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Abstract 

The current study used a classroom cheating paradigm to investigate how severity of punishment 

affected the rate at which bystander students reported a confederate’s blatant cheating behavior to 

an authority. Participants were asked to read and memorize a passage of literature before taking a 

memory and comprehension quiz about its contents. The instructions included one of three 

conditions: low, medium, and severe levels of punishment for cheating during the quiz. During 

the memorization and testing time, a confederate student cheated by using their phone. The rate 

of reporting was found to be significantly different across the punishment conditions; 

participants reported cheating more often in the lowest punishment condition than in the highest 

severity condition. These findings suggest that more severe punishments for transgressions may 

discourage whistleblowing behavior from peers; future work should further explore motivations 

at play, elaborating on the link between punishments and reports. 
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Honor among Students: The Effects of Punishment Severity on Whistleblowing 

Humans regularly cooperate with others, often even with strangers and often even at a 

cost to themselves (Sober & Wilson, 1998). However, cooperation can result in a greater loss for 

co-operators (who invest resources such as time, energy, or material goods) than for non-co-

operators or free riders (who benefit from the outcomes of the cooperation without investing any 

resources; Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004). This raises the question of how such cooperation could 

evolve and be maintained. One effective solution to this puzzle is that those who break the norms 

of cooperation are held accountable in some way, which induces norm violators to cooperate 

more in future interactions and thus helps to maintain cooperation in the group (Nowak, 2006; 

Boyd & Richerson, 2009). 

 Norm enforcement can take several forms (Marshall & McAuliffe, 2022). Perhaps the 

best understood form is punishment, i.e., imposing costs or harm on a transgressor (Fehr & 

Fischbacher, 2004; Raihani et al., 2012). This may include direct punishment such as physically 

or verbally confronting the transgressor, or indirect punishment such as gossiping or social 

exclusion (Henrich et al., 2006; Molho et al., 2020). Such punishment has been extensively 

studied and has indeed been shown to help maintain cooperation in groups (Gächter et al., 2008; 

Boyd et al., 2010; Balliet et al., 2011). 

 There are other forms of norm enforcement as well. One important form is 

whistleblowing, or reporting transgressors to those who have the authority to punish them 

(Waytz et al., 2013). Reporting may result in the transgressor being punished, but the norm 

enforcer faces a lower risk than if they engaged in direct punishment, which puts them at risk of 

retaliation (Nikiforakis, 2008; Balafoutas et al., 2014). Thus, to understand the phenomenon of 
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norm enforcement more fully, it is vital to understand the mechanisms underlying 

whistleblowing and, in particular, when people do or do not choose to blow the whistle. 

 Whistleblowing can occur in a range of contexts, both structured, such as professional or 

academic systems, as well as unstructured or interpersonal interactions (Bocchiaro, Zimbardo, & 

Van Lange, 2012; Gino & Bazerman, 2009; Waytz et al., 2013). Even young children have been 

shown to blow the whistle. For instance, by 2-3 years of age, children tattle to authority figures 

about witnessed transgressions, including third-party transgressions that do not impact them in 

any way (Dunn & Munn, 1985; Vaish et al., 2011; Yucel & Vaish, 2018). By early school age, 

children show greater complexity in their decisions to report. For instance, between 6-11 years, 

children judged reporting to be appropriate only for major transgressions, whereas younger 

children endorsed reporting for both major and minor violations (Loke et al., 2011). 

Whistleblowing is thus an early-emerging and fairly common form of norm enforcement. 

 Yet not everyone blows the whistle when they witness a transgression. A recent 

systematic review of factors that affect whistleblowing found eight significant dimensions, 

including personal factors, organizational factors, costs and benefits, outcome expectancies, 

aspects of the offense, the mechanisms of reporting, characteristics of the wrongdoer, and social 

factors (Nicholls et al., 2021). The key findings highlight several concerns external to the 

witness, such as situational context, financial incentives, perceived protection from retaliation, 

knowledge regarding whistleblowing pathways, and the severity of the transgression (Oh & Teo, 

2010; Latan et al., 2023; Dungan et al., 2019; Near & Micelli, 1985; Richardson et al., 2012; 

Alleyne et al., 2013; Cassematis & Wortley, 2013; Dungan et al., 2015). Personal factors such as 

closeness with the transgressor, affiliation with group interests, and individual endorsements of 
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moral concerns like fairness and loyalty were also found to be significant (Trevino & Victor, 

1992; Waytz et al., 2013). 

 Individuals’ moral concerns also play a role, as whistleblowing presents a conflict 

between competing moral concerns. In particular, the reporter may need to consider their loyalty 

to the transgressor against their concerns of justice, fairness, and empathy for those hurt by the 

wrongdoing. A body of recent research has demonstrated that tradeoffs between such competing 

moral concerns predict people’s likelihood of blowing the whistle. In particular, higher concerns 

for fairness predict greater likelihood of whistleblowing, whereas higher concerns for loyalty 

decrease the likelihood (Waytz et al., 2013; Dungan et al., 2019). Relatedly, research with 

children revealed that for severe, but not mild, transgressions, 5-year-olds were less willing to 

report their ingroup members than outgroup members (Misch et al. 2018). The authors proposed 

that the ingroup difference between mild and severe transgressions may have resulted from 

children’s assumption that the punishment for more severe transgressions would be harsher and 

from their greater loyalty and desire to protect ingroup members more than outgroup members 

from the harsh punishment.  

