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ABSTRACT 
 
The present research examines the effects of topic intensity, categorization, and the raising of 

attention to moral standards have on honesty in communication. This study sought to extend a 

theory of deception from behavioral economics, self-concept maintenance (Mazar et al., 2008), 

to the field of communication studies. Participants gave two extemporaneous speeches about 

their opinions on two social topics, one high-intensity and one low-intensity. Participants also 

completed a questionnaire in which they wrote about their speeches in an open-ended format and 

completed self-reported honesty measures. Half of the participants in the study received honesty 

reminders throughout the duration of the study. Analyses revealed that writing about a high-

intensity topic significantly lowered the amount of self-references participants used, and 

significantly raised the amount of negative emotion present in their word choice as compared to 

writing about a low-intensity topic, which is an indication of deceit in communication. Writing 

about a high-intensity topic also lowered the amount of authenticity used in the word choice of 

participants. However, the intensity of the topic had no significant effect on the self-reported 

honesty scores of participants. Honesty reminders had no significant effect on the word choice of 

participants nor their self-reported honesty. The findings of this study provide insight into the 

effects of topic intensity and communication context on honesty and the self-concept of 
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communicators, as well as reveal the extent to which the tenets of self-concept maintenance 

(Mazar et al., 2008) extend to communication. Limitations and future research are discussed.  

Keywords: deception, self-concept maintenance, topic intensity, communication context, 

truth-default theory, honesty reminders  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
 

Discussing polarizing topics can be a difficult and anxiety-inducing task for many 

individuals, especially when tasked with telling one’s own truth in a situation where it may cause 

social disharmony. Disclosing one’s true sentiments regarding polarizing topics has the potential 

to lead to strains on interpersonal relationships, exile from social groups, or even termination 

from employment (Afifi et al., 2009; Bogage, 2018). Because of this, the discussion of polarizing 

topics has the potential to be rife with instances of deception. Using the context of polarizing 

topics, the current study will use theories of deception (communication studies) as well as 

cheating (behavioral economics) to analyze deceptive communication. Ultimately, this study sets 

out to determine whether factors that influence deceptive practices in cheating paradigms from 

past studies (e.g., Mazar et al., 2008; Wu et al., 2020) are also relevant and present in 

interpersonal communication situations. Cheating can be analyzed two dimensionally: whether 

someone cheated and to what extent they cheated. Deceptive communication, however, is 

multidimensional and many covariates may affect whether a person is honest or dishonest. In this 

way, the current study seeks to explore whether tenets from the behavioral economics theory of 

self-concept maintenance (Mazar et al., 2008) can be borrowed from cheating paradigms and 

applied to interpersonal communication situations. The ultimate goal of this research project is to 



 
  

2   

extend and test self-concept maintenance theory to deceptive communication situations using the 

lens of truth-default theory. 

Self-concept maintenance theory (SCM; Mazar et al., 2008) is a theory that seeks to 

explain why people behave deceptively and it predicts what influences them to cheat when given 

the opportunity. Prior research on SCM has viewed deception as an economic transaction, one 

that is behavioral in nature. That is, if the benefit of cheating is higher than the cost of the 

consequence of being caught, then the individual is predicted to choose to cheat (Allingham & 

Sandmo, 1972). However, SCM suggests that the economic model for understanding cheating is 

incomplete. The theory explains that one’s own self-concept can play an integral role in their 

decision to cheat. SCM is centered around the idea that most people have the desire to maintain a 

positive self-image (i.e., view themselves as a good person) while simultaneously desiring the 

benefits of deceptive behavior (Mazar et al., 2008). Furthermore, this desire to reap the benefits 

of cheating while also maintaining a positive self-concept creates a deception threshold where 

one can commit a deceptive act while also maintaining a positive self-concept. Furthermore, this 

process mostly happens at a subconscious level whereby the person maintaining their self-

concept while cheating is not consciously aware that it is happening (Ayal et al., 2015). SCM 

describes two distinct ways that we maintain our self-concept when cheating a system. 

 Under the tenets of SCM, the first way people maintain their self-concept while being 

deceptive is referred to as categorization. When one categorizes a deceptive act, they cast the act 

in a new light and rationalize it as not being harmful to their self-concept. Some acts are more 

categorizable than others, and this is determined by the context of the behavior (Ayal et al., 

2015; Mazar et al., 2008). For example, if an individual saw a deceptive act performed by 

someone they viewed as a part of their in-group, then they are more likely to be able to 



 
  

3   

categorize the same deceptive act as harmless to their self-image if they also chose to perform it 

themselves. Conversely, if this person saw the deceptive act performed by another individual 

who was perceived as an outsider, the act would be harder to categorize and the individual might 

be dissuaded from acting dishonestly. This ability to categorize deceptive acts has an inherent 

limit. That is, some deceptive acts or forms of cheating are too great (e.g., stealing $1,000) in 

magnitude to not have a negative effect on most people’s self-concept—that they see themselves 

as a honest person (Ayal et al., 2008.; Mazar et al., 2015).  

The second mechanism at play in SCM is attention to standards. The more aware an 

individual is to their own moral codes and standards, the more likely it is that any deceptive 

behavior will be reflected in their own self-concept (Mazar et al., 2008). External stimuli can 

help raise an individual’s attention to standards; one example of this would be the use of quotes 

attributed to famous figures about truthfulness and honesty in a context where people might 

engage in stealing (Griffin et al., 2020). Another common use of this mechanism is to use images 

or photographs of large eyes or an image of a person of authority (such as a police officer or 

teacher) to remind people that they should focus on honesty. These types of moral reminders 

make an individual’s anticipation of potential dishonest actions reflect more severely on their 

self-concept, potentially dissuading them from acting dishonestly (Ayal et al., 2015; Mazar et al., 

2008). 

Truth Default Theory (TDT; Levine, 2019) is a deceptive communication theory that is 

centered around the idea that most people default to believing others are telling the truth in most 

communication situations, and therefore inherently listeners believe most information they 

receive (Levine, 2014a). TDT explains that deception is often not even a considered as 

possibility in most contexts. What jars people out of the truth-default state is what is referred to 
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in the theory as deception triggers. These triggers are cues that individuals pick up through 

verbal and nonverbal communication that do not coincide with their understanding of reality. 

Depending on the context where the communication is occurring, individuals may be more 

sensitive to dissonant evidence and communicative content (Levine, 2019).  

 While SCM has been shown to be an effective framework when studying deception from 

the viewpoint of behavioral cheating, deceptive communication has not been studied using SCM 

theory. Additionally, one of the goals of this project is to bridge the elements of SCM and TDT 

to better understand deceptive communication. Therefore, the proposed study was developed 

based on the extent literature and in an attempt to extend the tenets of SCM to deceptive 

communication.  

 The findings of this research have the potential for application outside of the realms of 

scholarship. The political climate in the United States is more polarized than any time in modern 

history. According to Gallup (2020), there is an approximately 80 percentage point gap between 

Democrats and Republicans concerning the support of the previous presidential administration. 

Much of this polarization could stem from the blatant, bald faced lies spread in political contexts 

(West, 2021). Research has shown that when a blatant falsehood aligned with a person’s political 

views, they felt enabled to proliferate the false information (Effron, 2018). These non-facts are 

spread under the guise of the possibility of being true, making potentially false information 

easier to spread by having the act of spreading be less reflective of the communicator’s ethical 

standards (Effron, 2018). This is an issue because information that is spread under the 

assumption of fact or truthfulness has had tangible effects on society, ranging from the prevailing 

notion that people with differing political views operate on different sets of ground truths 

(Strong, 2016) to the enaction of physical violence (Stanley-Becker & Harwell, 2021). 
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Researching how self-concept relates to deceptive communication production could provide 

insights into how and why false information is spread, and what strategies can be enacted to 

reduce the spread of non-facts that communicators do not fully believe.  

  This thesis aims to focus on the reduction of lie proliferation through the use of veracity 

reminders whilst examining the role polarizing topics can have on production of truthfulness. 

Tenets of self-concept maintenance theory (Mazar et al., 2008), such as the relationship between 

deception and personal ethical codes and the ability to rationalize away seemingly small 

deceptive acts, have the potential to curb the spread of dishonest information when applied to 

communication. Tenets of truth-default theory (Levine, 2019), such as the examination of sender 

demeanor and evidence-based lie detection, have the capacity to make potential unwitting lie 

proliferators more conscious of the information they are spreading. These two theories have 

seldom been discussed in the literature together—thus, allowing this thesis to test their 

components together in the context of deceptive communication. 

 The applications of this research also extend to interpersonal relationships and topic 

avoidance. Social desirability bias, or the human desire to present themselves in the best possible 

light (Maccoby & Maccoby, 1954), allows people to be less than honest when they are asked 

about their opinions on polarizing topics. This effect can be seen in the 2016 presidential polls, 

where supporters of Donald Trump were severely underreported in polling data due to the stigma 

surrounding the support of his presidential campaign (Zontine, 2017). Research has shown that 

the social desirability bias effects not just the self-reports in scholarly papers, but also extends 

into our interpersonal relationships (Vanlear, 1990). The findings of the proposed research will 

provide insights into how veracity is used by speakers during polarizing topics and reveal how 

honesty and language production is influenced by honesty prompts.  
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Deceptive Communication  

 Cooperative communication functions through trust between the message receiver and 

the message sender. The message receiver(s) trust that the message sender will provide the right 

amount of information in their message, provide relevant information, be unambiguous, and be 

truthful in their communication (Grice, 1975). Through following Grice’s maxims of cooperative 

communication, the message sender and the message receiver cooperate with each other in order 

to exchange accurate and relevant information. However, not all communication is cooperative 

in nature. These uncooperative communication contexts can be viewed as instances of deception.  

 As with most academic constructs and concepts, definitions of deception vary. Deception 

can be a nebulous concept and can encompass many different communicative acts. While there is 

some debate over the definition of deception, the paradigmatic definition of deception used for 

over 50 years was forwarded by Ekman & Friesen (1969); they define deception as the intent to 

mislead without prior notification (see Ekman, 2009). According to this perspective, deception 

occurs when a communicator decides to try and mislead their audience regardless of their 

success in their endeavor to dupe their target. Ekman’s definition of deception also emphasizes 

the act of intentionality, that is, deliberately hiding one’s attempt to mislead. By deliberately 

stating that deception happens without prior notification, this definition excludes actions that 
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may be traditionally thought of as deceptive, such as magic and twists in a fictional plot. In both 

of these instances, and others, audiences have implicit knowledge that deception or information 

that is not factual will be shared and presented to them.  

 Deception as a construct is a large category where many factors or concepts are nested. 

