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Is Fraud Contagious?

An article by Wray Herbert, Newsweek Web Exclusive, March 12, 2009, http://www.newsweek.com/id/188953 

(1) Sometimes cheaters do get caught. New York financier Bernie Madoff faces a possible life sentence after pleading guilty in one of history's largest investment frauds. Unfortunately, this is just one of many recent stories about captains of industry and finance behaving badly with other people's money. In fact there have been so many cases like this recently, it's enough to make the average tax-paying citizen wonder whether anyone actually plays by the rules any more. And if people who already have plenty of money can't help cheating, it's fair to ask how an ordinary person is supposed to resist the temptation to cheat on their taxes when times are tight. 

(2) So why do some people cheat and others don't? The classical explanation is that it's a rational choice, a cold calculation of cost and benefit. Can I get away with it, and how much can I get away with before I risk getting caught? But some scientists suggest that the decision is much more complex than this simple calculation. 

(3) Three psychologists recently decided to explore this. They set up an elaborate experiment to see if they could actually make people cheat—in order to show the psychological forces at work in the dishonest mind. 

(4) Here, briefly, is what they did: They asked a large group of university students to solve a set of complex math problems in a very short time. They made it hard enough that none could realistically solve all the problems, and they paid them for whatever ones they did solve. The math exercise was just a pretense for the real experiment: shortly after the students began on the math problems, one of them (actually a paid actor) loudly announced to the room: "I've solved everything. What should I do?" Everyone in the room knew this was impossible, so the student-actor was a clear example of blatant cheating. He also took all of the cash, as if he had a perfect score and—very important—left without any consequences.

(5) The idea was to see how many of the students followed the cheater's example—to see if blatant dishonesty increased cheating among students generally. And it did, dramatically. But the psychologists added another twist to the experiment: sometimes they had the actor wear the T shirt of a rival university, other times not. They wanted to see if the cheater's group identity—classmate or outsider—influenced the level of copycat cheating. That is, would students cheat more (or less) when they saw a rival cheat, as compared to seeing a compatriot cheat?

(6) The results were clear. As reported in the March issue of Psychological Science, fellow classmates had much more influence than outsiders. Indeed, seeing a rival cheat actually lowered the level of overall cheating slightly. These findings argue against the "cold calculation" theory of cheating. After all, if the students only weighed the can-I-get-away-with-it factor, then they would have been influenced equally by the successful cheating of both compatriot and outsider. And they weren't. 

(7) The psychologists decided to double-check these findings with another small experiment. It was basically the same setup, but in this scenario the actor didn't do anything; he simply asked out loud of the proctor: "Is it OK to cheat?" I know, stupid question. Nobody would really do that. But the idea was simply to nudge the inner moralist in the students' minds, to bring the issues of cheating and dishonesty front and center. And when they did this, the students cheated noticeably less. The idea of unethical behavior was enough to keep the students honest.

(8) So it appears our inner moralist doesn't really want to cheat. Yet it also appears that dishonesty can be contagious—if we witness one of our own committing the public act of dishonesty. These findings point to a possible strategy for preventing a wave of unethical contagion. If cheating in general declines when cheaters are perceived as outlaws, then it should help to stigmatize public cheaters as just that—outlaws, bad apples. Of course, Bernie Madoff and the rest of Wall Street's alleged fraudsters have already done a lot of that work for us.

1. Put the actions in the correct order. 

A) The fact that the actor cheated and got away increased the level of cheating. 

B) They asked a large group of university students to solve math problems.

C) A paid actor loudly announced to the room: "I've solved everything."
D) He took all of the cash and left without any consequences.

E) Everyone in the room knew this was impossible.

2. Which subtitle would suit the article best?

A) Alleged fraudsters make the average taxpayer cheat 
B) New research on the reasons people cheat and why some can resist temptation
C) Outlaws are stigmatized but that increases fraud
3. Answer the questions based on the information in the article.

What is the cold calculation theory? 

What argues against the cold calculation theory?

Is dishonesty contagious?

What is a possible strategy for preventing cheating?

4. Match the beginning of each expression with its ending. (12 altogether)
	catch
	guilty
	average
	the temptation

	life
	person
	resist
	the example

	plead
	sentence
	times
	choice

	captains
	by the rules
	rational
	taxpayer

	play
	a cheater
	follow
	dishonesty

	ordinary
	of industry
	blatant
	are tight


5. Find the opposite of the word in the article. The number of the paragraph where you can find the opposite is in brackets. 
rival (5)
cheat (1)
lower (5)
noticeably (6)
rise (8)

6. What does the author mean by saying…?

double-check the findings

stigmatize public cheaters
copycat cheating

dishonesty can be contagious
same setup
7. Explain the meaning of the expressions in your own words through examples of your own life, that is, something that happened to you. 
solve a problem
follow an example

unethical behavior
resist the temptation
8. DISCUSSION. Do you think we can use the findings to prevent cheating on a national level? How?
Key

1. B, C, E, D, A 
2. B
3. cheating depends on the calculation of cost and benefit: can a person get away with it, and how much can a person get away with before risking getting caught
fellow classmates had much more influence than outsiders and seeing a rival cheat lowered the level of overall cheating slightly
yes it is

when cheaters are stigmatized and perceived as outlaws

4. catch a cheater, life sentence, plead guilty, captains of industry, play by the rules, ordinary person
average taxpayer, resist the temptation, times are tight, rational choice, follow the example, blatant dishonesty

5. rival – compatriot, cheat – play by the rules, lower – increase, noticeably – slightly, rise – decline

6. to check something again so that you are completely sure it is correct; when cheaters are treated by society as if they should feel ashamed of their behavior; when someone cheats because someone else cheated copying the unethical behavior; people experiencing dishonesty may behave similarly as a result; something is happening under similar circumstances
Ne csak olvasd! Hallgasd is!
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