This line of work on the competing moral concerns surrounding whistleblowing raises an 

interesting question about whether the severity of the punishment faced by the transgressor may 

also impact the likelihood of whistleblowing. It is possible, for instance, that in addition to their 

loyalty to the transgressor, potential whistleblowers’ concern that the punishment for a 

transgression is too severe may also reduce their likelihood to blow the whistle. Prior work 

suggests that whistleblowing is motivated by both vindictiveness (the desire to have the 

transgressor punished for their wrongdoing) and the desire to help the wrongdoer by reporting 

their behavior and seeking support (Rennie & Crosby, 2002). Thus, potential whistleblowers are 
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attuned to the consequences of their reporting and may be seeking what they deem as an 

appropriate punishment. 

Whistleblowing decisions may indeed be influenced by concern for the transgressor. 

Weidman et al. (2020)’s model of the relationship between closeness and whistleblowing to a 

police officer revealed a mediating factor of concern for harm to the perpetrator. When 

participants were more concerned about the harm a transgressor faced, they reported decreased 

intentions to blow the whistle.  On a self-report survey, fear of hurting a colleague was the fourth 

most reported reason why participants did not report a violation after fears of retribution, 

dismissal, and disruption (Moore & McAuliffe, 2010).  

 Although punishment’s effect on whistleblowing has not, to our knowledge, been directly 

tested in prior work, the limited research on related questions has painted a mixed picture. Some 

recent work suggests that harsh punishments are viewed negatively, and peer punishment is met 

with disapproval from group members, especially when punishments are severe (Henrich et al., 

2006; Nelissen, 2008; Eriksson et al., 2016). On the other hand, Krügel and Uhl (2023) found 

that mild and unreliable punishment resulted in decreased whistleblowing, whereas harsh and 

consistent punishment increased it. However, as the authors noted in their discussion, their 

results could be due to differences in consistency rather than severity of punishment, since the 

two factors were not separated. It thus remains an open question whether the severity of 

punishment for transgressions impacts the likelihood of observers reporting the transgressions. 

This was the focal question of the current research. We addressed this question in the context of 

peer reporting of academic misconduct.  

Whistleblowing about academic misconduct 
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Although academic misconduct garners a great deal of attention from researchers and 

administrators, the role of whistleblowing in this context is still unclear. Colleges and 

universities often implement honor systems to discourage academic and personal dishonesty. 

These traditionally include a written pledge, a judicial structure with active student involvement, 

and, critically, an expectation that students report other students’ dishonest behavior (Melendez, 

1985; Arnold et al., 2007). Indeed, an atmosphere of whistleblowing may directly impact 

cheating instances; in one study, increased perception of peer-reporting was associated with a 

reduction in both instances and severity of cheating (Burrus et al., 2013).  

 Yet although students consistently state that cheating is wrong (Davis et al., 1992; Miller 

et al., 2011; Waltzer et al., 2021; Waltzer & Dahl, 2022), they are nonetheless quite reluctant to 

report their cheating peers (Davis et al., 1992; Jendrek, 1992; Rennie & Crosby, 2002; Stone et 

al., 2009; J. Scrimpshire et al., 2017; Yachison et al., 2017; Waltzer et al., 2024). What, then, 

holds students back from reporting? One explanation, echoed in the general whistleblowing 

literature described above, is that reporting others’ violations can have adverse social 

consequences for the reporter, including lower likeability ratings from peers, social anxiety 

surrounding retaliation, and exclusion (Friman et al., 2004; Greenberger et al., 1987; Nora & 

Zhang, 2010; Rennie & Crosby, 2002; Waltzer et al., 2024). Additionally, age, gender, area of 

study, certain personality traits, group membership, and clarity on what is considered a violation 

are also associated with changes in a students’ willingness to report (Dungan et al., 2015; Misch 

et al., 2018; Pupovac et al., 2019; Stevenson et al., 2023; Stone et al., 2012). Jenkel and Haen 

(2012) found that group scoring criteria (e.g. curved exams) resulted in increased peer reporting 

of cheating compared to individual test scoring; students were more likely to report cheating 

when it would directly affect their own scores. Rennie & Crosby (2002) found that student 



PUNISHMENT AND WHISTLEBLOWING 9 

support for reporting decreased with year level: Medical students in their first year were most 

likely to support peer-reporting compared to those in later years of the program. One possible 

explanation for these age-related trends is the emergence of a social norm that encourages 

students to protect others by refraining from reporting. As students spend more time together in a 

group or program, such social conventions have time to grow in normative strength and exert 

increasing force (Przepiorka et al., 2022). 

 Students’ self-reported reasons for not reporting also reflect competing moral concerns 

documented in whistleblowing more generally. For instance, students report the desire to 

maintain camaraderie, concerns about the cheater’s welfare, social conformity, a desire to protect 

other students from punishment, and even a belief that their report could ruin the cheater’s life 

(Nitsch et al., 2005; Pupovac et al., 2019; Rennie & Crosby, 2002; Waytz et al., 2013). In an 

experimental paradigm to explore the impact of these self-reported reasons, students’ decisions to 

report a hypothetical peer were affected by the ambiguity around the cheating instance, severity 

of the violation, grades and punishment consequences, and welfare concerns, among other 

factors (Waltzer et al., 2022). 

