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Research Article

New cases of corruption are reported in the media almost 
daily, and these cases occur in various contexts, such as 
banking, sports, and politics. Such scandals raise ques-
tions about how severe corruption emerges. Following 
the popular media, many scientists suggest that severe 
ethical transgressions such as corruption occur gradually, 
a process that is frequently referred to as a slippery slope 
(Ashforth & Anand, 2003; Bandura, 1999; Darley, 2005; 
Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959; Gino & Bazerman, 2009). 
The belief is that power holders progressively neglect the 
interests of other individuals while pursuing selfish inter-
ests and thus “slide into” corruption (Kipnis, Castell,  
Gergen, & Mauch, 1976). While this widespread belief 
has strong intuitive appeal, no experimental research has 
examined whether such a gradual process indeed leads 
to major forms of corruption. In four experimental stud-
ies, using a recently developed methodology, we exam-
ined the validity of the slippery-slope metaphor and 
contrasted it with a steep-cliff metaphor that posits that 
corruption occurs when people seize a one-time oppor-
tunity for severe corruption.

Slippery Slope Versus Steep Cliff

Corruption is an unethical behavior that is defined as “the 
abuse of entrusted power for private gain” (Transparency 
International, 2010, response to Question 1). In explain-
ing why people commit ethical transgressions such as 
corruption, researchers suggest that people consistently 
seek to maximize material self-interest while maintaining 
a positive self-image (Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959; Mazar, 
Amir, & Ariely, 2008a). Extensive research shows that 
people can commit minor ethical transgressions while 
retaining their positive moral self-view (cf. Ariely, 2012). 
Severe ethical transgressions, on the other hand, require 
an update of one’s self-concept (Mazar et al., 2008a) and 
are widely believed to be the result of a gradual transfor-
mation process—a slippery slope (cf. Darley, 2005). This 
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Abstract
Major forms of corruption constitute a strong threat to the functioning of societies. The most frequent explanation 
of how severe corruption emerges is the slippery-slope metaphor—the notion that corruption occurs gradually. 
While having widespread theoretical and intuitive appeal, this notion has barely been tested empirically. We used a 
recently developed paradigm to test whether severely corrupt acts happen gradually or abruptly. The results of four 
experimental studies revealed a higher likelihood of severe corruption when participants were directly given the 
opportunity to engage in it (abrupt) compared with when they had previously engaged in minor forms of corruption 
(gradual). Neither the size of the payoffs, which we kept constant, nor evaluations of the actions could account for 
these differences. Contrary to widely shared beliefs, sometimes the route to corruption leads over a steep cliff rather 
than a slippery slope.
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view implies that people start with minor corrupt trans-
gressions that they view as implicit benchmarks from 
which to make decisions about new ethical dilemmas 
(Gino & Bazerman, 2009). Because of several moral-
disengagement processes such as rationalization (Bandura,  
1986, 1999), over time, more and more ethical transgres-
sions can be incorporated into the moral self-concept 
(Tenbrunsel & Messick, 2004). Eventually, corruption 
becomes normalized (Ashforth & Anand, 2003). These 
lines of reasoning add credence to the widely shared 
belief that people gradually engage in more increasingly 
severe forms of corruption (Darley, 2005).

In opposition to the slippery-slope argument, the 
steep-cliff metaphor posits that people are often some-
what overwhelmed by an unexpected opportunity—a 
chance that might appear to be a golden opportunity. An 
abruptly occurring situation characterized by the imme-
diacy of large benefits is extremely tempting (Ariely, 
2012). The combination of large and immediate benefits 
paired with the apparent uniqueness of the opportunity 
might pave the way for corruption-enhancing justifica-
tions. A single severe act might be easier to rationalize 
than repeated unethical acts (Mazar & Ariely, 2006), in 
that single behaviors can be more easily discounted 
(recalling the German proverb “einmal ist keinmal,” or 
“once does not count”). Conversely, repeated challenges 
to the moral self-concept might be psychologically 
demanding—especially within a short time span. Thus, 
although the belief that corruption is a slippery slope is 
widely promulgated within and outside the scientific lit-
erature, there are also arguments in support of the steep-
cliff metaphor.

