
Too Guilty To Deceive  1 
 

Running Head: TOO GUILTY TO DECEIVE 

 

 

Too Guilty to Deceive:  

How Feeling Burdened Can Reduce Deception in Negotiation   

 

 

Francesca Gino1 and Catherine Shea2 

1Harvard University, 2Duke University 

 

 

 

 

 

Forthcoming in R. Croson and G. Bolton (Eds). Handbook of Conflict Resolution,  

Oxford University Press. 



Too Guilty To Deceive  2 
 

Imagine you were interested in buying a car since you were recently promoted into a new 

job and received a sizeable pay increase. During the negotiations with the salesperson at the car 

dealership, you tell your counterpart that you just negotiated a better price than the one he is 

offering for the same car at another dealership a few miles away. Although you checked prices 

online for the type of car you are interested in buying, this is actually the first dealership you 

visit. As another example, consider the following situation: A trade union negotiator takes a 

hard-line position in pay negotiations, stating clearly that the membership are ready to strike 

when there is actually no clear consensus about this in the ranks. 

Like the negotiations in these examples, in most bargaining situations, parties have the 

potential to profit by not disclosing information, by misrepresenting information or by using 

false statements (Bazerman, Curhan, Moore & Valley, 2008; O’Connor & Carnevale, 1997). 

Early research on deception and lying proposed that people engage in a rational, cost-benefit 

analysis when deciding whether to misrepresent information in order to advance their self-

interest in negotiation. For instance, Lewicki (1983) suggested that people lie to the extent that 

lying benefits them. Similarly, Tenbrunsel (1998) found that incentives increase a person’s 

willingness to misrepresent information to another party in a social exchange. These findings are 

consistent with traditional economic models of agency theory, which argue that people make 

rational, self-interested decisions to deceive based on incentive structures (e.g., Jensen & 

Meckling, 1976).  

More recently, however, research has uncovered the importance of other factors in 

driving the decision to deceive a counterpart in negotiation: the emotions experienced by the 

focal negotiator. Building on this recent body of work, this chapter outlines a research agenda for 

the study of emotions in negotiations. In particular, we focus on guilt, a negatively valenced 
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emotion, and develop predictions regarding how it influences negotiators’ use of deceptive 

tactics. We argue that even when guilt is caused by events unrelated to the negotiation, the 

emotion discourages negotiators from deceiving their counterpart because it promotes 

perspective taking. We develop novel predictions regarding an emotion that, to date, has received 

little attention in the negotiation literature. Although negative emotions are typically associated 

with an increased use of deception (Olekalns & Smith, 2009; Moran & Schweitzer, 2008), we 

suggest that guilt is a beneficial emotion in negotiation due to its self-regulatory and relationship-

protecting functions. 

The Use of Deception in Negotiation 

To deceive or not to deceive? This is a fundamental dilemma for negotiators. In a perfect 

world, negotiators would be fully informed about the issues at stake, and deception would not be 

an issue. But in most situations, negotiators have incomplete and private information and thus 

face an information dilemma. Namely, revealing information facilitates value creation, but may 

inhibit value claiming by exposing negotiators to the possibility of being exploited (Aquino, 

1998; Murnighan, Babcock, Thompson, & Pillutla, 1999). Honesty may be the best policy for 

creating value, but it increases personal risk. Consequently, negotiators face the temptation to 

engage in deception as a self-protective strategy (Dees & Cramton, 1991). 

By definition, deception intentionally misleads another party in a way that implicitly 

advantages the deceiver (Aquino, 1998; Boles, Croson & Murnighan, 2000; Lewicki, 1982). 

Deception can be active, as when individuals misrepresent a situation by giving false 

information, or passive, as when individuals conceal information (Bok, 1978; Ekman, 2001). 

These two forms of deception are frequently referred to in the negotiation literature as sins of 
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commission and sins of omission, respectively (Murnighan et al., 1999; O’Connor & Carnevale, 

1997; Schweitzer & Croson, 1999; Spranca, Minsk & Baron, 1991). 

Any situation that has a competitive element, including negotiation, is likely to involve 

deception (Hegarty & Sims, 1978; Lewicki, Saunders & Minton, 1999; Tenbrunsel, 1998). 

However, relatively little is understood about the factors that trigger deception in negotiation. 