 Importantly, Waltzer et al. found that students who were less willing to report their peers 

were also more likely to state incorrect beliefs about punishments for cheating, including 

overestimating the severity of the punishment. This suggests that the severity of punishment for 

academic dishonesty may indeed play an important role in shaping whether or not students report 

observed academic dishonesty. However, because this work relied on hypothetical scenarios, it 

did not directly assess students’ experiences of observing cheating and deciding whether to 

report. In previous whistleblowing studies, researchers have found a tendency to overpredict 
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one’s own willingness to report; it is essential to examine students’ actual behaviors and 

decisions in real life scenarios (Bocchiaro et al., 2012). 

 Together, these findings indicate that as with whistleblowing in general, whether students 

do or do not report a peer’s cheating is shaped by the moral ambivalence and competing 

concerns that would-be reporters face: Reporting a peer may appeal to a student’s moral concerns 

of fairness, honesty, or integrity, yet their compassion and empathy for the cheater, who faces 

punishment, as well as their sense of the fairness or proportionality of the punishment, could 

potentially counteract their sense of obligation to report. This leads to the possibility that when 

the punishment for cheating is severe, students may be less likely to report a peer’s cheating than 

when the punishment is light or moderate. This was the hypothesis tested in the present study. 

The current study  

 In this experimental study, we investigated how the severity of punishment for cheating 

impacts the likelihood of students reporting clear cases of observed cheating in an academic 

setting. Four undergraduate student participants were administered a literary memory quiz in the 

same room; a fifth confederate student used their phone to cheat on the quiz. Prior to taking the 

quiz, students were informed about the punishment for cheating, which was manipulated to be 

either low, medium, or severe. We predicted that students would be less likely to report observed 

cheating when the associated punishment for the cheater was severe rather than low or moderate.  

 To capture all levels of willingness to report and to encourage consideration of the 

choice to report, students were given three increasingly explicit opportunities to report the 

confederate for cheating. This was based on prior findings that most students did not 

spontaneously report a peer’s cheating or confront the cheater, but they did report the cheating 

when asked directly by an examiner, and more students reported peer cheating when directly 
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asked a second time (Vaughn et al., 2009; Yachison et al., 2017). Thus, repeated opportunities 

for reporting may allow for greater consideration and higher rates of reporting. In our paradigm, 

three opportunities to report (spontaneous reporting, indirect questions on a post-survey, and 

direct questioning by the experimenter) allowed for a binary measure of reporting (yes/no) and 

an ordinal measure of time and amount of prompting needed to report. We did not have specific 

hypotheses regarding the number of prompts students would need to report the cheater across 

conditions. 

 Finally, as a first, exploratory step towards identifying potential individual variation in 

reporting behavior, participants also completed two questionnaires: The Moral Foundations 

Questionnaire (MFQ) is based on a theoretical model of universally available moral intuitions 

(Graham et al., 2011), and the Buss-Perry Aggression Questionnaire (BPAQ) measures 

aggression through four scales: physical aggression, verbal aggression, anger, and hostility (Buss 

& Perry, 1992). We tentatively expected that individuals with higher ratings of fairness, 

submission to authority, and purity may have higher rates of reporting in our study, and that 

individuals with higher loyalty and harm/care ratings may have lower rates of reporting (Waytz 

et al., 2013; Weidman et al., 2020; Nicholls et al., 2021). Further, as previous work has shown 

that individuals who score higher on trait aggression tend to show less disapproval of 

punishment, we also tentatively predicted that those with higher trait aggression scores would be 

more likely to blow the whistle (Eriksson & Andersson, 2015).  

Method 

Participants 

 Participants were recruited from the host institution’s departmental research 

recruitment system through which undergraduate students receive course credit for participation. 
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Because the tasks and surveys in this study were written in English, we excluded any non-

English speakers if they indicated that they had trouble understanding the instructions. A total of 

116 students were recruited, 8 of whom were excluded due to deviations from the protocol 

during their session or denial of media release and data usage after the debriefing. The final 

sample included 108 students (36 per condition; 76 female; 103 aged 18-21 years, 4 aged 22-23, 

and 1 aged 25 or above). Of the 107 participants who provided their race and ethnicity, 58 

identified as White, 28 as Asian or Pacific Islander, four as Hispanic or Latino, 6 as African 

American, and 11 identified as multi-racial or selected more than one race. 

 Although we did not conduct an a priori power analysis, a post-hoc sensitivity analysis 

conducted in G*Power 3.1 revealed that the sample size of 108 would provide 80% power to 

detect an effect size of d = 0.27 (two-tailed, α = .05; Faul et al., 2009). Note that our final sample 

of 108 is also near the middle of the range of samples included in comparable prior studies (44, 

82, and 184 students in Jenkel & Haen, 2012, Vaughn et al., 2009, and Yachison et al., 2017, 

respectively).  

 Although our study paradigm did not explicitly invoke the host institution’s honor 

system, it is worth noting that at the time of data collection, all participants were students under 

the institution’s honor system. Under this honor system, at the time that the study was conducted, 

the punishments for students found guilty included either expulsion or a one-year leave of 

absence if guilt was admitted prior to a trial [citation blinded for review]. In 2019, only 18% of 

reported cases at the institution came from peer reports, and a 2018 audit found that two major 

explanations students gave for not engaging in whistleblowing were “uneasiness about the 

possibility of the student being dismissed from the university” and not believing that “the offense 
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is serious enough” [citation blinded for review]. This context informs our understanding of these 

participants in their academic honor environment. 

