under these
circumstances were 50/50 and despite the fact that participants
were explicitly offered a response option expressing the view that
this particular boy was neither likely nor unlikely to be a cheater,
participants in the high incentive condition overwhelmingly spec-
ulated that the boy they observed was likely to be one of the 50%
who cheat when they do not think they are being monitored. In
contrast and also replicating Study 2, participants in the low
incentive condition were more inclined to speculate that the boy
they observed was likely to be among the 50% who refrain from
cheating even when they are unaware that they are being moni-
tored. In short, participants concluded that a child they observed in
a situation that prompted counterfactual thoughts of dishonesty
was a dishonest child and that a child they observed in a situation
that prompted no such thoughts was an honest child.

General Discussion

The present research focused on the relations among surveil-
lance, temptation, and perceived honesty. The target event in
Studies 1–3 involved a 10-year-old boy who resisted the tempta-
tion to cheat when he knew that he was under surveillance.
Consistent with Strickland’s (1958) classic finding, observers rated
this target as less honest than a target who behaved similarly but
who did not know he was being monitored. In addition and most
significant from the present perspective, observers rated the focal
target as more dishonest than a control target, someone about
whom they had no information other than a photograph and some
meager demographic details.

Why might people assume that a child who behaved as they
expected him to (i.e., resisted the temptation to cheat) is more
dishonest than average? The explanation, we suggest, lies with the
counterfactual norm observers generated while observing the tar-
get. To begin with, observers believed that the average 10-year-old
boy would be very tempted to cheat in the high incentive condition
of Studies 1–3 if he did not think he would get caught. This
expectancy, quite reasonably, led observers watching an unmoni-
tored target resist a strong temptation to cheat to conclude that he
was more honest than average. On the other hand, and less rea-
sonably, it also led observers who watched a monitored target
resist the same temptation to generate the counterfactual or post-
computed expectancy that he would have cheated if he did not
think he would get caught (Study 3). Although observers did not
actually see the target turn around and look at the answers on the
board, they saw him do this in their mind’s eye. As a consequence
of the counterfactual they generated, observers had “knowledge”
about the target that went beyond the knowledge that he did not
cheat: They knew that he surely would have cheated were he not
being monitored. The situation was very different when the incen-
tive to cheat was low. When observers in this situation were
prompted to contemplate what the target would have done under
unmonitored conditions, they most likely imagined him not cheat-
ing there as well. This “knowledge” led them to conclude that this
target was more honest than the average 10-year-old.

Relation to Other Models of Person Perception

The present analysis’s emphasis on the perceiver’s theory of the
situation is shared by virtually all person perception models. The
roles that perceivers’ expectations play in other models are quite
different from the role assumed here, however, and these differ-
ences warrant closer examination.

Consider first Kelley’s (1971) influential analysis of the role that
causal discounting plays in the person perception process. From
Kelley’s perspective, perceivers’ theories of the situation are impor-
tant because the person information the perceivers extract from the
actions of others depends on how they parse causality for that behav-
ior between the disposition of the actor and the features of the
situation. The more consistent the target’s behavior is with what
perceivers judge to be the press of the situation, the more they will
discount the role played by factors internal to the target. In the present
context, this means that the more consistency participants saw be-
tween the target’s behavior and their theory of what 10-year-old boys
will do in that situation, the more they should have discounted the
causal role played by the target’s internal dispositions in that behavior.
Indeed, the finding that participants attributed greater honesty to a
noncheating unmonitored target than to his monitored counterpart sug-
gests that participants did discount the causal role played by dispositional
honesty more in the monitored than in the unmonitored condition.

However, what about the finding that perceivers attributed greater
dishonesty to the monitored target than to the control target? Can this
result be accommodated within Kelley’s (1971) discounting analysis?
It certainly does not seem to represent a rational application of
discounting logic. However, neither does it represent an instance of
the well-documented phenomenon of underdiscounting, wherein per-
ceivers attribute a target’s behavior (e.g., noncheating) to a corre-
sponding disposition (e.g., honesty) even when the behavior is con-
sistent with situational constraints (Gilbert, 1998). For their
attributions to qualify as a case of underdiscounting, perceivers would
have had to judge the monitored (noncheating) target to be more
honest, not more dishonest, than the control target.

The question then arises as to whether the greater dishonesty
attributed to the monitored than to the control target could be
described as reflecting a case of overdiscounting. The answer to
this question, too, appears to be no. For even if perceivers did
overdiscount, thereby underestimating the causal role that the
target’s dispositional honesty played in his honest behavior, this
would not explain the greater dispositional dishonesty attributed to
the monitored target. Overdiscounting perceivers could be ex-
pected to draw insufficiently strong inferences of honesty from the
monitored target’s behavior but not overly strong inferences of
dishonesty. Stated differently, the striking finding is not that per-
ceivers drew too little person information from the monitored
target’s behavior, as would be the case if they had fallen prey to
overdiscounting; it is that they drew too much.