Prior research has proposed that the characteristics of the individual and the situation will affect 

individuals’ propensity to deceive, either alone or in interaction (e.g., Hegarty & Sims, 1978; 

Lewicki, 1982; Schweitzer & Croson, 1999; Trevino, 1986). Supporting these arguments, studies 

have found that rates of deception are higher when negotiators feel envious (Moran & 

Schweitzer, 2008) or anxious (Wood & Schweitzer, 2011). They are also higher for males 

(Robinson, Lewicki & Donahue, 2000), in dyads with high cognitive trust (Olekalns & Smith, 

2009), and for negotiators with an individualistic orientation (O’Connor & Carnevale, 1997).  

Deception can be attenuated under certain conditions: when mutual interests are 

uncovered (O’Connor & Carnevale, 1997), in face-to-face negotiations (Valley, Moag & 

Bazerman, 1998), when ethical standards are salient (Aquino, 1998), in dyads with high affective 

trust (Olekalns & Smith, 2009), and when individuals express positive emotions (Olekalns & 

Smith, 2009). With the exception of Moran and Schweitzer (2008) and Olekalns and Smith 

(2009), emotions as antecedents to deception have been relatively overlooked. Commonly, 

however, negative emotions are thought to increase deception (Olekalns & Smith, 2009). 

Over the last two decades, there has been a growing interest in studying the influence of 

discrete emotions in negotiation. Morris and Keltner (2000) proposed two approaches to 

integrating emotion into negotiation. The first is the affect and cognition perspective (see Barry 

& Oliver, 1996 for a discussion of the affective perspective), which focuses on the intrapersonal 
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processes that emotions evoke. For example, how does a focal negotiator act under the influence 

of a particular emotion?  The second is the social-functional perspective, which focuses on the 

interpersonal processes that emotions facilitate. For example, how does a focal negotiator 

influence the dyad as a whole under the influence of a particular emotion?   

The vast majority of empirical research examining the impact of negatively valenced 

emotions in negotiation has focused on anger (Friedman, Anderson, Brett, Olekalns, Goates & 

Lisco, 2004; Pillulta & Murnighan, 1996; Steinel, Van Kleef & Harinck, 2008; Allred, Mallozzi, 

Matsui & Raia, 1997; Sinaceur & Tiedens, 2006; Van Kleef, De Dreu & Manstead, 2004), envy 

(Moran & Schweitzer, 2008), and anxiety (Wood & Schweitzer, 2011). Prior theorizing on guilt 

in negotiation has posited that guilt maintains reciprocal cooperation by motivating efforts to 

reduce the harm that one may have caused in a negotiating dyad (Morris & Keltner, 2000). We 

build on this theorizing and suggest that although negative emotions tend to increase deception, 

guilt is an exception to this rule: we expect guilt to attenuate deception in negotiation.  

Guilt as an Emotion 

Guilt is a negative, unpleasant arousal that belongs to the class of self-conscious, 

evaluative emotions. Individuals experience guilt after evaluating a specific action or inaction of 

theirs as a failure according to an internal standard (Lewis, 1993), or after finding that the 

particular action (or inaction) has resulted in a form of harm to another individual (Baumeister, 

Reis & Delespaul, 1995). Two important and distinguishing attributes of guilt are that its 

evaluation target is action- or behavior-specific, rather than a general self-evaluation, and that it 

is interpersonally focused.  

Guilt differs on these two dimensions with shame, though the two emotions are often 

confused with each other. Guilt evaluates a specific bad behavior, whereas shame evaluates a 
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general “bad self” (Lewis, 1971; Lewis, 1993; Tracy & Robbins, 2006). Suppose that an 

individual engages in an action that harms someone else. If that person experiences guilt, she 

might think, “That was a bad action.” If she instead experiences shame, she might think, “I am a 

bad person.”  Whereas the experience of shame leads to a motivation to change and alter the self, 

experiencing guilt leads to greater intentions of changing one’s behavior (Niedenthal, Tangney & 

Gavanski, 1994). Both shame and guilt can result from the feeling that one has negatively 

impacted another person (Tangney, 1992). Yet, guilt is concerned with the effects of that 

behavior rather than with others’ opinion of the self (Tangney, Mashek, & Stuewig, 2007). 

Shame incorporates feelings about others’ evaluation of the self, whereas guilt is centered on 

self-evaluation (Tangney, 1991, 1992).  