Materials and Procedure 

 Participants were scheduled in groups of four (for a total of 10-11 groups per condition) 

in addition to one confederate (a trained research assistant acting as an additional participant). In 

the case of no-shows, the study proceeded as long as two participants were present in addition to 

the confederate (i.e., at least a group of 3). In our final sample, 5 groups had two participants (2 

in the medium condition, 3 in the severe condition), 10 groups had three participants (4 low, 4 

medium, 2 severe), and the remaining 17 groups had the planned four participants (6 low, 5 

medium, 6 severe). One session with two participants was excluded due to deviations from the 

protocol. Six participants were excluded because they did not provide post-debrief consent.   

 The participants and the confederate arrived at the same time to the lab room and were 

all invited to sit around a table. An experimenter acting as a proctor consented the participants in-

person. To reliably investigate the mechanisms of reporting academic dishonesty in a realistic 

situation, it was necessary to deceive participants into believing that they were participating in an 

unrelated task (not concerned with academic dishonesty or whistleblowing per se). We thus told 

participants that they were completing a literary memory retention test: They would be asked to 

read and memorize a passage of literature for 5 minutes before taking a 3-minute memory and 

comprehension quiz about its contents.  

 Instructions with punishment manipulation. The experimenter handed out an 

instruction sheet to each participant. These were handed out face down so that the experimenter 

would remain blind to condition. The sheet informed participants that they would be presented 

with a passage and given a set time (5 minutes) to memorize the passage before the passage was 
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collected and the memory and comprehension quiz was given out. The instruction sheet stated 

that participants would receive a set testing time (3 minutes) to complete the memory and 

comprehension quiz, and if they achieved a perfect score on the quiz, they would earn $10 in 

addition to their course credit. To ensure uniform testing difficulty for all participants, the quiz 

included one impossible question so that no perfect scores could be achieved.  

 The instruction sheet also stated that the participants should not speak to one another, any 

cheating or use of external aids should be reported to the proctor so that the offender may be 

punished, and if an individual was found to be committing misconduct, they would be punished 

according to one of three conditions. Each group of participants was randomly assigned to read 

one of three punishment conditions (for a total of 3 groups, or 36 participants per condition): 

1. Low punishment: cheater would receive only $9 (instead of $10) for a perfect score.     

2. Medium punishment: cheater would receive $0 if they achieve a perfect score.  

3. Severe punishment: cheater would receive $0 if they achieve a perfect score, would be 

reported to the administrator in charge of the participant database for academic credit, 

and may no longer be eligible to participate in experiments that semester.   

 Importantly, to keep the confederate blind to condition, they received an instruction sheet 

with no information about the severity of punishment.  

 The instruction sheet contained six free-response comprehension questions to ensure that 

each participant understood the instructions and the punishment for rule violations. After reading 

through the instruction sheet, participants were asked to sign at the bottom to indicate that they 

had read and understood the study guidelines (to simulate the signing of an academic honor 

pledge). The proctor then collected the completed instruction sheets and signed consent forms 

from the participants and handed out one passage selected randomly from three possible 
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passages to each participant. The proctor reminded the participants not to speak to one another, 

began a 5-minute timer visible to all participants, and left the room. 

 Memorization and quiz. Participants then proceeded to read the literary passage. During 

the 5-minute memorization stage, a confederate pulled their phone out of their pocket and, with 

the ringer on full volume, took a picture of the passage. When the shutter sounded, the 

confederate scrambled to turn off the ringer switch and put the phone back in their pocket. 

Following the memorization time, the proctor re-entered the room, collected the passage from 

each participant, handed them the memory quiz, reminded them of the testing period length, 

began the timer again, and left the room. The confederate then pulled out their phone, placed it 

on the table, and pulled up the picture they had taken of the passage. The confederate proceeded 

to quite clearly look back and forth between the passage and their quiz. With approximately 30 

seconds left on the timer, the confederate placed their phone back in their pocket.  

After the testing period ended, the proctor returned to the room and collected the quizzes. 

The proctor then asked each student to enter a separate, smaller room (each attached to the main 

study room) to privately fill out a study survey and directed them to open the door once finished 

with the survey.  

Survey and interview. In the separate room, participants were given multiple 

opportunities to report the confederate’s cheating behavior: 

1. First opportunity (Least explicit): The post-quiz written survey participants filled out 

included the question: “Is there anything you’d like to tell us about the study?” 

2. Second opportunity (More explicit): After the participant completed the survey and 

questionnaires and opened the door, the proctor entered the participant’s room, closed the 

door, collected the paper documents, and asked the participant several interview 
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questions. The first few questions asked participants about how the quiz was written and 

how well the participant thought they had done on the quiz. Finally, they asked “One of 

the participants did really well, I’ve never seen anyone get such a high score before! Any 

idea how they could have done so well?” 

3. Third opportunity (Most explicit): If the participant did not report any cheating at the 

second opportunity, the proctor then immediately followed it by asking: “Did any 

participant cheat during the study?” 

 After providing these opportunities to report cheating, the proctor then asked the 

participant what they thought the study was about, how harsh they thought the punishment was 

(on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being the harshest; manipulation check), and if they could recall 

the punishment (comprehension check).  

 Questionnaires. After the survey and interview, the proctor handed the participant 

three questionnaires to complete: a demographic form, the Moral Foundations Questionnaire, 

and the Buss-Perry Aggression Questionnaire.  

 The Moral Foundations Questionnaire (MFQ) is based on a theoretical model of 

universally available moral intuitions (Graham et al., 2011). It is a 30-item questionnaire in 

which participants indicate on a 6-point Likert scale how relevant certain considerations are in 

their thinking about morality. The five official subscales, with six items each, are harm/care, 

fairness/reciprocity, in-group/loyalty, authority/respect, and purity/sanctity.  