Deceptive actions can generally be split into two categories: deception by commission and 

deception by omission (Rycyna et al., 2009). A blatant lie can be described as deception by 

commission (Rycyna et al., 2009). Through lying of commission, a communicator is actively 

providing false information to an audience. In instances of deception by omission, the message 

sender intentionally leaves out pertinent or truthful information from their responses, but does 

not directly use false information. For example, responding to a difficult question by providing a 

short answer that does not directly answer the question, but does not provide false information, 

might mislead an interlocuter (Rycyna et al., 2009). Equivocation is another communication act 

that is categorized as deception by omission. Equivocation may involves responding truthfully, 

however, while the response may be accurate or factual, it does not contain the relevant 

information the interrogator wants and is designed to intentionally mislead without lying 

(Rycyna et al., 2009).  

Bullshit is another form of deception by commission that is conceptually different from 

lying. Where most lies are concerned with keeping up the appearance of being truthful, bullshit 

is not concerned with the bounds of reality (Frankfurt, 2009; Wakeham, 2017). Bullshit (and 

bullshitters) instead seeks to overwhelm an audience with so many ludicrous non-facts that their 

audience cannot choose what to believe (Paul & Matthews, 2016). When enacted on a mass 

scale, bullshit can enable an audience to disregard any message as being truthful, rendering them 

unable to tell fact from falsification (Paul & Matthews, 2016). All of the instances of deception 
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described above are found in communication contexts. Of course, there are other instances of 

deceitful acts (e.g., theft, cheating, fraud, money laundering, etc.). Where these instances of 

deception exist on a binary (i.e., either did or did not cheat), communicative deception usually 

tends to exist on a gradient (Rycyna et al., 2009).   

An example of the gradation of communicative deception is the spectrum of lies. Lies 

exist on a scale of white lies to high-stakes lies (or sometimes referred to as bald-faced; Bryant, 

2008; Erat & Gneezy, 2012). Lies can be placed on this spectrum in accordance with their 

intention, consequences, beneficiary, truthfulness, and acceptability. White lies are generally 

described as having benign intent, trivial consequences, and a component of truth (Bryant, 2008). 

White lies are also generally prosocial and acceptable in most communication situations. High-

stakes lies, in contrast, have malicious intent, serious consequences, and stray farther from reality 

than socially polite, white lies, because high-stakes lies are generally self-serving and are not 

acceptable in normal communication (Bryant, 2008). Some lies fall in between these two 

categories. They are neither completely malicious nor benign in nature. White lies and high-

stakes deceptions represent the polar ends of a broad dichotomy of the lying spectrum (Bryant, 

2008). 

Lie Proliferation  

Most recently, Levine (2014a) defines deception as, “intentionally, knowingly, or 

purposefully misleading another person,” (p. 380).  The telling of lies was once thought of as 

being ubiquitous in society (DePaulo et al., 1996). However, further research has shown that a 

majority of the lies told in society are told by a comparatively small section of the population 

(Serota & Levine, 2015). McCornack et al. (2014) posit that communicators send messages that 

cause the least amount of cognitive stress. That is, people tend to lie when the truth becomes too 
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difficult to communicate. Prior research argues that lie production is inherently more cognitively 

taxing then telling the truth (Vrij et al., 2008). McCornack et al. (2014) argue instead that both 

truthful and deceptive communication come from the same psychological processes. They posit 

that the communication context is the catalyst for the cognitive load, and the choice to deceive or 

be honest depends on which action would be less cognitively taxing (McCornack et al., 2014). 

People use deception to accomplish a variety of goals (McCornack et al., 2014).  Levine et al. 

(2016) developed a pan-cultural typology of lie motives. They found that in many different 

cultural contexts, deception is employed to hide a transgression, seek personal advantage, avoid 

social contact, protect others, make a positive social impression, be funny, and be malicious 

towards others (Levine et al., 2016). They also found that across many different cultures, 

deceptive communication was most reported to be employed for selfish reasons rather than pro-

social motivations (Levine et al., 2016). While most of the lies told in society are produced by a 

small minority of communicators (Serota & Levine, 2015), it seems that the motivations for 

deception are relatively consistent across many different cultures (Levine et al., 2016).  

 The endeavor to detect deception has been of interest to communication scholars since 

the mid-20th century (Ekman & Friesen 1969). One of the first theories of deception detection 

focused on the observance and recognition of nonverbal cues (Ekman & Friesen, 1969). This 

deception detection strategy hinged on the idea that while one sends one message verbally, the 

body would leak other messages that could contradict the veracity of the verbal message (Ekman 

& Friesen, 1969). Cue theory research has relied on the logic that the cognitive load required to 

tell an untruth, the emotional reaction to lying, and the emotions induced by lying are all thought 

to cause a display of verbal and nonverbal cues that can betray the liar.  
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Deception Theories 

Cue theories, or theories of deception detection that analyze observable behaviors as 

potential evidence of deception (Levine & McCornack, 2014), seek to catalogue facial 

expressions, body movement, and other verbal and nonverbal cues that could signal deceptive 

communication (Ekman, 1969; Levine & McCornack, 2014). Early cue theories constructed a 

hierarchy of nonverbal cue truthfulness, where facial expressions were seen as most easily 

manipulated for deceptive purposes and less visible cues such as hand and leg movements were 

seen as being less easily manipulated (Ekman, 1969). 

 Further iterations of cue theories incorporated the analysis of vocal pitch and word usage 

(DePaulo et al., 2003; Newman et al., 2003). All cue theories contend that there are observable 

verbal and nonverbal signifiers of deception that are tied to the cognitive processes of deceptive 

acts (Levine, 2018b). Different cue theories vary in the way that they explain the stimulus of 

these signifiers. Vrij et al. (2006) focuses on the cognitive load that accompanies deceptive acts 

as a producer of deception detection cues. Ekman and Friesen (1969) instead focus on the 

emotional state of the deceiver as the source of nonverbal cues. They relate that liars can deceive 

about their true feelings, or have feelings about deceiving—both of which may drive how they 

behave, speak, and react during duplicity.  

 All of these theories of deception detection center around the same logic: deception can 

be detected through the observance of cues that are not necessarily tied to communication 

content (Levine, 2018b). However, while verbal and nonverbal cues might be probabilistically 

tied to deception detection, they are not necessarily reliable. A recent metanalysis of deception 

cue theory research found that while cue based deception detection can be reliable in individual 

experiments, they lose their efficacy when they are researched over time (Levine, 2018b). The 
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metanalysis found that there was a significant negative correlation with the effectiveness of cues 

to deception and the number of times once reliable cues have been studied (Levine, 2018b).  

Truth-Default Theory 

In more recent scholarship, commonly held assumptions about the nature of lying and 

deceptive communication are being challenged. Truth-default theory (TDT; Levine, 2019) uses 

the content of messages and the context that they are sent within to detect deception. The central 

idea of TDT is that humans are truth biased. That is, humans operate under the default 

assumption that the communication and information that they receive on a day-to-day basis is 

truthful and accurate (Levine, 2014a). This default to belief is a prosocial, adaptive process. 

Humans encounter significant deception that has dire consequences relatively infrequently in 

day-to-day life (Serota & Levine, 2015). To constantly be suspicious of communication would 

make cooperation between individuals and societies extremely difficult. Since deception is a 

relatively infrequent occurrence for most people, the cost of constant suspicion of deception does 

not outweigh the benefit of trust. As a result, humans developed a truth-bias over time (Levine, 

2014a; Levine, 2019).  

Metanalyses find that humans are 57% accurate at detecting lies in controlled 

experiments (Kraut, 1980; Levine et al., 1999). Though this finding is statistically significant, it 

is not substantially better than chance. Humans, instead, are significantly better at identifying 

truthful communication than they are at identifying deceit (Levine et al., 1999; Levine et al., 

2006). The discrepancy between human’s ability to detect lies compared to their ability to detect 

truth is known as the veracity effect (Levine et al., 1999). The slightly-better-than-chance 

effectiveness of previous deception detection research and strategies is thought to be due to the 

fundamental design of prior studies (Levine, 2019). Deception detection studies that contain a 
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close-to-even mix of lies and truths does not accurately represent deception in reality (Levine, 

2018a). Humans are more attuned to detecting truthful communication because the majority of 

communication they receive in day-to-day life is truthful (Serota & Levine, 2015). In other 

words, humans are truth-biased because the social consequences of constant suspicion outweigh 

the social benefits of trust.  

There are situations where humans drop their truth bias and are suspicious of deception. 

For humans to abandon their truth-bias, they must be triggered into suspecting deception 

(Levine, 2014a). When a deception trigger (or triggers) is strong enough, a person is snapped out 

of their truth-bias and becomes wary of the veracity of the communication they receive (Levine, 

2014a; Levine, 2019). When a trigger causes someone to abandon their truth-default, they tend to 

recall past information and evidence and compare it to the information they suspect to be false. 

Most people can encounter contradictory information and not be jarred out of truth-default. 

Deception triggers have to surpass a threshold of disbelief in order to overcome the truth-default 

(Levine, 2014a; Levine, 2019). Deception triggers are typically, 

 “(a) a projected motive for deception, (b) behavioral displays associated with dishonest 

demeanor, (c) a lack of coherence in message content, (d) a lack of correspondence 

between communication content and some knowledge of reality, or (e) information from 

a third-party warning of potential deception” (Levine, 2014a, p. 386).  

However, these psychological triggers are not limited to these categories. They can be any 

communicative or psychological artifact that causes one to be suspicious of another’s 

communication. Triggers shift listener’s schema to the possibility that veracity should be 

questioned, and that deception is a possibility.  
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 When an evidentiary threshold is crossed, a communicator might decide to judge the 

message in question to be deceptive. A deception detector decides whether to judge a message as 

being deceptive based on a number of factors (Levine, 2014a; Levine, 2019). Sender demeanor 

and the context in which the message is being sent are major factors in the deception assessment 

process (Levine, 2014a). Sender demeanor is the difference in believability of communicators 

when they send a message. Basically, demeanor can be thought of as how honest (or dishonest) a 

communicator appears when sending a message (Levine et al., 2011). Communicators with 

honest demeanors generally project confidence, friendliness, and certainty with their nonverbal 

communication and paralanguage (e.g., tone of voice). In contrast, people exhibiting dishonest 

demeanors project uncertainty and timidness through their communication (Levine et al., 2011; 

Van Swol et al., 2013). It is important to note that sender demeanor is independent of the actual 

veracity of the message being sent (Levine et al., 2011; Levine, 2019). That is, communicators 

can appear honest when they are being deceitful and dishonest when they are being truthful 

(Levine, 2011). A sender’s demeanor is not necessarily constant across all communication 

contexts. A communicator’s demeanor can change based on the communication situation. 