Guilt results from self-regulatory failures such as overspending (Baumeister, Reis & 

Delespaul, 1995), from positive inequities bestowed upon one’s in-group (Harsh, Kessler & 

Leach, 2008), and, most important, from transgressions that jeopardize meaningful relationships 

(Baumeister, Reis & Delespaul, 1995; Tangney, 1992; Keltner & Buswell, 1996). However, 

these actions alone do not directly lead to feelings of guilt. Instead, guilt-prone situations cause 

an individual to take the perspective of the person or people who were harmed, and this 

perspective taking leads to the actual experience of guilt (Leith & Baumeister, 1998). In content 

analysis of guilt situations, highest levels of guilt occurred when participants were having 

thoughts about others whom they felt they had harmed (Baumeister et al., 1995). 

In addition to being an important self-regulatory mechanism (Lewis, 1971; Baumeister, 

Reis & Delespaul, 1995; Berr, Heerey, Keltner, Scabini & Knight, 2003), guilt has the 

motivational function of safeguarding interpersonal relationships (Baumeister, Stillwell, & 

Heatherton, 1994; Baumeister et al., 1995). Emotions were traditionally assumed to be 
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counterproductive, as they interfered with rational response chains (Simon, 1967). Yet guilt can 

serve as a signal that one’s current path of action is undesirable, thus motivating more rational 

behavior (Baumeister et al., 1995) and, when necessary, reparative action (Baumeister et al., 

1995). In a study of prejudice, Amodio, Devine, and Harmon-Jones (2007) found that guilt first 

serves as a negative, punitive cue regarding an enacted behavior and then can transform into an 

approach when a reparative opportunity presents itself. With the regular experience of an 

emotion, such as guilt, learning can occur, such that guilt can be felt in anticipation of a future 

transgression (Lewis, 1993) and shape future behavior (Baumeister, Vohs, DeWall & Zhang, 

2007). 

We propose that guilt reduces a negotiator’s willingness to use deception by increasing 

her motivation to take her counterpart’s perspective. We build this argument on prior work that 

has found guilt to be correlated with perspective taking and other-oriented empathy (Leith & 

Baumeister, 1998; Tangney et al., 2007; Joireman 2004; Tangney & Dearing 2002). Joiremann 

(2004) demonstrated that this relationship was mediated by self-reflection. Guilty feelings 

mediate the relationship-enhancing effects of empathy (Leith & Baumeister, 1998), and moral 

emotions, such as guilt, moderate between moral standards and actual moral judgments and 

action (Tangney et al., 2007). Thus, guilt regulates behavior by keeping moral actions in line 

with one’s moral standards.  

Guilt promotes constructive, proactive pursuits. Likewise, guilt leads to reparative actions 

(Baumeister et al., 1995; Lewis, 1993; Tangney, Wagner, Hill-Barlow, Marschall & Gramzow, 

1996), including confessions and apologies (Tangney et al., 2007). Individuals who are prone to 

guilt have increased intentions to behave ethically (Tangney, 1994), lower levels of self-report 

criminal activity (Tibbetts, 2003), lower rates of incarceration (Tangney & Dearing, 2002), and 
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decreased substance abuse after being released from prison (Tangney et al., 2007), and they 

engage in less aggressive behaviors (Tangney et al., 1996) and exhibit increased prosocial and 

care-giving behaviors (Baumeister et al., 1994; Tangney & Dearing, 2002). Guilt may also 

prevent people from repeating past transgressions (Baumeister et al., 1995). “Shame-free” guilt 

is inversely related to certain anti-social tendencies, such as anger, hostility, and resentment 

(Tangney, Wagner, Fletcher & Gramzow, 1992), and across all spans of life, guilt-proneness is 

associated with constructive responses to anger (Tangney et al., 1996), such as non-hostile 

discussion with the target of anger and cognitive reappraisals of the target’s role in the situation. 

Guilt can also be experienced vicariously by viewing another’s transgressions, and vicarious 

guilt can motivate reparative action on the part of a third party (Lickel, Schmader, Curtis, 

Scarnier & Ames, 2005).  