In the present research, we conducted four novel 
experiments that put both metaphors to a test. Overall, 
little quantitative research has investigated sequential 
unethical behavior. Previous studies have focused on 
third-party observers’ acceptance of gradual versus 
abrupt unethical acts (Gino & Bazerman, 2009) or on the 
role of self-control and moral disengagement on the  
slippery slope of minor cheating acts (Welsh, Ordóñez, 
Snyder, & Christian, 2014), but experimental investigation 
comparing gradual with abrupt occurrences of corrup-
tion is lacking altogether. Recent advances in experimen-
tal methodology on corruption research (cf. Serra & 
Wantchekon, 2012) allow a first examination of these dif-
ferent processes while keeping the economic costs and 
benefits constant. In the present research, we used a 
recently developed corruption game (Köbis, van Prooijen,  
Righetti, & Van Lange, 2015).

Study 1

In Study 1, we conducted a first test of whether severe 
corruption is more likely to emerge gradually or abruptly.

Method

Participants.  A total of 86 students (age: M = 21.63 
years, SD = 6.47; 62.8% female, 37.2% male) participated 
for money (€2.50) or course credit. Each was randomly 
assigned to either the steep-cliff condition, in which 
severe corruption would occur immediately, or the slip-
pery-slope condition, in which the severity of corruption 
would gradually increase. Since the dependent variable 
was binary, we calculated the a priori sample size for 
binary logistic regressions (for details, see Demidenko, 
2007). To achieve a power (1 – β) of at least .8 and a 
detectable odds ratio of 3.0, we set the cutoff criterion to 
40 participants per cell. Participants who had already 
begun the study when this threshold was met were still 
included.1

Measures and procedure.  The corruption game is a 
three-player auction game consisting of five rounds. Two 
competing players receive a budget of 50 credits in every 
round. In an auction fashion, they make bids (between 0 
and 50 credits) for a prize of 120 credits. The third player 
(the allocator) awards the prize to the highest bidder (see 
Fig. 1). The competing players lose the credits they allo-
cate and keep the credits that they do not allocate in a 
bid. The player with the highest bid wins the total prize. 
If both players offer the same bid, the prize is split equally 
between the two. Earned credits accumulate across all 
five rounds.

The payoff matrix (Table 1) depicts all possible out-
comes of this bidding process. Bidding 50 credits is the 
best strategy for both players to maximize winnings—this 
option results in a strict Nash equilibrium (Nash, 1950). 
However, one of the two players gets the option to cir-
cumvent the fair bidding process by bribing the allocator. 
In the present study, the participant was assigned to this 
role of the potentially corrupt player. After each round, 
participants were told who won the prize.

We translated the basic structure of the auction game 
and the credits (numbers were multiplied by $1,000) into 
a real-life scenario. The competing players took the role 
of CEOs of a construction company, and the allocator 
played a public official. We used several scenarios, asked 
three test questions to ensure that players understood the 
bidding process (> 84.9% answered correctly), and pro-
vided participants with extensive explanations in case 
they gave a wrong answer.2

In the steep-cliff condition, participants had the option 
to directly invite the public official on a private vacation 
(severe bribery), which ensured that participants had an 
advantage in all rounds of the bidding. Specifically, when 
both player’s bids were equal, the player who engaged in 
severe bribery would receive the full prize rather than the 
half he or she would otherwise have been awarded. In 
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the slippery-slope condition, participants initially had the 
option to invite the public official to a banquet (mild 
bribery), which ensured that participants had an advan-
tage in 50% of the bidding rounds. That is, in rounds in 
which both players’ bids were equal, players who 
engaged in mild bribery would be awarded the full prize, 
but only half of the time. After extending the invitation, 
participants in the slippery-slope condition could increase 
their advantage to 100% in the following round by also 
inviting the official on vacation (severe bribery; see Fig. 
2). The costs for abrupt, severe bribery and the aggre-
gated costs for both steps of slippery-slope bribery were 
identical (i.e., $40,000).

In addition to standard demographic measures (age, 
gender, education), we assessed how corrupt and fair 
participants perceived their behavior to be with one item 
each (“How corrupt [fair] do you think your own actions 
were?”). Answers were given on a scale from 1, not at all, 
to 6, very.