Demeanor was found to be highly correlated with deception judgements, but not necessarily with 

deception judgement accuracy (Levine, 2011). Research has shown that people who display a 

dishonest demeanor (whether in face-to-face communication or in computer mediated 

communication) tend to be judged as being dishonest, regardless of whether they actually lied 

(Levine et al., 2011; Van Swol et al., 2013). While sender demeanor deals with nonverbal cues, 

the rest of the deception triggers that Levine (2014) describes deal instead with evidence. TDT 

posits that the coherence of a message and how it corresponds with facts that communicators 

already know provide the base for accurate deception judgements (Levine, 2019).   



 
  

14   

Instead of judging the honesty of a message based on nonverbal cues, research has shown 

that lies are more often discovered through the uncovering of evidence that directly contradicts 

the content of the message in question (Park et al., 2002; Levine & Daiku, 2019). Furthermore, 

these deception judgments need not (and often do not) happen at the same time that the message 

is sent. Deception detection often relies on evidence and prior knowledge that is inaccessible at 

the direct moment that the deceptive message is sent (Park et al., 2002). A qualitative study 

surveying elite customs agents (professionals whose job centers around lie detection) about their 

deception detection practices found that when asked about how they detect lies, reliance on 

factual evidence and confessions were the most prevalent strategies (Levine & Daiku, 2019).  

A central tenet of TDT is the notion that deception detection happens in the real world 

either through examining the content of the message in the context in which it is communicated 

or via confession. Research has shown that more active, content-examination-based approaches 

to deception detection yield significantly higher accuracy rates than more passive, cue-

examination-based approaches (Levine, 2014b). Passive deception detection strategies involve 

observing a potential deceiver’s behavior without any contact or communication. Regardless of 

communication medium, passive detection techniques hover around 50% accuracy (Levine, 

2014b). Active detection techniques that involve using evidence strategically, on the other hand, 

can raise the accuracy of deception judgements anywhere from 70-90% (Levine, 2014b). These 

active detection methods involve the detector actively engaging with the potential deceiver, 

examining the content of the message that they are sending and fact-checking important aspects 

what is being conveyed (Levine, 2014b). Further research has shown that to improve accuracy, 

deception detectors should strategically withhold the evidence they have from the people they 

are interrogating. Also, active questioning is superior to pre-scripted questioning (Levine, 



 
  

15   

2014b), which made up much of the research design of early deception detection studies—due to 

concerns with experimental control. Truth default theory actively challenges many of the 

assumptions present in other deception detection theories (Zimmerman et al., 2020) and while 

the deception detection strategies recommended by TDT do not provide a magic bullet whereby 

deception is instantaneously uncovered, research and replication has shown that the tenets of 

TDT can lead to improvements in deception detection accuracy (Levine, 2014b).  

Self-Concept Maintenance Theory 

Self-concept maintenance theory (SCM; Mazar et al., 2008) attempts to explain why 

people deceive and what situational factors influence humans’ decisions to be deceitful. A 

central tenet of SCM is the idea that one’s own perception of themselves is a prevalent factor in 

their decision to act deceptively (Mazar et al., 2008). Where past research about deceptive 

actions theorized the choice to deceive in terms of the benefit of cheating versus the probability 

and cost of being caught, SCM considers the moral cost deceptive acts cause on one’s self-

concept (Mazar et al., 2008). SCM factors in the psychological processes that happen when one 

is deciding between acting truthfully or engaging in deception (Mazar et al., 2008). SCM posits 

that most people want to view themselves as morally good. However, they also want the benefits 

that may come with deception. In order to gain the increased advantages that may come with 

deception while maintaining their identity as morally good, most people cheat just enough to 

gain minimal benefit without harming their self-concept (Mazar et al., 2008). This balancing of 

the benefits of deception with one’s self-imposed moral consequences creates a deception 

threshold, where one can deceive in amounts small enough to not affect their view of themselves 

as moral (Mazar et al., 2008).  
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The tenets of SCM have been tested and supported in both experimental settings and in 

applied research (Braun & Hornuf, 2018; Ariely & Jones, 2012). Ariely (2012) found that neither 

the manipulation of monetary gain nor the chance of being caught significantly affected the 

magnitude in which most people cheat. However, there are external factors that can shift and 

manipulate one’s capacity to cheat. Through the manipulation of these factors, one can 

potentially deter or induce a greater magnitude of deceptive behavior.  

Mazar et al. (2008) outline two ways to manipulate and maintain the self-concept when 

faced with the choice to be deceptive: attention to moral standards and categorization. Attention 

to moral standards is the idea that when people are more aware of their own ethical code, any 

deceptive action that they take will be more harshly reflected on their self-concept (Mazar et al., 

2008). This hyper-awareness of one’s own moral standards will make them more clearly 

delineate between honest and dishonest behavior, which in turn makes dishonest actions harder 

to rationalize into those that may be non-damaging to the self-concept (Mazar et al., 2008). 

Conversely, an inattention to moral standards will cause dishonest actions to not be evaluated as 

harshly, making them easier to perform without causing one to view themselves as diverging 

from their ethical code (Mazar et al., 2008). Raising one’s attention to moral standards causes 

them to evaluate their actions, making it harder to blur the lines between honest actions and 

dishonest ones. Raising attention to standards compresses the threshold for deception, making 

the number of deceptive actions that would catalyze a potential negative effect to one’s self-

concept larger (Mazar et al., 2008).  

Raising attention to moral standards to reduce cheating has been employed through many 

different strategies in scholarship. For example, Mazar et al. (2008) induced cheating from 

college students for monetary gain and found that exposing students to an honor code directly 
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before engaging in a choice to be deceitful significantly lowered instances of cheating as 

compared to a control. They also found that having students read the Ten Commandments out 

loud before making a decision to be dishonest significantly decreased deceptive actions, 

regardless of whether or not the students were religious (Mazar et al., 2008). Shu et al. (2011) 

also found evidence of the exposure to honor codes’ effectiveness in deterring cheating where 

deception could lead to monetary gain. Griffin et al. (2020) found that displaying quotes about 

honesty and integrity on an unmonitored food sales kiosk lowered instances of theft in an applied 

study of cheating. For raising attention to moral standards to be an effective deterrent against 

deceptive actions, the reminder has to take place before the decision to be deceptive is made, so 

as to more closely tie the moral code of the potential deceiver to the deceptive action (Ariely & 

Jones, 2012; Shu et al., 2011).  

The second self-concept maintenance mechanism Mazar et al. (2008) describe is 

categorization. Categorization is the process by which individuals can rationalize negative 

behaviors into not having a negative effect on the self-concept (Mazar et al., 2008). 

Categorization has two aspects that are tied to its effectiveness: inherent limit and malleability 

(Mazar et al., 2008). Actions with malleable categorization allow a person to easily rethink the 

action in self-serving terms (Mazar et al., 2008). For example, stealing a can of soda that is worth 

approximately one dollar from a friend’s refrigerator is a much more malleable deceptive act 

than stealing a dollar from a friend to buy a soda. It is easier to develop a myriad of justifications 

as to why stealing borrowing a soda is not deceptive. In contrast, stealing a dollar from a friend 

would be much harder to rationalize. The greater the categorization malleability of a deceptive 

act, the more likely a person is to be able to commit the dishonest act without it affecting their 

self-concept. However, some deceptive acts have extremely low categorization malleability, and 
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could not be performed by most people without it affecting their self-concept (Mazar et al., 

2008). As a consequence of this, the more categorically malleable a deceptive act is, the more 

likely a person is to commit the act with no self-inflicted moral repercussions (Mazar et al., 

2008). The other important aspect of categorization is the inherent limit of a deception action’s 

categorizability (Mazar et al., 2008). While most deceptive actions can be categorized into not 

negatively affecting the self-concept to some extent, there is a limit to which an action can be 

categorized. Mazar et al. (2008) explain that, “if we assume that the categorization process has 

such built-in limits, we should conceptualize categorization as effective only up to a threshold, 

beyond which people can no longer avoid the obvious moral valence of their behavior” (p. 635). 

In other words, the capacity to act on deceptive impulses can only be expanded so much before 

categorization loses its effectiveness in keeping one’s self-concept unaffected (Mazar et al., 

2008).  

Categorization has also been examined in many different instances in recent scholarship. 

Mazar et al. (2008) originally tested the effects of categorization by increasing the psychological 

distance between the deceiver and the deceptive act. The researchers conducted an experiment 

where participants were given the opportunity to cheat on a test for monetary gain. They found 

that participants were much more likely to cheat in order to gain tokens that they could exchange 

for money, rather than cheat to gain money outright (Mazar et al., 2008). Cheating for tokens 

increased the categorization malleability of the deceptive act, therefore making it less damaging 

to the self-concept for participants to cheat. Shu et al. (2011) found that making individuals sign 

self-reports at the beginning of the form rather than at the end significantly decreased dishonesty 

in their disclosures. They posited that by having individuals sign self-reports before filling them 

out more closely tied their identity to their supposedly honest statements, making dishonest 
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actions reflect more harshly on the deceivers’ self-concept by reminding them of their own moral 

codes before they had the chance to misreport (Shu et al., 2011).  

Gino et al. (2009) found that the social influence of others could have an effect on a 

deceptive act’s categorizability. They conducted a study where participants were asked to take a 

test in which deception would lead to monetary gain. Before the test, a research confederate 

asked the test proctor if it was okay to cheat, to which the test proctor replied that the confederate 

could do whatever they wanted. The confederate then finished the test in an improbably fast time 

and proclaimed they answered all of the test questions correctly, receiving the maximum 

monetary gain. The participants who viewed the blatant cheating on behalf of the confederate 

cheated significantly more and to a greater magnitude than in a control condition (Gino et al., 

2009). In two similar studies, Gino et al. (2009) again had a confederate loudly proclaim they 

were cheating in front of participants on a test with the potential for monetary gain. The test was 

conducted on a college campus and all of the participants were students, this detail is relevant 

because the confederate wore a t-shirt donning information from the college campus where the 

experiment took place. In another condition the confederate wore a t-shirt from a rival college 

that explicitly signaled them as being part of an out-group. The social identity of the confederate 

played a major role in whether the participants cheated; cheating significantly increased where 

the confederate presented as being a part of the audience’s in-group, and significantly decreased 

when they presented as being from an out-group (Gino et al., 2009). The findings of these studies 

illustrate that social identity and peer influence have a major effect on one’s ability to categorize 

deceptive acts as not having a negative effect on one’s self-concept.  
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Bridging the Theories: TDT and SCM 

 While truth-default theory and self-concept maintenance have not been applied to the 

same context in the same study, they have been (albeit seldomly) discussed together in some 

recent literature (Chu, 2017; Markowitz & Levine, 2020). While SCM (Mazar et al., 2008) 

focuses on cheating and deceptive actions and TDT (Levine, 2019) focuses on deceptive 

communication, these two theories have some overlapping structures and assumptions that 

dovetail together. The current study seeks to combine tenets from TDT (Levine, 2014a; Levine, 

2019) and SCM (Mazar et al., 2008) and to test how both of these theories may help to predict 

and explain deceptive communication.  