 We calculated unique subscores for fairness and loyalty, each based on the three most 

relevant items determined by Waytz et al. (2013). Fairness included relevance ratings for the 

items “Whether or not someone acted unfairly” and “Whether or not someone was denied his or 

her rights” as well as agreement with the statement “Justice is the most important requirement 
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for a society.” Loyalty included relevance ratings for “Whether or not someone did something to 

betray his or her group” and “Whether or not someone showed a lack of loyalty” and agreement 

with “People should be loyal to their family members, even when they have done something 

wrong.” These subscores excluded statements about loyalty to one’s country and government 

lawmaking.  

 Additionally, following Waytz et al. (2013)’s approach to fairness and loyalty, we also 

calculated unique authority, purity, and harm/care subscores based on the three most relevant 

items. Authority included relevance ratings of “Whether or not someone showed a lack of 

respect for authority and “Whether or not an action caused chaos or disorder” and agreement 

with “Respect for authority is something all children need to learn.” The purity subscore 

included relevance ratings of “Whether or not someone violated standards of purity and 

decency” and “Whether or not someone did something disgusting” and agreement with “People 

should not do things that are disgusting, even if no one is harmed.” This subscore excluded 

statements on conformity to gender roles, traditions, and commanding officer orders. The 

harm/care subscore included relevance ratings of “Whether or not someone suffered 

emotionally” and “Whether or not someone cared for someone weak or vulnerable” and 

agreement with “Compassion for those who are suffering is the most crucial virtue.” This 

subscore excluded statements on cruelty, murder, and animal harm. 

 The Buss-Perry Aggression Questionnaire (BPAQ) measures aggression through four 

scales: physical aggression, verbal aggression, anger, and hostility (Buss & Perry, 1992). It is a 

29-item questionnaire in which participants indicate on a 5-point Likert scale how much the 

statements are characteristic of themselves (e.g. “I have trouble controlling my temper”). For our 
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measure of trait aggression, we super-scored all four scales to create a single measure of 

aggression. 

 Once all participants completed their study survey, interview, and questionnaires, the 

proctor gathered all participants in the main study room and handed out the debriefing form, 

materials release form, and post-debrief consent. Participants were then debriefed to inform them 

of the purpose of the study. We also assured them that no part of the study would affect their 

academic standing, and any cheating or reactions to cheating would not be reported to any 

authorities, to minimize any stress the students may have experienced due to having cheated 

themselves or having reported or not reported the observed cheating. Due to the deception 

involved in the study, participants completed a post-debrief consent and materials release form to 

indicate whether they agreed to continue their participation and allow their data to be used after 

the true purpose of the study was revealed.   

Results 

 Of the 108 total students who witnessed cheating, 61 (56%) reported the cheating 

through at least one avenue. One student confronted the cheater directly during the quiz period. 

This student was recorded as reporting at the earliest time point, the post-quiz survey, since after 

confronting, they did also report the cheating on the survey. There were no significant trends in 

reporting based on group size (varying from 2 to 4 participants in the session); 6 participants 

(60%) reported in the groups of 2, 8 (27%) reported in groups of 3, and 33 (49%) reported in 

groups of 4.  

Manipulation check 

 During the post-quiz interview, participants were asked to rate the severity of their 

condition’s punishment on a scale of 1-10. The punishment conditions followed the expected 
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trend, with perception of severity increasing from the low (M = 1.00, SD = 1.46) to medium (M = 

3.59, SD = 1.86) to high severity conditions (M = 6.17, SD = 1.56). Thus, even though 

participants were only exposed to one level of punishment severity and the severity was not 

described as ‘low,’ ‘medium,’ or ‘high,’ they did nonetheless accurately perceive the 

manipulated level of severity according to condition.  

Comprehension check 

 During the post-quiz interview, participants were asked to recall the punishment for 

their condition. Out of 108 students, 11 (10%) did not remember or incorrectly recalled the 

punishment. These students are not excluded from the reported analyses, as the same findings 

hold when excluded. 

Reporting behavior 

 As hypothesized, fewer students reported cheating as severity increased across the three 

conditions: Out of the 36 students in each punishment condition, 27 (75%) reported cheating in 

the Low severity condition, 21 (58%) reported in the Medium severity condition, and 13 (36%) 

reported in the High severity condition (Figure 1). A chi-square test of independence was 

performed to examine the association between punishment severity and whether students 

reported cheating. This association was significant, X2 (2, N = 108) = 11.15, p = .004, V = .29. 

The effect size of .29, calculated using Cramer’s V, is considered moderate.  

 Post-hoc pairwise chi-square tests with Bonferroni corrections revealed that 

significantly more participants reported the cheating in the Low than the High severity condition 

(p = 0.002, adjusted p = 0.006). Somewhat more participants also reported in the Medium than 

the High severity condition, though this difference was not significant (p = 0.098, adjusted p = 
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0.20). No significant differences were found between the Low and Medium severity conditions 

(p = 0.21, adjusted p = 0.21).  

 A logistic regression was also conducted to estimate the strength and direction of the 

association between severity of punishment and likelihood of reporting cheating. The model 

revealed that the intercept was significant (β = 1.099, p = 0.004), indicating significant likelihood 

of reporting cheating in the Low severity condition. Using the Low severity condition as the 

reference level, the Medium severity condition was not significantly different (β = -0.76, p = 

0.14), but the High severity condition (β = -1.67, p = 0.001) was associated with a significant 

decrease in the likelihood of reporting cheating.  