Results

A binary logistic regression analysis with condition (steep 
cliff vs. slippery slope) as a predictor and the likelihood of 
severe corruption as a dependent variable showed a sig-
nificant difference between conditions, b = 1.57, Wald =  
11.35, p = .001, exp(b) = 4.82. The odds of abrupt severe 
bribery were 4.82 times higher compared with the odds of 
gradual severe bribery (see Table 2).3

We also tested whether participants perceived bribing 
the official as corrupt and unfair. We found a significant 
difference in perceived corruption, F(2, 83) = 15.37, p < 
.001, ηp

2 = .27, and perceived fairness, F(2, 83) = 9.87,  
p < .001, ηp

2 = .19, between the different bribery deci-
sions (no bribery vs. mild bribery vs. severe bribery). 
Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons indicated sig-
nificant differences in perceived corruptness among all 
three bribery decisions (ps < .032). Obtaining full advan-
tages in the game through bribery was perceived as more 

Allocator

Allocates the Prize (120 
Credits) to the Higher Bidder

or Splits the Credit if the 
Bids Are Equal

Player 1 

Receives 50 Credits 
Each Round

Player 2 

Receives 50 Credits 
Each Round 

Both Players Bid 
Between 0 and 50 

Credits

Fig. 1.  Schematic showing the steps in a round of the auction game. After receiving a credit allocation, 
players make their bids, and then the prize is either allocated to the highest bidder or split between the 
two players.

Table 1.  Outcomes for Both Players in a Single Round of the Bidding Game

Player 2’s bid

  50 40 30 20 10 0

Player  
1’s bid

P1’s 
outcome

P2’s 
outcome

P1’s 
outcome

P2’s 
outcome

P1’s 
outcome

P2’s 
outcome

P1’s 
outcome

P2’s 
outcome

P1’s 
outcome

P2’s 
outcome

P1’s 
outcome

P2’s 
outcome

50 60 60 120 10 120 20 120 30 120 40 120 50
40 10 120 70 70 130 20 130 30 130 40 130 50
30 20 120 20 130 80 80 140 30 140 40 140 50
20 30 120 30 130 30 140 90 90 150 40 150 50
10 40 120 40 130 40 140 40 150 100 100 160 50
  0 50 120 50 130 50 140 50 150 50 160 50 50

Note: The table illustrates the outcomes for Player 1 (P1) and Player 2 (P2) when the option to bribe the allocator was not introduced into the 
game. The outcome is equal to the number of credits that the player did not bid plus any credits earned by the division of the 120-credit prize 
that the players were bidding on. For both players, bidding 50 credits was the best strategy to maximize winnings.
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corrupt (M = 3.75, SD = 1.52) than obtaining partial 
advantages (M = 2.89, SD = 1.25), which in turn was per-
ceived as more corrupt than refraining from bribery alto-
gether (M = 1.68, SD = 1.05; see Table 3).

For perceived fairness, we found significant differ-
ences between severe bribery and both other choices (ps < 
.043), while the difference between no bribery and mild 
bribery was not significant (p = .159). Severe bribery was 
perceived as significantly less fair (M = 2.97, SD = 1.54) 
than mild bribery (M = 3.85, SD = 1.26) and no bribery 
(M = 4.68, SD = 1.33; see Table 3). We found no interac-
tion with condition for either corruptness or fairness rat-
ings (all ps > .250), which indicates that participants 
perceived obtaining full advantages as most corrupt and 
least fair independently of whether they invited the offi-
cial on vacation directly or only after the banquet 
invitation.

Discussion

Study 1 revealed that severe corruption is more likely to 
occur when presented as a single choice than as one of 
a series of choices. Bribing the public official was per-
ceived as more corrupt and less fair than refraining from 
bribery—independently of the path toward corruption.

Study 2

In Study 2, we added a third condition, in which the sec-
ond corrupt act was less severe than the first. With this 
reverse-slippery-slope condition, we tested whether the 
repeated engagement or the increasing severity of the 
slippery slope would keep participants from engaging in 
a second corrupt decision.