Recent experiments manipulating guilt have found that guilt increases cooperation for 

pro-self individuals in social bargaining games (Ketelaar & Au, 2003), and this finding was 

replicated with regard to guilt, but not shame, in a prisoners’ dilemma-type game and a 

questionnaire about helping behavior (Hooge, Zellenberg & Breugelmans, 2007). Although the 

vast majority of guilt research uses vignettes of recall tasks inducing guilty feelings, guilt can be 

primed more generally. For instance, participants who were subliminally primed with guilt-

related words as opposed to sadness-related words were less indulgent (Zemack-Rugar, Bettman 

& Fitzsimons, 2007). Experimentally, this demonstrates that generalized and non-conscious guilt 

can drive behavior.  

Guilt and Deception in Negotiations 

As suggested by prior work, guilt functions as a motivation to promote and protect 

important relationships (Baumeister et al., 1995). Because of this central motivation, we expect 



Too Guilty To Deceive  9 
 

guilty negotiators to be more prosocial and to engage in less deception as compared to 

negotiators who are in a neutral emotional state. In the remainder of this chapter, we outline our 

predictions about the role of guilt in negotiation. 

The Guilty Negotiator 

 From an intrapersonal standpoint, compared to a negotiator in a neutral emotional state, 

we expect the guilty negotiator to be better at taking her counterpart’s perspective and thus to be 

more empathetic to the counterpart’s situation and needs. When faced with the temptation to 

engage in deceptive behavior, guilty negotiators will take their counterpart’s perspective, 

predicting his or her feelings in response to being deceived and forecasting the damage that 

engaging in deception will cause to the relationship. After assessing this damage, guilty 

negotiators are more likely to avoid self-serving biases that license deception and to conclude 

that avoiding deception is the optimal decision in terms of preserving the relationship. 

Furthermore, guilty negotiators will be better able to self-regulate in the face of temptation, and 

ethical decision making requires self-regulatory resources (Gino, Schweitzer, Mead, & Ariely, 

2011; Muraven, Pogarsky & Shmueli, 2006; Mead, Baumeister, Gino, Schweitzer, & Ariely, 

2009). Thus, based on previous literature predicting that guilt functions to preserve relationships 

(Baumeister et al., 1995) and that deception harms negotiating relationships (Tripp, Sondak & 

Bies, 1995; Bies & Moag, 1986), we propose: 

Proposition 1A:  Negotiators will engage in less deceptive behavior when experiencing 

guilt than when experiencing neutral emotions. 

Proposition 1B:  The relationship between guilt and deception in negotiation is explained 

by a negotiator’s increased motivation to take the counterpart’s perspective. 
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Guilt both pre-empts self-regulatory failures, such as deception, and motivates prosocial 

behaviors. Guilt motivates reparative action that is typically linked to a specific action or 

behavior. However, primed guilt is not action specific and thus takes a more generalized form. 

Guilt has been primed subliminally with guilt-laden words (Zemack-Rugar et al., 2007) and 

through a scrambled sentence task (Giner-Sorolla, 2001). Thus, negotiators who have been 

primed with feelings of guilt, even if these feelings are outside conscious awareness, will look 

for opportunities to rid themselves of guilt by engaging in behaviors that repair or even enhance 

relationships. In a negotiating context, these opportunities for prosocial behaviors will be most 

prevalent in situations where concessions will be made and integrative solutions are available. In 

order to compensate for their guilt, negotiators will make greater concessions consistent with 

increased rates of cooperation when they feel guilty (Ketelaar & Au, 2003). Likewise, guilty 

negotiators will be more prosocial, and prosocial negotiators have been found to be more 

integrative bargainers (De Dreu & Van Lange, 1995). 

Higher concessions can also be motivated by means of social comparison. Just as Moran 

and Schweitzer (2008) proposed that envy led to greater deception via social comparison 

processes, guilt can motivate reparative actions if one views one’s counterpart viewed as worse 

off than oneself. In fact, guilt can be induced via social comparisons that show oneself or one’s 

in-group to have an unearned positive inequity (Powell, Branscombe, & Schmitt, 2005; Harth, 

Kessler & Leach, 2008). These inequities elicit guilt and induce behaviors aimed at reducing the 

inequities. Thus, if a guilty negotiator engages in social comparison processes and views her 

position to be better than that of her counterpart and potentially unearned, the negotiator will 

make more concessions. This effect will hold even when the counterpart is made worse off by an 

unrelated third party (Lickel et al., 2005). Regardless of whether concessions are made to 



Too Guilty To Deceive  11 
 

neutralize experimentally induced guilty feelings or whether guilty feelings result from social 

comparison processes, we believe that negotiators will give more concessions to their 

counterparts and produce more integrative outcomes when they are experiencing guilt. 