 The most prevalent tenet present in both SCM and TDT is the idea that the majority of 

deception in society is performed by a relatively small section of the population (Mazar et al., 

2008; Serota & Levine, 2015). Both SCM and TDT posit that most people only deceive in small 

amounts while an antisocial minority cheat and deceive orders of magnitude more frequently 

than the majority of the population. Each of the theories have different explanations for this 

phenomenon. SCM posits that the desire to be view oneself as morally good holds people back 

from deceiving as much as they could (Ariely & Jones, 2012; Mazar et al., 2008). TDT, on the 

other hand, argues that the antisocial consequences of being caught in a lie dissuade people from 

deceiving to the fullest extent (Serota & Levine, 2015; Levine, 2019). Both SCM and TDT 

examine the psychological reasonings underpinning the decision to behave and communicate 

deceptively. However, where TDT highlights the interpersonal mechanisms for deception, SCM 

examines at the intrapersonal decisions and potential social ramifications.  

 It is important to note that SCM was developed in the field of behavioral economics. Part 

of the novelty of the current study is the application of SCM’s tenets in context where deception 
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is not measured on a binary (e.g., cheat/did not cheat). Deceptive communication and the 

language used to bend the truth, happens on a gradient (Markowitz, 2020; McCornack et al., 

2014). Therefore, the current study seeks to examine the external factors that influence deception 

production whilst simultaneously testing the tenets of SCM (Mazar et al., 2008) and TDT 

(Levine et al., 2019).  

Communication Contexts and Topic Intensity 

As with all communication, context drives the ways deceptive messages are constructed. 

Markowitz & Hancock (2019) developed a framework for the analysis of how context drives 

deceptive communication. The Contextual Organization of Deception and Language (COLD) 

framework posits that a universal approach to the analysis of deceptive communication is 

problematic. Context drives deceptive message production, and there are three parts of a 

deception that matter when deceptive communication is analyzed: psychological dynamics, 

pragmatic goals, and communication genre (Markowitz & Hancock, 2019). Psychological 

dynamics refers to the cognitive processes and emotional states that may change how a person 

communicates and constructs deceptive messages depending on the context of the 

communication interaction (Markowitz & Hancock, 2019). Deceivers are often trying to simulate 

emotional states of truth tellers when they are constructing a believable deceptive message, 

especially in high-intensity topic contexts (Walczyk et al., 2014). The context of that someone is 

trying to deceive in will influence the emotional state that is trying to be simulated (Markowitz & 

Hancock, 2019). For example, as the emotional processes of talking about an emergency on a 

911 call is very different from communicating about a low-intensity topic such as a favorite 

restaurant, so should the emotional states that a deceiver is trying to simulate.  
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In the COLD framework, pragmatic goals refer to what a person is trying to accomplish 

with their deceptive communication (Markowitz & Hancock, 2019). Deceivers lie for several 

different reasons (Levine et al., 2016; Markowitz, 2020). Lies are told to solve problems and 

accomplish goals in the least cognitively taxing way possible, and as the communication context 

changes so do the goals of a deceiver (Markowitz & Hancock, 2019; McCornack et al., 2014). 

Finally, genre conventions refer to the language and speech norms present in different 

communication contexts (Markowitz & Hancock, 2019). For example, people generally 

communicate differently in a bar than they do in church. There are different norms in each of 

these communication contexts that dictate what is appropriate to say and what is not appropriate 

to say (Markowitz, 2020; Markowitz & Hancock, 2019). These genre conventions also dictate 

how believable deceptive communication is constructed (Markowitz & Hancock, 2019) and may 

also drive degrees of truth-biased people.  

The intensity of a communication topic can influence the genre of communication. Just as 

there are different conventions for communication in physical spaces, conversation topics can 

influence what people can (and cannot) communicate to each other. Abortion is a good example 

of a topic whereby honesty may be expressed differently than in other topical conversations. A 

recent meta-analysis shows that people who have had an abortion experience isolation, fear of 

social judgement, and the desire for secrecy (Hanschmidt et al., 2016). Other research has shown 

that the majority of discussion on abortion is done by a vocal minority of population (Schneider, 

1996). Cockrill & Nack (2013) found that people who had received abortions felt the need to 

deceive others about their choice (Cockrill & Nack, 2013). In other words, the genre conventions 

surrounding the topic of abortion limit the ways people can speak about it. The stigma 
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surrounding these polarizing, high-intensity topics lead some people to avoid conversation about 

these topics entirely (Afifi & Guerrero, 1998).    

Low-intensity topics, alternatively, do not have the same stigma as polarizing topics. 

Deception revolving around low-stakes topics such as the quality of a presentation or the 

attractiveness of an outfit are generally seen as pro-social. These pro-social lies surrounding low-

intensity topics have been found to build trust between communicators (Levine & Schweitzer, 

2015). The genre conventions surrounding less intense, banal topics may be less constrictive than 

more intense, polarizing topics. Most often, people tell lies when the truth becomes problematic 

to communicate (McCornack et al., 2014). That is, people need a reason to deceive and have 

specific goals for their deceptive communication (Markowitz & Hancock, 2019). Also, people 

tend to deceive for self-serving reasons (Levine et al., 2016). Again, research has shown that 

some conversation topics make people feel the need to lie more than others (Afifi & Guerrero, 

1998; Cockrill & Nack, 2013). The communication context and the genre conventions of that 

context will have an effect on both the way deception is produced (Markowitz & Hancock, 

2019), and might influence the amount of deceptive communication is produced. The current 

study seeks to bridge the theories of self-concept maintenance (Mazar et al., 2008) and truth-

default theory (Levine et al., 2019); this research also seeks examine how the tenets and 

overlapping structures of SCM and TDT relate to different communication contexts and 

communication genre conventions. Accordingly, the following hypotheses were constructed 

based on the extent literature: 

 

H1: Attention to moral standards will positively influence honest communication. 
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H2: The intensity of the conversational topic will have a negatively moderate  

honest communication. 

 

Emotional States and Categorizeability 

Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) (Pennebaker et al., 2015) is a text 

categorization program that sorts words in a written text file into different categories. The LIWC 

dictionary contains categories that deal with parts of speech (e.g., first-person pronouns, verbs 

nouns), the emotional content of words (e.g., anger words, happiness words, sadness words), 

punctuation, cognitive processes, as well as other categories that deal with the psychological 

processes of communication. Newman et al. (2003) used LIWC to examine the emotional 

content and linguistic dimensions of honest and deceitful communication. They found that 

deceitful communication generally contained fewer self-references, more negative emotion 

words, fewer exclusive terms (words that signaled differentiation between what did and did not 

occur) and more motion terms (words that related to a sense of movement) than honest 

communication. Markowitz & Griffin (2019) utilized LIWC to examine the linguistic differences 

and genre conventions in honest communication and deceitful communication in individuals 

when discussing a high-intensity topic (abortion).  

Slotter et al. (2011) used Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) to analyze the 

effect of the end of romantic relationships on the self-concept. The researchers focused on LIWC 

categories that dealt with emotional distress in order to determine the negative effects on self-

concept and the lack of self-concept clarity of participants after romantic separation (Slotter et 

al., 2011). Since a central tenet of SCM (Mazar et al., 2008) deals with the negative effects on 

the self-concept due to deception, the researcher questions whether the same negative emotion 



 
  

25   

LIWC word classifications could lead to insights into the relationship between communication 

genre and deceptive communication categorizeablity.  

Past research (Slotter et al., 2011) has shown connections between written reflections on 

past events and effects on self-concept. Other research (Levine, 2019) has drawn connections 

between reflecting on past events and methods of deception detection. Reflections on past events 

has been shown to provide insight into both the motivations and the self-concepts of 

communicators. This study will be examining self-concept maintenance theory’s effects on 

communication through participants’ self-reflections as well as self-report honesty scales. Since 

little is known in the literature regarding how SCM might impact interpersonal communication, 

the proposed study asks the following research question: 

 

RQ1: What relationship does topic intensity have with the emotional states of 

communicators?  
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CHAPTER III: METHOD 
Study Design 
 
 To test the hypotheses and research question, this thesis employed an experimental 

design. In order to maintain ecological validity in the experiment, the design abstained from 

asking participants to lie (see Levine, 2018a). As in everyday life, lies are most often employed 

because of personal choice or influenced by situational and environmental factors. Deception is 

seldom imposed onto someone by an outside authority (though there are obviously exceptions). 

Therefore, the methodology of the experiment was constructed in such a way to make it realistic 

for participants to engage in deceptive communication in a naturalistic way. To achieve such an 

environment, the experiment centered around having participants speak extemporaneously over 

the Zoom video conference platform about their opinions on both banal and polarizing topics. An 

institutional review board application was submitted and approved.  

 A total of 71 participants took part in the study. Participants were recruited from 

undergraduate classes in The University of Alabama’s College of Communication & Information 

Sciences. Participants were told that the study dealt with their opinions on social topics. The 

study’s interest in communication honesty was withheld from participants. Sixty-four of the 

participants’ responses were analyzed. Five of the participants’ data were removed from the 

dataset before analyses because they did not fully complete the study, and in two cases the 
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students were already knowledgeable about the study purpose (e.g., knew the researcher from an 

undergraduate research lab).  

 Upon recruitment, participants registered for a time to meet with the researcher in a 

private Zoom video conferencing room. After arriving in the Zoom room, the participants were 

sent a consent form through the chat function. After obtaining consent to both participate in the 

experiment and have their video/audio recorded for use in a subsequent study, participants were 

guided through the experiment. The study consisted of one Qualtrics survey split into three 

sections, and two extemporaneous speeches about two different topics that served as an 

independent factor in the study (low intensity vs. high intensity topic). Each participant was 

randomly sorted into either the “honesty reminder” or the “no honesty reminder” condition, 

which served as the study’s other independent factor, using the flip of a large unweighted fair 

coin. Honesty and veracity measures, as well as open-ended questions asking participants to 

reflect on their speeches served as the study’s dependent variables (Appendix 1). The experiment 

design was a 2x2 mixed factorial experimental design; 32 participants were utilized to test the 

effects of the four conditions in the study (see Appendix 2), where one factor is examined 

between subjects (honesty reminders) and the other factor is tested within subjects (topic 

intensity). 