Fig. 1. 

 

Exploratory analyses 

Timepoint of reporting 
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 Students were offered three opportunities to report cheating that sequentially increased 

how explicitly they were asked about observed cheating. We first conducted an exploratory 

analysis to examine whether the 61 students who reported did so at different timepoints based on 

condition (Figure 2). A Kruskal-Wallis test revealed no significant association between 

punishment severity level and the earliest stage at which students reported, X2 (2, N = 61) = 2.16, 

p = .34.  

 This first analysis excluded students who did not report at all, lowering the total sample 

size and resulting in unequal group sizes. We therefore conducted another analysis that included 

a fourth timepoint to represent participants who never reported cheating (thus including the full 

sample). A Kruskal-Wallis test comparing conditions was significant, X2 (6, N = 108) = 6.07, p = 

.048 (see Figure 2). Pairwise Wilcoxon rank-sum tests revealed a significant difference only 

between the Low and High severity conditions (p = 0.043). The Low and Medium conditions, as 

well as the Medium and High conditions, were not significantly different from one another, both 

ps > .337. This pattern replicates – and likely results from – the pattern reported above for 

whether or not students chose to report. We conclude that the sizable portion of students who did 

not report at all in the High severity condition may be driving this significant finding on earliest 

timepoint of reporting; therefore, we do not draw any strong conclusions regarding the trends in 

time at which students reported by condition. 

Fig. 2. Number of students in each condition whose earliest reports were at the first, second, or 

third opportunities to report or who did not report at all. 
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Questionnaire responses 

 Our tentative hypothesis was that fairness, authority, purity, and aggression scores may 

be positively associated with reporting behavior, whereas loyalty and harm may be negatively 

associated with reporting behavior. Students who reported cheating (M = 3.35, SD = .72) had 

significantly higher authority concern scores than non-reporters (M = 3.02, SD =.69; t(34) = 

1.94, p = .020). We examined authority score within punishment severity conditions, and none 

had significantly different authority scores between reporters and non-reporters. This 

discrepancy may be due to a significant difference in authority scores between the severe 

condition (M = 2.96) and both the medium (M = 3.31; t(70) = 2.03, p = .045, d = .48) and low (M 
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= 3.36; t(70) = 2.53, p = .014, d = .60) conditions. No other questionnaire scores were 

significantly different between reporters and non-reporters, all ps > .166. 

 In a correlation analysis, only authority scores were significantly correlated with 

whistleblowing, such that higher authority scores were associated with choosing to blow the 

whistle, r(108) = .22, p = .020. However, when controlling for level of severity, this correlation 

disappears.  

 We also explored the four subscales of the aggression questionnaire separately, but 

none were significantly correlated with reporting behavior. 

Table 1. Zero-order (Pearson) correlations and partial correlations (controlling for punishment 

severity level) between reporting behavior and the MFQ 3-item subscales of authority, loyalty, 

fairness, purity, and harm, and the BPAQ score of aggression. 

 

Discussion 

Blowing the whistle is a complicated decision for a witness; we investigated if the 

decision to report is affected by the severity of punishment that the transgressor will face. In this 
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cheating paradigm, we found that severity of punishment for cheating was significantly 

associated with whistleblowing, such that students reported cheaters more under the threat of a 

low punishment than a severe punishment. These results suggest that not only do witnesses 

consider consequences for the transgressor in their whistleblowing decisions, but they also 

demonstrate protective behavior in not reporting them when the punishment is severe.  

No prior whistleblowing studies, to our knowledge, experimentally manipulate 

punishment severity for the transgressor; ours is the first to introduce witnesses’ consideration of 

consequences beyond a fear for themselves (e.g., retaliation). These results do align with current 

literature on retaliation; similar to our finding, witnesses are less likely to blow the whistle under 

a more severe threat of retaliation (Khan et al., 2022). When consequences were severe, our 

participants also hesitated to report even though the punishment was directed towards the 

transgressor and not themselves. These similar trends suggest alternative explanations for past 

findings; measurements of punishment fears may capture whistleblowers’ fears for the 

transgressor along with their fear for themselves. In Ogungbamila et al. (2024), participants with 

higher scores on the Punishment Anxiety Scale had lesser intentions to blow the whistle, 

interpreted as fear of retaliation. However, in line with their discussion of internal versus external 

dimensions of punishment anxiety, those with higher punishment anxiety could view 

transgressors’ punishments similarly as their own, and thus are less likely to blow the whistle on 

others than those who have lower punishment anxiety. The introduction of our factor, 

consequences for the transgressor, may require more specific measures to understand which 

aspect of punishment is motivating for a whistleblower. Measures of empathy may allow us to 

tease apart considerations for the self and for others. 
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Our finding that a weak punishment for transgressors resulted in more whistleblowing 

than a severe punishment seems to contradict Krügel and Uhl (2023), who found that weak and 

inconsistent punishments resulted in almost no whistleblowing. However, our range of 

punishments likely sit on the higher end of their severity scale. Our “weak” punishment was still 

consistent, material, and supported by an honor-code environment, which implies reliable 

enforcement. Krüger and Uhl (2023) suggest that proper punishments can help witnesses feel as 

though their reports will be followed by meaningful action to resolve the violation. While the 

whistleblower may hope for a just punishment and may not report if the punishment is too weak 

or unreliable, our findings introduce the possibility that an overly severe punishment will 

dissuade peers from reporting transgressions.  