In another influential analysis, Trope (1986) proposed that there are
two stages in the person perception process and that perceivers’
theories of the situation play a different role in each. With respect to
the first stage, or what Trope termed the identification stage, perceiv-
ers use their theories along with other prior beliefs to spontaneously
code the observed behavior in terms of disposition-relevant catego-
ries. At the second, or inference, stage, perceivers use their theories to
adjust from the disposition implied by the identified behavior to
diagnose the degree of dispositional information in that behavior. The

126 MILLER, VISSER, AND STAUB



correspondence bias emerges, according to Trope, from the fact that
the subtractive second stage often does not sufficiently compensate
for the additive impact that perceivers’ theories have on the coding of
the behavior at the first stage.

In light of Trope’s (1986) analysis, a reasonable question to ask
is whether the dishonesty attributed to the monitored target might
reflect the impact of perceivers’ theories on their encoding or
construal of the target’s behavior rather than on the content of the
counterfactual thoughts the target’s behavior brought to mind. That
is, might the tendency of participants to see the monitored target as
dishonest reflect their theory-biased coding of the data they “saw”
on the tape, not the additional (counterfactual) data that their
theories helped generate in their imagination? There are a number
of conceptual and empirical reasons to doubt that this is the case.
First, the instruction to all participants that they would not actually
see incidents of cheating on the tapes should have discouraged
rather than encouraged the coding of behavior in dishonesty-
consistent terms. Moreover, if participants coded the actions of the
noncheating targets in dishonesty-consistent terms, this seems
more likely to have taken place when they were watching the
unmonitored target than when they were watching the monitored
target. The reason for this is that the expectation that the boy they
were watching would cheat sometime during the session (though
not on the taped period that they were viewing) would seem more
reasonable in the unmonitored than in the monitored condition.

Third, if participants were disposed to see more signs of dishonesty
in the behavior of the monitored than the unmonitored target, it seems
logical that this would occur, albeit to a lesser extent, in the low
incentive as well as the high incentive condition. The fact that the
monitored target in the low incentive condition was seen as more
honest (not dishonest) than the control target is inconsistent with this
possibility, though, as noted earlier, it is consistent with the claim that
participants in this condition were influenced by the counterfactual
thought that the target would not have cheated even if he were
unaware that he was being monitored.

Finally, analyses of the content of the thought-listing data
(Study 3) revealed no evidence that participants coded the behav-
ior they saw on the tape differently in the monitored and unmoni-
tored conditions. First, there was no difference in the number of
thoughts listed in the two conditions. Second, relatively few par-
ticipants in either condition (less than 12%) generated thoughts
that suggested they had coded what they saw in dishonesty-
relevant terms. Third, there were no condition differences in the
two most common response categories other than counterfactuals
(nervousness and camera-sensitive behavior).

Why Did the Cheating Counterfactual Come to Mind?

The number of potential counterfactual thoughts that any par-
ticular behavior could evoke is considerable, to say the least. So
why would the counterfactual evoked by the key social event
featured in the present research (i.e., a boy resisting the temptation
to cheat under high temptation and high likelihood of detection)
involve the modification of one aspect of the situation (i.e., the
likelihood of being detected) rather than another (e.g., the incen-
tive to cheat)? One possibility is that observers generated the
counterfactual that best promoted their goal in the situation. As
previously documented, one function of counterfactuals is that
they facilitate goal achievement (Roese & Olson, 1995). If one

assumes that observers in the present context had the goal of
assessing the honesty of the targets, then they might reasonably (as
the opening quote from Mead, 1934, describes) try to imagine the
target in a situation that would more effectively diagnose honesty.
Certainly, if observers could actually request additional informa-
tion about the target, asking for information about the target’s
behavior in a more diagnostic situation would seem eminently
reasonable. In short, whether one is speaking of counterfactual
data or actual data, the data that are most diagnostic of the
monitored target’s honesty seem to be generated by the situation in
which the target was confronted with the same level of temptation
(high or low) but low (rather than high) likelihood of detection.