Method

Participants.  In total, 244 participants recruited via 
Amazon Mechanical Turk (age: M = 33.52 years, SD = 
10.49; 41.6% female, 58.4% male) were randomly assigned 
to three conditions (slippery slope, reverse slippery 
slope, steep cliff). Because this data set was collected 
online, we increased the cell sizes to at least 80 partici-
pants per cell. We excluded 13 participants from the 
analysis because they did not complete all questions.

Measures and procedure.  Procedures were the same 
as in Study 1, except as follows. We created a reverse-
slippery-slope condition, and to make it comparable with 
the slippery-slope condition, we adopted the following 
cost-and-benefit scheme. Inviting the public official to 

Invite Minister to the Banquet?

Yes No

Invite Minister to Paris?

Bidding Process Starts Without 
Any Advantages for the 

ParticipantYes

Bidding Process Starts With 
Advantage for the Participant in 

50% of the Equal Biddings

Bidding Process Starts With 
Advantage for the 

Participant in 100% of the 
Equal Biddings

No

Fig. 2.  An illustration of the decision steps in the slippery-slope condition. Participants could 
mildly bribe a public official by inviting him to a banquet, after which they could severely bribe 
him on the next round by inviting him on vacation. This gave participants different advantages 
depending on which options they chose. Reproduced from Köbis, van Prooijen, Righetti, and 
Van Lange (2015).
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the banquet cost $10,000 and yielded an advantage in 
25% of the bidding rounds. Inviting the official on vaca-
tion cost $30,000 and yielded an advantage in 75% of the 
bidding rounds. The slippery-slope and reverse-slippery-
slope conditions merely differed in the order in which 
these options were presented. The steep-cliff condition 
consisted of one decision (invitation to the vacation), 
which instantly yielded advantages in all bidding rounds 
and cost $40,000. The costs for obtaining full advantages 

in the bidding were identical across all three conditions. 
We assessed perceived corruptness and fairness using the 
same items as in Study 1.

Results

We again found a significant group difference in severe 
bribery between the steep-cliff and the slippery-slope 
condition, b = 1.01, Wald = 8.66, p = .003, exp(b) = 2.76, 

Table 2.  Distribution of Bribery Decisions in Studies 1 Through 4

No bribery Mild bribery Severe bribery

Study and condition n % n % n %

Study 1  
Steep cliff 15 34.9 — — 28 65.1 
Slippery slope 4 9.3 27 62.8 12 27.9 

Study 2  
Steep cliff 27 33.8 — — 53 66.3 
Slippery slope 29 44.6   9 13.8 27 41.5 
Reverse slippery slope 30 34.9   9 10.5 47 54.7 

Study 3  
Steep cliff 7 16.7 — — 35 83.3 
Slippery slope 10 24.4 11 26.8 20 48.8 
Reverse slippery slope 11 26.2   7 16.7 24 57.1 

Study 4  
Steep cliff 24 24.0 — — 76 76.0 
Slippery slope 18 18.0 17 17.0 65 65.0 

Note: Mild bribery occurred when participants extended the invitation to the banquet but not to the vacation. 
Severe bribery occurred when participants extended the vacation request either abruptly (without extending 
the banquet request first) or gradually (by first extending the banquet request and then extending the vacation 
request).

Table 3.  Self-Evaluations of Perceived Corruptness and Fairness in 
Studies 1, 2, and 4

Perceived corruptness Perceived fairness

Study and outcome M SD M SD

Study 1  
No bribery 1.68a 1.05 4.68a 1.33
Mild bribery 2.89b 1.25 3.85a 1.26
Severe bribery 3.75c 1.52 2.97b 1.54

Study 2  
No bribery 1.55a 1.02 4.86a 1.21
Mild bribery 3.11b 1.97 4.17a 1.54
Severe bribery 4.25c 1.69 2.66b 1.72

Study 4  
No bribery 29.50a 29.50 — —
Mild bribery 59.59b 23.70 — —
Severe bribery 66.58b 31.32 — —

Note: Mild bribery occurred when participants extended the invitation to the 
banquet but not to the vacation. Severe bribery occurred when participants 
extended the vacation request either abruptly (without extending the banquet 
request first) or gradually (by first extending the banquet request and then 
extending the vacation request). Within studies, means with differing subscripts 
in a column are significantly different (p < .01, based on Bonferroni-corrected 
pairwise comparisons).
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which replicated the results of Study 1. The odds of 
severe bribery were 2.76 higher when participants could 
exercise this option immediately compared with when 
they first had to engage in milder forms of corruption 
(see Table 2). We found no significant difference in the 
likelihood of severe corruption when comparing the 
steep-cliff with the reverse-slippery-slope condition nor 
when comparing both slippery-slope conditions (all ps > 
.112).