After consenting to participate in the study and have their audio/video recorded via the 

Zoom call, participants were asked to complete a portion of a Qualtrics questionnaire. To 

facilitate the Qualtrics questionnaires, participants were asked to click on a hyperlink posted into 

the Zoom chat function. Each participant was asked to mute their cameras and their microphones 

while taking the survey. The researcher also muted their camera and microphone while the 

participant completed the survey. The first portion of the survey collected demographic 
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information and contained four questions related to the purposes of the study. Demographic 

information such as participant age, race, gender, GPA, and class they were recruited from was 

obtained. The first section of the survey also asked the participant their willingness to discuss 

four different topics (two high intensity and two low intensity) on a seven-point Likert scale, 

where one was “not willing to discuss at all” and seven was “very willing to discuss.” The two 

low intensity topics were “favorite food” and “favorite type of entertainment” (e.g., movies, TV, 

music, etc.). The high intensity topics were chosen from a pilot survey conducted in the Spring 

2020 that asked undergraduate students in communication courses which topics they felt were 

current relevant topics that are also most polarizing and difficult to discuss. Each of the topics 

were placed in a random order for each participant to avoid any potential order effects. These 

questions served as a manipulation check for the study. Participants were significantly more 

willing to discuss their favorite food (M = 6.65, SD = .95) than protests (M=5.29, SD = 1.42), 

t(30) = 4.9,  p < .001.  Ultimately, each participant was asked to speak extemporaneously about 

two different topics in the study, one high intensity and one low intensity. The two prompts 

provided to each participant were “What is your favorite food,” and “What are your opinions on 

both the Black Lives Matter protests that happened last fall, and the capitol protests that 

happened earlier this year?” The order of the two speeches were randomized to avoid any order 

effects that may have occurred based on which topic they discussed first. 

After completion of the first portion of the survey, participants were asked to turn on their 

cameras and microphones and confirm that they have completed the section of the questionnaire. 

The second section of the questionnaire was password protected, and a participant could not 

continue the survey without a password. When the participant had signaled that they had 

completed the first section, they were asked to turn on their cameras and microphones and return 
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to the Zoom call. Before the speech, each participant was made aware that their speech would be 

shown to a diverse audience through the researcher saying the following statement: “Before we 

start, be aware that your speech is being recorded, and will be shown to a diverse audience who 

will be viewing you talk about your opinion on this social topic.” This statement was used to 

simultaneously inform the participant that their recorded statement would be shown to other 

people and to raise the social stakes of the conversation/study. The participant was then told the 

first topic they would be speaking about, which was decided prior to the beginning of the study 

using a coin flip. If the participant was selected to speak about the low intensity topic first, they 

were asked the following question: “To get to know you better, tell me about your favorite food. 

Why do you like it?” If the participant was selected to speak about a high intensity topic first, 

they were asked the following question: “What are your opinions on both the Black Lives Matter 

protests that happened last summer and the capitol protest that happened earlier this year?” After 

the participants were told their topic, they were prompted to speak for around a minute about 

their opinions. If a participant did not speak for at least 40 seconds, they were prompted to 

elaborate on their opinions more through the researcher saying, “Could you elaborate a little bit 

more?”     

After the completion of the first extemporaneous speech, participants were asked to turn 

off their microphones and camera and given the password to the next part of the survey. After 

typing in the password (i.e., 1477tab), participants were asked to write in an open-ended format 

about their thought processes and relating to the speech they just completed. The prompt read:  

“Reflect on the speech you just gave. Think about why you spoke about the topic in the 

way that you did. Your task is to write about your thought processes relating to your 
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speech. You can tell us anything about your experience giving the speech, and please 

write in detail.” 

The open-ended responses participants gave in this portion of the survey were analyzed for 

linguistic cues of deception through LIWC categorization and subsequent analyses. The final 

section of the Qualtrics survey was password protected—again serving as a stopping point for 

them to return to the Zoom call. When participants completed the second section of the Qualtrics 

survey, they were asked to turn on their microphones and cameras and return to the Zoom call.  

Then, participants were told that they will be speaking about a second topic for around 60 

seconds. Before the speech, they were again reminded that their speech was being recorded and 

would be shown to a diverse audience. If the participant spoke about the low-intensity topic first, 

they were prompted to speak about the high-intensity topic. If the participant spoke about a high-

intensity topic first, they were prompted to speak about the low-intensity topic. After the 

participant was told their topic, they were prompted to speak about their opinions for around 60 

seconds. If a participant did not speak for at least 40 seconds, they were asked to elaborate on 

their opinions. Again, the researcher’s camera and microphone were turned on during the second 

speech so it would be more reflective of a face-to-face conversation. At the completion of the 

second extemporaneous speech, participants were given the password (i.e., 1477Tabernacle) to 

the final section of the Qualtrics survey. The final section of the survey asked participants to 

write in an open-ended format about their thought processes relating to the second speech. The 

prompt read:  

“Reflect on the speech you just gave. Think about why you spoke about the topic in the 

way that you did. Your task is to write about your thought processes relating to your 
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speech. You can tell us anything about your experience giving the speech, and please 

write in detail.” 

 

Again, participants’ open ended responses were analyzed for linguistic cues to deception through 

LIWC categorization and subsequent statistical analyses of word usage.  

 The final section of the survey also contained two honesty measures capturing 

participants’ self-reported honest communication about both topics they spoke about previously. 

The self-report honesty measures contained eight items rated on a seven-point Likert scale 

(Reysen, & Puryear, 2014). The self-reported honesty scale asked participants to rate how honest 

and ethical they perceived their speech as being, with a higher score on the scale reflecting 

higher levels of honesty. The self-report honesty measures were collected at the completion of 

both speeches as to not accidentally prompt participants or cause them to be more honest 

throughout the study than they would absent this prompting. 

Honesty Reminders 

Approximately half (31) of the participants analyzed were randomly sorted into the 

“honesty reminder” condition. Participants in this condition were prompted with honesty 

reminders throughout the experiment. First, they saw a quote about honesty, reading: “There is 

magic in truth and honesty and openness -- Frank Ocean” in the waiting room of the Zoom 

meeting. At the end of the first two sections of the survey (directly before each extemporaneous 

speech) participants in the “honesty reminder” condition were asked to paraphrase The 

University of Alabama’s Capstone Creed in their own words in the Qualtrics survey. Participants 

were shown the University of Alabama’s Capstone Creed, and then asked to paraphrase it in their 

own words in a text box below the honesty reminder. The honesty reminder read:  
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“Please read the following text and paraphrase it in your own words below: As a member 

of The University of Alabama community, I will pursue knowledge; act with fairness, 

integrity and respect; promote equity and inclusion; foster individual and civic 

responsibility; and strive for excellence in all I do.” 

To further induce the honesty reminder principle utilized in this condition of the experiment, 

participants were be asked to complete their self-report honesty measures in the Qualtrics 

surveys directly following each extemporaneous speech.  

At the completion of the Qualtrics survey, participants were thanked, provided with a 

debrief and told the study was examining the impact of honesty reminders and topic intensity on 

communication veracity. Studies generally lasted between 30 minutes to 45 minutes.  

After completion of the data collection the researcher utilized LIWC 2015 (Pennebaker et 

al., 2015) to categorize the words in the written responses of participants. The following LIWC 

categories were utilized in analyses: first-person singular pronouns, negative emotion words, 

anger words, anxiety words, sadness words, motion words, exclusive terms, and authenticity.  

Sample 

 The 64 participants analyzed were all recruited from undergraduate courses at The 

University of Alabama. The participants completed the study for extra credit or class credit 

purposes. The ages of participants ranged from 18 years old to 31 years old. The median age of 

the participants was 21 years old. Of the 64 participants, 84.4% (n = 54) were White, 10.9% (n = 

7) were Black or African American, 1.6% (n = 1), was Asian, and 3.1% (n = 2) of participants 

were of another race. 73.4% (n = 47) of the participants identified as female, while 26.6% (n = 

17) of the participants identified as male.  
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 Participants’ open-ended responses were processed through LIWC for analyses. For the 

128 open ended responses analyzed for this study, the mean word count for participants’ 

individual responses was 161.2. The median word count was 154.  Participant open-ended 

response word count ranged from 37 words to 488 words. These open-ended responses were 

reflections on the extemporaneous speeches the participants gave during the study and dealt with 

their thought processes during their speech and elaborations on the opinions they shared.  
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS 

Hypothesis 1 (H1) 

 The first hypothesis predicted that raising participants’ attention to moral standards 

through honesty reminders would have a positive influence the honesty of participant 

communication. An independent samples t-test revealed that there was no significant relationship 

between the self-reported honesty scores of participants that received honesty reminders (M = 

5.90, SD = .61) and participants that did not (M = 5.85, SD = .65), t(62) = .364, p > .005.  

To further examine the relationship between raising attention to standards through 

honesty reminders and honesty in communication,  first-person pronoun usage, negative emotion 

word usage, exclusive term usage, and motion verb usage were analyzed in the open-ended 

responses participants gave about their speeches between participants that received honesty 

reminders and those that did not. These analyses were based on Newman et al.’s (2003) analysis 

of linguistic cues of deception. An independent samples t-tests revealed that there was not a 

significant difference in the use of first-person singular pronouns between participants that 

received honesty reminders (M = 11.20, SD = 3.03) and participants that did not (M = 9.79, SD 

= 3.10), t(62) = 1.846, p > 0.05. Another independent samples t-test revealed that there was no 

significant difference in negative emotion word usage between participants who received 
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honesty reminders (M = 9.79, SD = 1.56) and participants that did not (M = 2.09, SD = 1.82), 

t(59.29), p > 0.05. An independent samples t-test revealed that there was no significant 

difference in exclusive word usage between participants that did receive honesty reminders (M = 

4.16, SD = 2.56) and participants that did not (M = 3.73, SD = 1.86), t(62) = .779,  p > .05. A 

final independent samples t-test found that there was no significant difference in motion word 

usage between participants that received honesty reminders (M = 1.36, SD = 1.44) and 

participants that did not (M = 1.41, SD = 1.13), t(62) = -.139, p > .05. Hypothesis 1 was not 

supported.  

Hypothesis 2 (H2) 

 The second hypothesis predicted that the intensity of conversation topic would negatively 

moderate honest communication. An independent samples t-test revealed that there was no 

significant difference in the honesty scores of participants when they were judging the honesty of 

their low-intensity speeches (M = 5.94, SD = .684) and participants’ self-reported honesty scores 

of their high intensity speeches (M = 5.80, SD = .71), t(63) = 1.84, p > .05. 