Systematic reviews have identified many factors that affect whistleblowing decisions 

(e.g., closeness to the transgressor, trust in the organization); however, it is unclear how 

consciously individuals consider these factors in their decision-making process. Our 

manipulation check helps to address this for punishment severity; overall, participants accurately 

assessed their punishment condition as low, medium, or severe on a scale of 1-10 without any 

comparison conditions or descriptors provided by the proctor. Importantly, these harshness 

ratings were made after witnessing the cheating instance; participants provided ratings informed 

by the specific transgression in the study. This measure supports the conclusion that potential 

whistleblowers consider and assess punishment severity as appropriate or inappropriate for the 

specific transgression they witness. This also supports our divergence from Krüger and Uhl 

(2023), as punishments are not necessarily perceived as appropriate or inappropriate based on 

their severity alone; witnesses may consider the associated violation in their judgement of the 

punishment and ultimately in their decision to blow the whistle.  
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Exploratory analyses revealed no significant relationship between the time points at 

which students reported their peers and the punishment severity. One explanation is that 

punishment severity affects only the decision to report or stay silent and has no effect on other 

aspects of whistleblowing like when, to whom, and how to report. However, our paradigm 

cannot identify the significance, or non-significance, of punishments in determining when a 

person reports. 

 We found no significant correlations between whistleblowing and concerns of fairness, 

loyalty, authority, purity, harm/care, or aggression scores when controlling for punishment 

severity level. Without this control, we did find a relationship between authority concerns and 

whistleblowing, such that greater endorsements of authority in moral decisions were associated 

with choosing to report a cheating peer. Whistleblowing requires a witness to report a 

wrongdoing to an authority, leading to a natural conclusion that greater respect for authority can 

be associated with whistleblowing.  

 Past studies have found a positive relationship between the emotion of anger and 

whistleblowing (Gundlach et al., 2008; Jones et al., 2014), but no prior work references 

aggression. Considering the self-reported motivation of vindictiveness from Rennie and Crosby 

(2002)’s interviews, aggression could potentially affect desire to seek punishment. Especially 

when punishments are severe, individual differences in aggression may drive the decision to seek 

out harsh punishment. 

 Prior research suggests that whistleblowing is associated with concerns of fairness and 

loyalty, (Waytz et al., 2013; Dungan et al., 2019); however, we did not find significant results for 

either concern. One possible explanation is that these moral concerns may be in conflict not just 

with each other but with themselves. What aspect of the situation appeals to a witness’s fairness 
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concerns, the transgression or the punishment? Participants may choose not to report because 

they think the violation is unfair (e.g., free riding) or because they view the punishment for 

cheating as unduly harsh. Loyalty also has two applications in whistleblowing cases; to whom is 

loyalty stronger, the authority or the transgressor? The negative relationship between closeness 

with a transgressor and whistleblowing is well-established (Alleyne et al., 2013; Olesen et al., 

2019), and loyalty seems to drive protective behaviors for close targets (Waytz et al., 2013; 

Weidman et al., 2020). However, trust in and commitment to one’s organization may motivate 

whistleblowing (Taylor, 2018; Latan et al., 2018). Loyalty to one’s company may drive different 

behavior than loyalty to one’s peer groups, especially when they are pit against each other. 

 Overall, it is possible that current fairness, loyalty, authority, purity, harm, and aggression 

measures may not be sensitive enough to determine the driving motivation for reporting 

behavior, especially in circumstances that introduce conflict within those moral concerns. 

Additionally, larger sample sizes within conditions and less variation between conditions may 

help to reveal any present trends in these scores. More work, including experimental 

manipulations of moral concerns, is needed to understand the impact of these concerns on 

whistleblowing behavior.   

Implications 

Our results suggest that introducing more severe punishments to deter violations may 

inadvertently reduce instances of whistleblowing. For any organization that depends on peer 

whistleblowing to identify and address violations, punishment severity level may decrease the 

number of transgressors reported. Furthermore, an opposing effect may be possible; if increased 

severity of punishments decreases whistleblowing, violators may engage in more transgressions 

as they become aware of their immunity among potential whistleblowers. Recent work also 
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suggests that frequent, small enforcements may reduce violations more than infrequent, severe 

enforcements (Teodorescu et al., 2021). In tandem with violation frequency studies, our work 

suggests that consistent but not overly harsh punishments have the potential to both decrease 

transgressions and increase whistleblowing for the remaining violations.   

 Measuring efficacy in reducing transgressions is complicated; due to the deceptive nature 

of most transgressions, it is difficult to discover if a violation occurred unless it is reported or 

causes obvious, immediate consequences. If an organization considers number of reports as a 

proxy measure of total transgressions, factors that only reduce a witness’s willingness to blow 

the whistle may wrongly suggest a reduction in actual violations. We suggest that a measure of 

punishment effectiveness should come from its impact on the middle man, the reporter. 

Our work has special implications for the academic context, especially regarding honor code 

systems. The cheating paradigm took place in under ten minutes but revealed significantly 

different results depending only on brief instructions given to students. This environment closely 

matches classroom conditions for tests and quizzes. Our findings can aid educators who have the 

freedom to tailor assessment instructions and administrators who can alter overall policies; 

overly severe punishments may reduce peer reporting of cheaters. In large classes where teachers 

may depend on peer-reports to curtail cheating, punishment severity may be especially attention-

worthy. Additionally, our participants came from a university with a strong emphasis on the 

honor code, which explicitly states that students are expected to report cheating, and they 

simulated an honor code commitment by signing their names on our instruction sheets. Even in 

an environment with strong expectations of conduct, we found differences in rule-abiding 

behavior (i.e., reporting peers) based on condition-specific punishments. This has implications 

for administrative systems that depend on general codes-of-conduct; the existence of a conduct 
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code with an expectation of whistleblowing does not always result in consistent reporting 

behavior. Aspects of the situation, including punishment and transgression severity, influence 

witnesses’ decisions to report cheating and abide by their honor code.  