Proposition 2:  Negotiators will make more frequent and greater concessions when 

experiencing guilt than when experiencing neutral feelings. 

Proposition 3:  Negotiators will have a more integrative bargaining style when 

experiencing guilt than when experiencing neutral feelings. 

At times, in a negotiation context, the temptation to deceive is greater than the self-

regulatory benefits provided by guilt. How does the guilty negotiator recover after engaging in 

deception? Commonly, negotiators experience an increase in negative self-evaluative emotions, 

such as guilt, shame, and disgust, after engaging in deception (Triandis et al., 2001). How does 

the guilty negotiator respond to her deceptive behavior? The guilt literature clearly suggests that 

she engages in reparative actions, such as apologies. Although such traditional reparative actions 

can be fully expected, we believe that guilty negotiators who have engaged in deceptive behavior 

also will use concessions to order to restore the relationship. 

Proposition 4:  If a negotiator experiencing guilt engages in deception, he or she will 

make greater concessions than a deceptive negotiator in a neutral emotional state in order 

to restore the relationship after the deception occurs. 

Thus far, we have looked at the negotiator in relative isolation, examining the affective 

and cognitive model of negotiation (Morris & Keltner, 2000). However, the social-functional 

model of emotion in negotiation recognizes not only the focal negotiator, but also how emotions 

affect one’s counterpart.  

The Counterpart of the Guilty Negotiator  
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Negotiating against a guilty party will provide the counterpart with opportunities to 

exploit him or her. As discussed in the previous section, we predict that negotiators will be less 

deceptive and more prosocial when experiencing guilt. Due to this tendency, guilty negotiators 

will also project their feelings and beliefs onto their counterparts. Negotiators’ expectations of 

their opponents’ rates of deception are influenced by their own tendency to deceive (Tenbrunsel, 

1998). Given that guilty negotiators are less likely to deceive, they will project these expectations 

onto their counterpart and expect lower rates of deception in return. Thus, we propose the 

following: 

Proposition 5:  Negotiators experiencing guilt will have lower expectations of others’ 

rates of deception compared to negotiators in a neutral emotional state.  

If a counterpart does behave deceptively and the guilty negotiator finds out, how will she 

react?  Will she experience a boomerang effect from being deceived, or will her reactions be 

tempered by her feelings of guilt?  Typically, when individuals find out that they have been 

deceived, they have negative reactions, including feelings of disapproval, injustice, punitiveness, 

unforgiveness, anger, and moral outrage (Shapiro, 1991; Shapiro & Bies, 1994; Tripp, Sondak & 

Bies, 1995; Aquino & Becker, 2005). In fact, the use of deception has been shown to more than 

double punitive actions (Brandts & Charness, 2003). When negotiators are deceived, they engage 

in increased negative, personal attacks against the deceptive counterpart. On the whole, 

deception damages the negotiating relationship.  

We propose that guilt moderates some of the effects of being deceived. Ironically, due the 

perspective-taking power of guilt (Leith & Baumeister, 1998), we believe that guilty negotiators 

who are deceived will have less extreme reactions to the deception compared to negotiators in an 

emotional state who are deceived. In particular, we predict that guilty, deceived negotiators will 
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be better at generating situational explanations for their actions compared to deceived negotiators 

experiencing neutral emotions. Because guilt promotes perspective taking, deceived negotiators 

will be more likely to make non-personal attributes for the deception. Also, given the prosocial 

functions of guilt, guilty negotiators who are deceived will be less punishing of their counterpart.  

Proposition 6:  Compared to negotiators in a neutral emotional state, negotiators 

experiencing guilt who are deceived will generate fewer personal attacks against the 

deceiving counterpart. 

Conclusions 

Our goal in this chapter was to propose testable hypotheses for the effects of a previously 

overlooked emotion, namely guilt, on deception in negotiation. With our propositions, this 

chapter integrates literatures on emotions, ethics, and negotiation. It also extends our 

understanding of how negatively-valenced emotions influence negotiators’ likelihood of 

deceiving counterparts depending on the underlying dimensions characterizing the specific 

emotion of guilt. We hope that our propositions will stimulate empirical research on the 

important question of how emotions in general and guilt in particular affect negotiators’ 

deceptive tactics, even when those emotions are triggered by events unrelated to the negotiation 

context. 
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