 To further examine topic intensity’s effect on honesty in communication, participants’  

use of first-person singular pronouns, negative emotion words, exclusive terms, and motion 

words were analyzed when participants reflected  on their low-intensity speeches compared to 

their high-intensity speeches. These analyses were based on Newman et al.’s (2003) research on 

the linguistic cues of deception. A paired samples t-test revealed that participants used 

significantly more first person singular pronouns when writing about their low-intensity speech 

(M = 11.91, SD = 3.43) than when writing about their high-intensity speech (M = 9.48, SD = 

3.84), t(63) = 4.88, p < .001. Another paired samples t-test showed that participants used 

significantly more negative emotion words when writing about their high-intensity speech (M = 
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3.15, SD = 2.96) than when writing about their low-intensity speech (M = .75, SD = 1.03), t(63) 

= -6.43, p < .001. A paired samples t-test revealed that there was no significant difference in the 

exclusive term usage of participants when writing about their low-intensity speeches (M = 3.96, 

SD = 2.91) and their high-intensity speeches (M = 3.95, SD = 2.74), t(63) = .03, p > .05.  

Another paired samples t-test showed that there was no significant difference in the motion verb 

usage of participants when writing about their low-intensity speeches (M = 1.38, SD = 1.86) and 

their high intensity speeches (M = 1.36, SD = 1.65), t(63) = .07, p > .05. Since participants did 

not significantly differ on their self-reported honesty scores but did significantly differ in their 

use of words linked to deceptive communication, the hypothesis was partially supported.  

 Due to the presence of an authenticity words category in LIWC 2015, the usage of 

authenticity words in participants’ open-ended responses when writing about their low-intensity 

speeches and high-intensity speeches were analyzed. Pennebaker et al. (2015) define the 

authenticity word category as “higher numbers are associated with a more honest, personal, and 

disclosing text; lower numbers suggest a more guarded, distanced form of discourse,” (p. 22). A 

paired samples t-test revealed that participants used significantly less words categorized as 

authentic when writing about the high intensity speech (M = 74.00, SD = 24.94) than when 

writing about their low-intensity speech (M = 83.60, SD = 21.64), t(63) = -.25, p = .02. These 

findings indicate that the intensity of the conversation topic negatively moderated the amount of 

authentic words participants used when writing about their speeches.  

Research Question (RQ) 

  The research question was interested in topic intensity’s effect on the emotional states of 

communicators. To answer this question, the use of negative emotion words participants used 

when writing about their low-intensity and high-intensity speeches was analyzed. Negative 
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emotion words were analyzed at a holistic level, and at the level of each of the groups that 

comprised the negative emotion word category (anger words, anxiety words, and sadness words). 

These analyses were based on Slotter et al.’s (2011) research on linguistic cues to emotional and 

self-concept distress. A paired samples t-test revealed that participants used significantly more 

negative emotion words when writing about their high intensity speech (M = 3.15, SD = 2.96) 

than when writing about their low intensity speech (M = .75, SD = 1.03), t(63)= -6.43, p < .001. 

A paired samples t-test found that participants used significantly more anxiety words when 

writing about their high-intensity speech (M = .73, SD = 1.57) than when writing about their 

low-intensity speech (M = .17, SD = .58), t(63) = -2.5,  p = .02. Participants used significantly 

more anger words, t(63) = -6.23, p < .001, when writing about their high intensity speeches (M = 

1.79, SD = 2.24) than when writing about their low intensity speeches (M = .17, SD = .58). 

There was no significant difference, t(63) = -.09, p > .05,  in participants’ use of sadness words 

when writing about their high intensity speeches (M = .04, SD = .19) and low intensity speeches 

(M = .03, SD = .28). Analyses revealed that the high intensity topic engendered a greater usage 

of negative emotion words than the low-intensity topic.  
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION 

 This thesis was interested the effects topic intensity and raising attention to standards 

through honesty reminders have on communication veracity. One of the main aims of the study 

was to attempt to reproduce the effects of self-concept maintenance theory (Mazar et al., 2008) 

in the context of communication. This was a novel aim because the tenets self-concept 

maintenance theory had only been studied through the lens of behavioral economics. Self-

concept maintenance theory’s effects had previously been tested in the paradigm of cheating, 

while this thesis tested the tenets of self-concept maintenance theory in the context of 

interpersonal communication and language use. To test self-concept maintenance theory, this 

thesis employed an experimental design, in which participants were asked to speak 

extemporaneously about two different social topics (one high-intensity social topic and one low-

intensity social topic), write about their speeches in an open-ended format, and self-report their 

honesty in communication.  

Half of the participants were given honesty reminders throughout the study. The high-

intensity/low-intensity condition of the thesis was meant to test the self-concept maintenance 

theory tenet of categorization, where the high-intensity conversation topic was intended to make 

it easier for the participants to rationalize deceptive as not negatively reflecting on their self-
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concept, making it easier for them to rely on deceptive communication. The honesty reminder 

condition attempted to raise participants’ attention to their own moral standards, making the 

decision to deceive more difficult for participants and therefore less likely to occur. The context 

of communication (a Zoom call where the participant was being recorded, talking to an 

individual that they did not know, and having the recording of their speech shown to a diverse 

audience) was meant to raise the social stakes of communication, giving each participant some 

perceived benefit for enacting deceptive communication.  

Categorization and Social Topic Intensity 

The intensity of the social topic had a significant effect on two of the four linguistic cues 

to deception as outlined by Newman et al. (2003). When writing about the high-intensity social 

topic, participants used significantly more negative emotion terms and significantly fewer first-

person singular pronouns than when speaking about the low-intensity social topic. Past research 

has shown that liars do typically use less first-person pronouns and more negative emotion words 

than truth-tellers (Dulaney, 1982; Knapp et al., 1974; Newman et al., 2003). The results of this 

study lends support to previous findings related to how language is used to separate a speaker 

from a topic or issue.  

Examining participants’ written reflections of their speeches was valuable, as past 

research (Slotter et al., 2011) has shown that examining the reflections of participants can lead to 

insights into the effects that difficult communication situations have on their self-concept.  While 

the prompt participants saw asked them to reflect on their speech, some participants used the 

open-ended response to restate or expand upon the opinions they shared during their 

extemporaneous speech. Not only did these open-ended reflections provide insight into 
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participant self-concept, but they also allowed for the linguistic analysis of the participants’ word 

choice when writing about their opinions on both high-intensity and low-intensity topics.  

The findings of differences in language of participants when writing about their low-

intensity speeches compared to high-intensity speeches have interesting implications to self-

concept maintenance theory’s effect on honesty in communication. The lower use of first-person 

singular pronouns could indicate participants’ removal of themselves when writing about a high 

intensity topic. That is, participants felt less secure in linguistically owning the ideas and 

opinions they wrote about when discussing the high-intensity speech. This idea is reflected in 

prior research (Knapp et al., 1974, Newman et al., 2003). By using fewer first-person singular 

pronouns when writing about the high intensity speeches, participants could have felt an internal 

struggle with their self-concept when trying to decide how much of their opinions they should 

divulge. A decline in usage of first-person singular pronouns has also been linked to a struggle 

with the self-concept (Slotter et al., 2011). The decline in participants’ use of first-person 

singular pronouns when writing about the intense social topic could indicate deception that 

wasn’t reflected in the self-reported honesty surveys. However, based on extant literature, the 

diminished use of first-person singular pronouns could indicate a struggle in the self-concept of 

participants when writing about high-intensity social topics.  

Past literature has shown that people who enact deception tend to use more negative 

emotion words in their speech that people who are being truthful (Knapp, 1974; Newman et al., 

2003). Prior studies have theorized that this is due to an increase in the guilt and discomfort 

associated with a negative topic or the use of deception. Since the high-intensity prompt dealt 

with two intense social events, the increase in the use of negative emotion words could be due to 

the subject matter of the prompt. However, anxiety words, a sub-category of negative emotion, 
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was also found to be significantly different in participants’ writing about their high-intensity 

speeches and low-intensity speeches. Anxiety words have been specifically pointed to as 

linguistic indicators of deception (Newman et al., 2003). So, the increased use of negative 

emotion words, specifically anxiety words, could be an indication of guilt associated with 

enacting deception.  

A further analysis revealed that participants used significantly fewer authentic words 

when writing about their high-intensity speech than when writing about low-intensity speeches. 

Pennebaker et al. (2015) describe the authentic word category as being directly related to 

honesty. This finding directly links honesty to topic intensity. The decline in use of authentic 

words when writing about their high-intensity speeches could indicate a decrease in honesty that 

was not reflected in the self-reported honesty scores. Again, this finding could allude to 

damaging nature of admitting to deceit to the self-concept of participants.  

The Contextual Organization of Language and Deception (COLD) Model (Markowitz & 

Hancock, 2018) is a useful framework for explaining the findings of this study. The COLD 

model is centered around how context can affect the linguistic dimensions of deceptive 

communication. One of the aspects of context that the COLD model focuses on, communication 

genre, is of particular importance when contextualizing the findings of this study. 

Communication genre, or the communication norms surrounding a discourse topic or 

community, can directly affect the baseline linguistic choices of a communicator. The intensity 

of conversation topic, as well as the communication task of sharing one’s opinion on a social 

topic should be considered communication genres. This could explain why analyses revealed that 

there were no significant differences in exclusive terms and motion words across the conditions. 
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The communication genre of sharing one’s opinion does not engender the use of these parts of 

speech.  

A different communication genre, such as telling a story about a past event, could lend 

itself more easily to the use of these parts of speech. Certainly, there are conceptual and 

linguistic differences between telling a story and sharing an opinion, and these differences could 

account for the lack of significant differences in motion words and exclusive terms across 

conditions. The COLD model (Markowitz & Hancock, 2018) shows that context does affect the 

linguistic dimensions of deceptive communication, and the findings of this study support the 

tenets of the model. This study’s findings also provide insight into how context of 

communication, specifically communication genre, can affect the self-concept of 

communicators, particularly when provided with the opportunity to be less than honest in their 

communication. While the self-concept maintenance theory (SCM) (Mazar et al., 2008) tenet of 

raising attention to standards to increase honesty was not supported in a communication 

paradigm, SCM’s tenet of categorization was partially supported. Further research and analyses 

could provide greater insight into the extent to which categorization’s effects are present in 

communication.  

 However, the analyses revealed that the intensity of the social topic discussed by 

participants did not have a significant effect on their self-reported honesty scores, although the 

means of the self-reported honesty scores of participants did trend in the predicted direction. 

Caution must be used in interpreting the direction of the means, however, because the mean 

scores were not significantly different from one another. Neither of the independent variables in 

this study had a significant effect on the dependent variable of self-reported honesty scores. 