 Where consequences can be made clear, such as in professional, academic, and legal 

systems, authorities may consider selecting severity of their punishments carefully to avoid 

reductive effects on whistleblowing. 

Limitations and Future Research 

While the experimental nature of our study allowed for deeper analysis of the research 

question, it also had practical limitations. The varying number of participants in each group, 

ranging from 2-4, is not ideal, and future work could benefit from ensuring an equal number of 

test-takers in each session. The absence of an observing proctor during the quiz and the nature of 

the cheating (taking a photo with a cell phone) may not mirror real-world instances of cheating in 

the classroom. 

Our generalizations are limited by the academic focus of the study;  participants faced 

unique motivational factors. Our participants engaged in the study as course credit, implying that 

their college’s honor code applied. This was emphasized with their signatures on the study 

instructions. More than half of the students (56%) reported the cheating behavior, suggesting that 

this paradigm offers sufficient opportunity to notice, react to, and report cheating to an authority 

figure, but our reporting numbers may be inflated from real behavior due to the demands of the 

study. Whistleblowing was easy; participants were given multiple indirect and direct 

opportunities that were anonymized from other participants since they were in another room. 

These conditions of clear instruction, scaffolding, and anonymity may not generalize to other 



PUNISHMENT AND WHISTLEBLOWING 30 

environments where expectations and pathways for reporting are non-existent, unclear, or un-

enforced.  

 Relationships between real-world whistleblowers and transgressors vary; our classroom 

paradigm examined only an equal, peer relationship between the test-takers. Manipulating the 

whistleblower-transgressor relationship through closeness or power dynamics could reveal 

important moderation effects. Weidman et al. (2020)’s participants perceived that greater harm 

would come to transgressors close to the participant than to distant transgressors if the participant 

reported their violation to a police officer. Perceived harm increased with closeness even when 

no punishment information was provided; a punishment manipulation may expand on this 

relationship between closeness, punishment severity, perceived harm, and whistleblowing. 

Additionally, developmental work could build upon Misch et al. (2018)’s finding of in-group 

bias based on transgression severity; one of their explanations was that the children believed 

more severe transgressions would provoke greater punishments and thus protected their in-group 

from greater harm. As they did not manipulate punishment severity, future work should address 

the questions: Do children report their peers less when the punishment is severe? Is an in-group 

bias present as well? 

 While our measures of moral concerns showed limited findings, this line of research may 

benefit from exploring moral emotions. In the moral emotions literature, measures of anticipated 

shame and guilt have been linked to prosocial and antisocial behavior, in that guilt seems to drive 

prosociality while shame inhibits antisocial actions (Olthof, 2011). When considering whether to 

report a peer, the witness’s judgement of how they may feel in the future could inform their 

behavior in the moment. The prospect of subjecting a peer to more severe punishment may elicit 

greater feelings of guilt, which could motivate a witness to act prosocially towards the 
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transgressor, protecting them from punishment. Research on these moral emotions, in tandem 

with moral concerns, may explain the decision-making process for whistleblowing on an 

affective level. 

 If witnesses are more likely to report transgressions when the violator faces lesser 

punishment, other aspects of the punishment system may also affect their willingness to report. 

While punishment severity level was not associated with reporting cheating at an earlier 

opportunity, this measure of students’ eagerness to report violations deserves further exploration. 

The time points offered to report cheating in this study were relatively close in time; future 

research could examine extended periods of time to report violations to represent real-world 

scenarios more accurately. Additionally, the prompts and method through which students could 

report could be standardized across the opportunities to control for other factors like directness, 

anonymity, and demand characteristics. 

Future work should also explore motivations driving the difference between the low and 

high severity conditions. This study’s high severity condition escalated the reported cheating to a 

higher authority, introducing social consequences absent in the lower severity categories. Social 

rewards are often reported as more motivating than monetary rewards (Wang et al., 2017), and 

some evidence shows social rewards activate different neural pathways than nonsocial rewards 

(Rademacher et al., 2010). Social punishments (i.e. shame) may also be viewed as more 

motivating than non-social punishments; because our conditions combined them, further work is 

needed to untangle the two.  

 Our social system relies on cooperation, and violations of social norms can result in 

disarray. To address violations, courses of action include directly punishing transgressors as well 

as reporting their behavior to an authority in charge of punishment. However, our findings 
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suggest that individuals may be unwilling to enforce a norm by blowing the whistle if they 

perceive the authority’s punishment for the transgressor as too severe. When acting as an 

“accomplice” in punishing another person, whistleblowers are sensitive to the consequences 

faced by the transgressor; punishments that are overly severe for the transgression may induce 

moral conflict for potential whistleblowers. Empathy and concern for others are often assumed to 

enhance cooperation, but our findings show that punishment conditions that appeal to one’s 

concern for a transgressor may instead decrease norm enforcement. Cooperation suffers when 

partners hesitate to enforce norms; one transgression could snowball into multiple norm 

violations when norm-enforcement could subject transgressors to overly harsh consequences. 
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