However, why were the observers of the monitored target in the
present experiments motivated to assess the target’s honesty? One
possibility is that the experimental context induced this goal in
participants. Another possibility is that the goal of honesty detec-
tion, or, more accurately, dishonesty detection, is a chronically
activated one for observers. This latter possibility is supported by
evidence suggesting that people tend to be highly vigilant for signs
of dishonesty (Fein, Hilton, & Miller, 1990; Hilton, Fein, & Miller,
1993). Of the various errors that observers can commit, being
duped may be the one they fear most. For example, when observ-
ers have even the slightest ground for questioning the authenticity
of the actor’s behavior, their vulnerability to the correspondence
bias is greatly reduced or eliminated (Hilton et al., 1993). Con-
cluding that an introvert is actually an extrovert (or that an honest
person is actually dishonest) makes one wrong, but concluding that
a dishonest person is actually honest makes one a fool. Another
piece of evidence for people’s special sensitivity to signs of
dishonesty is the asymmetrical weight they accord evidence of
honesty and dishonesty in the impressions they form of others.
Committing a single act (and possibly even a single counterfactual
act) of dishonesty is sufficient for an actor to find himself or
herself being labeled a dishonest person (Reeder & Brewer, 1979).
In contrast, a single act (or counterfactual act) of honesty is
insufficient to establish a reputation for honesty. Humans’ hyper-
sensitivity to evidence (including possibly counterfactual evi-
dence) of dishonesty may even, according to some, have been
favored by evolutionary pressures (Cosmides, 1989; Shackelford
& Buss, 1996). Detecting violations of social norms is so impor-
tant to social life, the argument goes, that humans have evolved a
“cheater detection mechanism” (Cosmides, 1989, p. 188).

Positing that observers had the goal of assessing the target’s hon-
esty may be neither sufficient nor necessary to explain the present
results, however. Imagine that the present experiment were described
as being about the detection of extroversion rather than cheating
behavior. Would we expect people who watched a person act sedately
in an introversion-inducing situation to generate thoughts of the per-
son in a more extroversion-inducing situation? Possibly, but it does
not seem likely. For one thing, it is difficult to think of a situation in
which, although introversion is the norm, it is easy to mentally modify
the situation into one in which extroversion is the norm. In the present
experimental context, by contrast, not only does it seem easy to
imagine the monitored target in an unmonitored situation, it is difficult
to suppress such thoughts. In summary, whether people have the goal
of diagnosing the presence of a particular trait or not, unless the nature
of the situation observed is easily imagined otherwise, they are un-
likely to generate counterfactual images.
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Consequences of Counterfactual Acts of Cheating

As interesting and important as is the question of how sponta-
neously people generate images of counterfactual cheating, it is not
the major question addressed in the present research. Of primary
concern here are the consequences of generating such images.
Specifically, the present research asks whether observers who, for
whatever reason, generate counterfactual thoughts of dishonesty
about a person are disposed to see that person as dishonest. The
answer to this question is clearly yes. Observers seem either not to
recognize or to insufficiently adjust for the fact that their evidence
that the monitored target is dishonest stems solely from their
theory about what the average person would do. In either case,
they are guilty of conflating evidence and theory.

Implications

That observers are influenced by counterfactual acts of deceit may
be one reason people so dislike being supervised or chaperoned.
Targets dislike being supervised no doubt in part because of what it
implies about the supervisor’s presupervision perception of the tar-
get—he or she needs supervision. However, they may also dislike it
because of its assumed effect on the supervisor’s postsupervision
perception of the target—he or she, often despite exemplary behavior,
is seen as even more in need of supervision than was originally
assumed. The chaperone’s growing distrust of his or her charges is not
likely to be lost on the charges. Furthermore, the source of this
frustration is not simply the recognition that being chaperoned will
make it difficult to disconfirm the chaperone’s suspicions. It is the
recognition that being chaperoned will lead to the confirmation—
indeed, the strengthening—of the chaperone’s suspicions.

From the supervisor’s or even the impartial observer’s perspective,
the experience of witnessing someone behave lawfully or honestly
under close supervision is likely to have implications for beliefs that
go well beyond the particular party or parties observed. The “witness-
ing” of counterfactual sinning in one person is likely to make observ-
ers more cynical about people in general. Thus, people who supervise
others in tempting situations might be expected to acquire highly
cynical views about the general level of honesty in the population,
even in the absence of any actual evidence of a single person’s
dishonesty. Indeed, people’s cynicism may be more a function of how
long they have supervised or monitored people (and hence how much
counterfactual evidence of dishonesty they have) than of the amount
of dishonesty they have witnessed. In this respect, people’s beliefs
about general inclinations toward dishonesty become self-reinforcing.
That is, these views, although themselves generated by observers’
general beliefs about people, come, through the counterfactual
thoughts they generate about a particular target, to strengthen observ-
ers’ beliefs about people in general. Thus does cynicism beget suspi-
cion, which, in turn, begets greater cynicism. Economists describe
situations in which there are no constraints against pursuing collec-
tively costly self-interest (e.g., unmonitored highway driving speed)
as creating a moral hazard. The present research suggests that there is
also hazard created when one does monitor people in tempting situ-
ations: the hazard that an unnecessary policy of constraints will be
perpetuated. Whether one is judging personal politics or public poli-
cies, it is one thing to condemn sinners; it is quite another to condemn
counterfactual sinners.
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