Though this was surprising, there are several explanations as to why neither of the variables had 
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a significant effect on the self-reported honesty scores of participants. Social desirability bias 

could have influenced the participants’ self-reported honesty scores. That is, the desire for 

participants to not concretely acknowledge any socially negative characteristics in themselves 

could have moderated any effect the independent variables had on the self-reported honesty 

scores. While participants were afforded partial anonymity, they notion that the recordings of 

their speeches would be shown to a diverse audience could have increased social desirability 

bias. Participants could have not wanted to seem ignorant, uninformed, insensitive, or dishonest 

to a potential audience (and by extension, the researcher). Social desirability bias could have 

gave participants incentive to be deceitful not only in their speeches, but in the reporting on their 

honesty.   

Participants could have also been deceptive in an academic sense, but not recognized 

their communication as being deceptive. It was not expected (and preferred) for participants to 

have extensive knowledge of deception research. Most research on deceptive communication 

views deception as being much broader than explicitly stating falsehoods when one is put in a 

position to lie. Lying by omission, or intentionally not communicating pertinent information to a 

message receiver, is a valid form of deception. It is expected that some participants did not share 

their whole opinions in their speeches, but also did not communicate any explicitly false 

information about their opinions. Participant confessions during debriefing strengthens this 

assumption. In regard to their high-intensity extemporaneous speech, one participant stated: “I 

wasn’t dishonest, but I was more tactful with how I said things. I would have talked differently if 

I was sitting down with a friend.”  

While this act would be considered deceitful by most deception researchers, participants 

may not have considered lies by omission dishonest. The divergence of the participants’ 
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definition of deceptive communication and the definition that was operationalized by this study 

could have led to the self-reported honesty scores being inflated. Future research should 

incorporate explicit definitions of deception into honesty measures, as to make participants 

aware of deception tactics that do not incorporate stating explicit falsehoods.  

Another explanation (although one which is not mutually exclusive from the formers) is 

that admitting to being less than honest may have infringed on participants self-concept. A 

central tenet of self-concept maintenance theory (Mazar et al., 2008) is that enacting deception 

infringes on an individual’s concept of themselves as being a moral person. Admitting to being 

deceptive in their speeches could have been too much of a self-concept infringement, where 

being deceptive in their communication was easier to rationalize than quantifying on a scale the 

fullest extent to which they were being less than honest.  

The mean honesty scores of participants reflected this idea. The mean score of 

participants’ self-reported honesty when talking about the low-intensity topic (M = 5.94, SD = 

.68) was significantly higher than the mid-point of the honesty scale, t(63) = 22.816, p < .001. 

The mean self-reported honesty score of participants when talking about the high intensity topic 

(M = 5.80, SD = .71) was also significantly higher than the midpoint of the scale, t(63) = 20.23, 

p < .001. This was interesting, as it shows that while participants tended to concede that they 

weren’t fully honest about their opinions, they viewed their communication as being mostly 

honest, regardless of topic. This finding is interesting when put into the context of self-concept 

maintenance theory (Mazar et al., 2008) and Serota and Levine’s (2015) work on lie 

proliferation. The mean scores of the participants seem to reflect the idea present in self-concept 

maintenance that people will deceive to up until the point that it reflects negatively on the view 

of themselves as a moral person. Most of the participants in the study conceded to lying to a 
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small degree. These small deceptions probably did not reflect negatively on their self-concept, so 

they felt secure in admitting to the deception in the scale. The finding that the majority of the 

sample reported themselves as being mostly honest also supports Serota & Levine’s (2015) 

finding that the majority of people are mostly honest most of the time when faced with the 

opportunity to deceive.  

Honesty Reminders and Attention to Moral Standards 

 The analyses revealed that while some of the tenets of self-concept maintenance theory 

(Mazar et al., 2008) replicated in the field of communication, not all the effects could be 

replicated by the researcher. Analyses showed that honesty reminders had no significant effect 

on honesty in communication in any of the measures gathered by the researcher. While the 

means trended in the predicted direction, honesty reminders had no significant effect on self-

reported honesty in participants. Honesty reminders also had no significant effect on any of the 

linguistic cues to deception (first person singular pronouns, negative emotion terms, exclusive 

terms, or motion verbs) as described by Newman et al. (2003). However, most of the means for 

these linguistic cues trended in the predicted direction. These findings were initially surprising, 

as previous studies (Griffin et al., 2020; Mazar et al., 2008) had shown that raising attention to 

moral standards through honesty reminders might have an effect on behavioral honesty.  

However, an exhaustive metanalysis of 25 studies (Verschuere et al., 2018) revealed that 

the raising of attention to moral standards through honesty reminders could not be consistently 

replicated. The metanalysis found that through 25 attempts of direct replication of Mazar et al.’s 

(2008) study (specifically using The Ten Commandments to raise attention to standards), 

honesty reminders actually made participants cheat to a greater degree than if they received a 

neutral stimulus not related to honesty. To explain the lack of replication, Amir et al. (2018) 
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pointed to the idea that the cultural association that the Ten Commandments have with honesty 

may not carry in each experimental sample. They also point to the fact that the nature of the 

research that specific research labs conduct, as well as the amount of anonymity afforded to 

participants, and the baseline dishonesty of the participants pool would have moderating effects 

on participant honesty (Mazar et al., 2018).  

Instead of using the Ten Commandments as an honesty reminder for participants, the 

current study instead used three honesty stimuli that were culturally relevant to participants. The 

first was a quote about honesty from a musician that is culturally relevant to college-aged 

individuals, Frank Ocean. The second was a Zoom profile picture that directly alluded to 

honesty. The third was The University of Alabama’s (the institution where all of the participants 

attended) institutional honor code, The Capstone Creed. Furthermore, this thesis had no direct 

lab affiliation (and therefore no expectations surrounding the nature of the study), with none of 

the participants whose data were analyzed knowing the researcher nor the type of research they 

normally conduct. While the participants were made aware that they were not afforded complete 

anonymity, prior research has shown that the presence of a high baseline for deception in any 

sample is exceedingly unlikely (Serota & Levine, 2015).  The effects of honesty reminders on 

honesty in communication in this thesis parallel the results of the metanalysis performed by 

Verschuere et al. (2018). Honesty reminders had no significant effect on participant honesty in 

communication in the current study. Future research should explore other ways or 

methodological experimental designs that may have an impact on honesty.  

Limitations and Future Directions for Research  

 There were several limitations to the current study. The population was a convenience 

sample, comprised entirely of college-aged students who were mostly white and mostly female. 
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The biggest limitation of this study its reliance was the use of a self-report honesty scale to gauge 

the honesty of participants. Self-reported honesty could be unreliable for a variety of reasons, 

most notably social desirability bias (Vanlear, 1990). That is, participants could easily misreport 

their honesty in order to remain consistent with positive social standards. Future research should 

incorporate a system to check whether the self-reported honesty scores are reliable, or not use 

them as a measure for honesty.  

Another possible limitation of this study is the use of college students as a sample with 

regard to honesty reminders’ effectiveness. College students are constantly exposed to reminders 

of honesty and ethicality through their classes and college campus culture. Because of this, 

college students might be desensitized to honesty reminders, since they encounter them relatively 

regularly. Non-student populations, alternatively, might not experience honesty reminders as 

frequently, and therefore not be at risk for reminder desensitization. Future research should 

explore honesty reminders’ effects on non-student populations, and the effects of honesty 

reminder overstimulation. Verschuere et al. (2018) found that in some cases honesty reminders 

increased the amount of deception in samples. This could be due to participants being 

oversaturated with honesty reminders in their day-to-day life. Future studies should examine the 

effects that extensive reminders of honesty have on deceptive behavior.    

 Future research on the topic of self-concept maintenance theory (Mazar et al., 2008) in 

the field of communication and its relationship to topic intensity should also incorporate 

measures that gauge political affiliation and intensity of ideological belief. Past research has 

shown that partisan identity as well as political identification can have an effect on the 

communication of an individual when faced with a communication situation where they must 

discuss polarizing topics. (Huddy et al., 2010). Future research should also continue to explore 
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the relationship between truth-default theory (Levine, 2019) and self-concept maintenance theory 

(Mazar et al., 2008). There are conceptual overlaps between these two theories, and their effect 

on communication in the context of deception should be researched further.  

 Exploring the relationship between perceived audience and honesty in communication 

should also be explored in future research. For the current study, the perceived audience 

remained the same for each participants (i.e., “a diverse audience”). However, using the audience 

of communication as an independent variable could have an effect on participant communication 

veracity, especially when polarizing topics were discussed. One participant in this study 

confessed to being distressed by the high-intensity topic due to the ambient audience at their 

place of work (a law enforcement office). During the debrief, they stated: “I would have went 

into the office instead of the hallway if I knew what questions you were going to ask me. I didn’t 

want other people to hear me.” Other participants confessed to speaking differently during their 

extemporaneous speeches than they would have if they were among friends. Past research has 

shown that individuals lie when truth-telling becomes problematic for them (McCornack et al., 

2014). If the potential audience of communication engenders distress in an individual, they might 

have more incentive to lie. Future research should use the perceived audience of communication 

as an independent variable, and examine its effects on honesty in communication, particularly 

about high-intensity, polarizing topics. Findings from this line of research could provide more 

clarity about what aspects of communication context drive honesty. 

 Further directions for future analyses future studies are currently being planned. A 

condition for participation was for individuals to agree to have the audio and video of the Zoom 

call from the study recorded and shown to a different audience. Transcribing the recorded 

speeches of the participants and analyzing their speech for linguistic cues to deception, similar to 
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the analyses employed in this study, is being planned. Furthermore, a second study utilizing the 

video database created by this research is being conceptualized. The study will center around 

participants viewing the recorded videos and making judgements on the honesty of the recorded 

communication. Participants in some conditions will be given the context in which the 

communication took place in, while others will not. This future study could provide more 

valuable insight into the effects that truth-default theory (Levine, 2019), self-concept 

maintenance theory (Mazar et al., 2008) and communication context have on communication 

honesty and perceptions of deception.  
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APPENDIX B 
 
Experimental Mixed Factorial (2x2) Design 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Full Surveys 
 

Survey (No Honesty Reminders Condition) 
Demographics 
What is your age?  
 [Open ended response] 
 
What is your gender?  
 [Female/Male/Non-Binary] 
 
What is your race? 
 [White/Black or African American/Asian/American Indian or Alaska Native/Native 
Hawaiian or Pacific Islander/If not listed please specify] 
 
What is your GPA? 
 [Open ended response]   
 
Perceptions on Topics 
Consider the following conversational topics (Order of topics was randomized):  
Favorite Food 
Favorite Type of Entertainment 
Protest 
Abortion 
How much are you willing to discuss topic x? 1 is not very much and 7 is very willing to discuss. 
 [Seven-point Likert Scale] 
How much are you willing to discuss topic x? 1 is not very much and 7 is very willing to discuss. 
 [Seven-point Likert Scale] 
How much are you willing to discuss topic x? 1 is not very much and 7 is very willing to discuss. 
 [Seven-point Likert Scale] 
How much are you willing to discuss topic x? 1 is not very much and 7 is very willing to discuss. 
 [Seven-point Likert Scale] 
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Stop here and return to the Zoom call. After the next part of the study, the researcher will give 
you a password that will allow you to continue with the survey. 
 
Enter the password below 
 [Password: 1477tab] 
 
PAGE BREAK 
 
Open Ended Response Measure; Adapted from Markowitz and Griffin (2020)  
Reflect on the speech you just gave. Think about why you spoke about the topic in the way that 
you did. Your task is to write about your thought processes relating to your speech. You can tell 
us anything about your experience giving the speech, and please write in detail.  

[Open ended response] 
 
Stop here and return to the Zoom call. After the next part of the study, the researcher will give 
you a password that will allow you to continue with the survey. 
 
Enter the password below 
 [Password: 1477Tabernacle] 
 
PAGE BREAK 
 

Open Ended Response Measure; Adapted from Markowitz and Griffin (2020)  
Reflect on the speech you just gave. Think about why you spoke about the topic in the way that 
you did. Your task is to write about your thought processes relating to your speech. You can tell 
us anything about your experience giving the speech, and please write in detail.  

[Open ended response] 
 
Answer the following questions in regard to the first speech you gave. 
 
Eight Item Self-Reported Honesty Scale; Adapted from Reysen and Puryear (2014) 
1. People will believe what I said in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree 
  
2. I was not ethical in my speech.* 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
3. I had integrity in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
4. People will trust that I was telling the truth in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
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5. I was honorable during my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
6. I was a liar.* 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
7. I was not believable.* 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
8. I was honest in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
* asterisk indicates reversed item. 
 
PAGE BREAK 
 
Answer the following questions in regard to the second speech you gave. 
 
Eight Item Self-Reported Honesty Scale; Adapted from Reysen and Puryear (2014) 
1. People will believe what I said in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree 
  
2. I was not ethical in my speech.* 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
3. I had integrity in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
4. People will trust that I was telling the truth in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
5. I was honorable during my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
6. I was a liar.* 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
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7. I was not believable.* 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
8. I was honest in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
* asterisk indicates reversed item. 
 
Thank you for completing the survey. Please return to the Zoom call for debriefing.  
 
 

Full Survey (Honesty Reminders Condition) 
Demographics 
What is your age?  
 [Open ended response] 
 
What is your gender?  
 [Female/Male/Non-Binary] 
 
What is your race? 
 [White/Black or African American/Asian/American Indian or Alaska Native/Native 
Hawaiian or Pacific Islander/If not listed please specify] 
 
What is your GPA? 
 [Open ended response]   
 
Perceptions on Topics 
Consider the following conversational topics (Order of topics was randomized):  
Favorite Food 
Favorite Type of Entertainment 
Protest 
Abortion 
How much are you willing to discuss topic x? 1 is not very much and 7 is very willing to discuss. 
 [Seven-point Likert Scale] 
How much are you willing to discuss topic x? 1 is not very much and 7 is very willing to discuss. 
 [Seven-point Likert Scale] 
How much are you willing to discuss topic x? 1 is not very much and 7 is very willing to discuss. 
 [Seven-point Likert Scale] 
How much are you willing to discuss topic x? 1 is not very much and 7 is very willing to discuss. 
 [Seven-point Likert Scale] 
 
Please read the following text and paraphrase it in your own words below.  
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As a member of The University of Alabama community, I will pursue knowledge; act with 
fairness, integrity and respect; promote equity and inclusion; foster individual and civic 
responsibility; and strive for excellence in all I do. 
 [Open-ended response] 
 
Stop here and return to the Zoom call. After the next part of the study, the researcher will give 
you a password that will allow you to continue with the survey. 
 
Enter the password below 
 [Password: 1477tab] 
 
PAGE BREAK 
 
Open Ended Response Measure; Adapted from Markowitz and Griffin (2020)  
Reflect on the speech you just gave. Think about why you spoke about the topic in the way that 
you did. Your task is to write about your thought processes relating to your speech. You can tell 
us anything about your experience giving the speech, and please write in detail.  

[Open ended response] 
Answer the following questions in regard to the speech you just gave. 
 
Eight Item Self-Reported Honesty Scale; Adapted from Reysen and Puryear (2014) 
1. People will believe what I said in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree 
  
2. I was not ethical in my speech.* 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
3. I had integrity in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
4. People will trust that I was telling the truth in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
5. I was honorable during my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
6. I was a liar.* 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
7. I was not believable.* 
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Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
8. I was honest in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
* asterisk indicates reversed item. 
 

Please read the following text and paraphrase it in your own words below.  
 
As a member of The University of Alabama community, I will pursue knowledge; act with 
fairness, integrity and respect; promote equity and inclusion; foster individual and civic 
responsibility; and strive for excellence in all I do. 
 [Open-ended response] 
 
Stop here and return to the Zoom call. After the next part of the study, the researcher will give 
you a password that will allow you to continue with the survey. 
 
Enter the password below 
 [Password: 1477Tabernacle] 
 
PAGE BREAK 
 

Open Ended Response Measure; Adapted from Markowitz and Griffin (2020)  
Reflect on the speech you just gave. Think about why you spoke about the topic in the way that 
you did. Your task is to write about your thought processes relating to your speech. You can tell 
us anything about your experience giving the speech, and please write in detail.  

[Open ended response] 
 
PAGE BREAK 
 
Answer the following questions in regard to the speech you just gave. 
 
Eight Item Self-Reported Honesty Scale; Adapted from Reysen and Puryear (2014) 
1. People will believe what I said in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree 
  
2. I was not ethical in my speech.* 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
3. I had integrity in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
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4. People will trust that I was telling the truth in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
5. I was honorable during my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
6. I was a liar.* 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
7. I was not believable.* 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
  
8. I was honest in my speech. 
Very Strongly Disagree/Strongly Disagree/Disagree/Neutral/Agree/ Strongly Agree/Very 
Strongly Agree  
* asterisk indicates reversed item. 
 

Thank you for completing the survey. Please return to the Zoom call for debriefing. 
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Project Title: Let’s Talk About It; Student Opinions on Social Topics  
   

Page 1 of 3 
 

Informed Consent  

Please read this informed consent carefully before you decide to participate in the study. 

● Participate in a 20 minute study about opinions on social topics 

● Take 3 surveys and give 2 speeches about social topics 

● You are being asked to consent to having your Zoom video/audio recorded 

● You might feel slight emotional discomfort when discussing the topics present in the study. 
However, the topics will be no more intense than what is found on the nightly news. 

Purpose of the research study: The purpose of the study is to examine student opinions, 
communication style, and linguistic choices when talking about social topics.  

What you will do in the study: First, you will be asked to fill out a survey capturing demographic 
information (age/gender/race/GPA) and your perceptions on 4 social topics. Two will be low-intensity 
topics and two will be high-intensity topics. After completion of the first survey, you will be asked to 
speak extemporaneously about one of the topics for 60 seconds. Then, you will be asked to fill out a 
second survey asking you to write in an open ended fashion about the speech you gave. After 
completion of the second survey, you will be asked to give another 60 second speech about a social 
topic. Then, you will be asked to fill out a third survey that will ask you to write about the speech. The 
survey will also contain two additional eight-item measures. Finally, you will be debriefed and thanked 
for your time.  

Time required: The study will require about 20 minutes of your time.  

Risks: Participants might feel slight emotional discomfort when discussing the topics present in the 
study. However, the topics will be no more intense than what is found on the nightly news. 

Benefits: There are no direct benefits to you for participating in this research study.  The study may help 
us understand the ways in which people communicate about high-intensity and low-intensity social 
topics. 

Confidentiality: The information that you give in the study will be handled confidentially.  Your 
information will be assigned a code number.  The list connecting your name to this code will be kept in a 
locked file.  When the study is completed, and the data have been analyzed, this list will be destroyed.  
Your name will not be used in any report.   

 

Voluntary participation: Your participation in the study is completely voluntary.    

Right to withdraw from the study: You have the right to withdraw from the study at any time without 
penalty.  Your audio and video recordings will be destroyed if you decide to withdraw from the study.  



 
  

67   

 



 
  

68   

 

 



 
  

69   

 

WRITTEN DEBRIEF 

Thank you for participating in this study! We hope you enjoyed the experience. This form 
provides background about our research to help you learn more about why we are doing this 
study. Please feel free to ask any questions or to comment on any aspect of the study.  

You have just participated in a research study conducted by Andrew Laningham.  

You were told that the purpose of this study was to learn more about student’s perceptions on 
several social topics. In actuality, we were interested in the effects that topic intensity and 
honesty reminders have on students’ honesty when talking about social topics.  

You were also told that your audio and video would be recorded to be shown to another set of 
participants. The other set of participants will be judging how honest they think you were during 
your speeches. To protect the integrity of this research, we could not fully divulge all the details 
of this study at the start of the procedure.  

As you know, your participation in this study is voluntary. If you so wish, you may withdraw 
after reading this debriefing form, at which point all records of your participation will be 
destroyed. You will not be penalized if you withdraw. You will still receive the full one research 
credit for participation in this study.  

I expect to do follow-up experiments that will continue into future semesters. Because of this, it 
is important that you do NOT talk (or write or e-mail, etc.) about this project. The main reason 
for this is that YOUR COMMENTS could influence the expectations, and therefore, 
performance of a future participant, which would bias our data. Failure to comply with this 
request may have severe repercussions with regards to the accuracy of the data. YOUR 
COMMENTS could compromise months of hard work preparing this experiment. We hope you 
will support our research by keeping your knowledge of this study confidential.  

You may keep a copy of this debriefing for your records.  

If you have questions now about the research, please ask. If you have questions later, please 
email Andrew Laningham at ajlaningham@crimson.ua.edu. You can also contact Ms. Tanta 
Myles, the University of Alabama Research Compliance Officer at (205)-348-8461 or toll-free at 
1-877-820-3066. You may also ask questions, make suggestions, or file complaints and concerns 
through the IRB Outreach Website at http://ovpred.ua.edu/research-compliance/prco/. You may 
email the Office for Research Compliance at rscompliance@research.ua.edu. If, as a result of 
your participation in this study, you experienced any adverse reaction, please contact the IRB 
Outreach website at http://ovpred.ua.edu/research-compliance/prco/.  

 