Participants’ self-evaluations of their behavior were 
again influenced by the decisions made in the game, 
both for perceived corruptness, F(3, 224) = 54.21, p < 
.001, ηp

2 = .421, and perceived fairness, F(3, 224) = 35.59, 
p < .001, ηp

2 = .323 (Table 3). Participants who refrained 
from bribery perceived their behavior as less corrupt  
(M = 1.55, SD = 1.02) and more fair (M = 4.86, SD = 1.21) 
than those who obtained full advantages in the game 
through bribery (corruptness: M = 4.25, SD = 1.69, p < 
.001; fairness: M = 2.66, SD = 1.72, p < .001). No other 
group differences were significant (ps > .210). Again, the 
way in which full advantages were obtained did not 
affect the corruptness and fairness ratings, as the interac-
tion between decision and condition was not significant 
(ps = .125–.860).

Discussion

Study 2 replicated the finding that severe corruption 
occurs more frequently when the opportunity to exercise 
it is presented abruptly rather than gradually. We found 
no difference between the steep-cliff and reverse-slip-
pery-slope conditions, which might be because after 
committing the more severe form of bribery, the second 
act appears less problematic. However, participants’ self-
evaluations of corruptness and fairness were not influ-
enced by the different slopes. Independently of condition, 
severe corruption was perceived as most corrupt and 
least fair.

Study 3

To increase the stakes of the decisions in the game and 
to increase mundane realism, we introduced real mone-
tary incentives for participants to make corrupt decisions 
in Study 3.

Method

Participants.  In total, 125 participants (age: M = 21.50 
years, SD = 5.18; 76.8% female, 23.2% male) completed 
the third study. In this laboratory experiment, we again 
aimed for at least 40 participants per cell. We adopted 
the same experimental design as in Study 2, with the 
addition that participants received a monetary payoff at 
the end of the game. Specifically, they were paid between 

€0.10 and €1.20 in proportion to how many game dollars 
they had earned at the end of the final round (see the 
Supplemental Material available online for the payoff 
scheme).

Measures and procedure.  Procedures were the same 
as in Study 2, but to expand the scope of the moral evalu-
ation of participants’ behavior, we used the Multidimen-
sional Scale for Evaluations of Business Ethics (MSEBE; 
Reidenbach & Robin, 1990; Reidenbach, Robin, &  
Dawson, 1991) instead of the self-evaluations of corrup-
tions and fairness. Participants were instructed to rate 
their behavior in the game on eight 101-point slider 
scales, which formed the following three subscales. First, 
the moral-equity subscale assessed broad moral-equity 
concerns using four sets of opposing scale anchors (e.g., 
just vs. unjust; morally right vs. not morally right); this 
subscale showed high internal reliability (α = .89). Sec-
ond, the relativism subscale measured relativistic moral 
evaluation using two sets of scale anchors (e.g., cultur-
ally acceptable vs. culturally unacceptable; α = .75). 
Third, the contractualism subscale measured deontologi-
cal moral reasoning with two sets of scale anchors (e.g., 
violates an unwritten contract vs. does not violate an 
unwritten contract); this subscale had acceptable inter-
nal reliability (α = .60).

Results

Replicating the results of Studies 1 and 2, Study 3 showed 
that the chances of severe corruption differed signifi-
cantly between the steep-cliff and the slippery-slope con-
ditions, b = 1.65, Wald = 10.22, p = .001, exp(b) = 5.25. 
The odds of severe bribery were 5.25 times higher when 
participants could exercise this option immediately than 
when they first had to engage in milder forms of corrup-
tion (see Table 2). In addition, we found a significant 
difference between the steep-cliff condition and the 
reverse-slippery-slope condition, b = 1.32, Wald = 6.50,  
p = .011, exp(b) = 3.75; specifically, the odds of severe 
bribery were 3.75 times higher in the steep-cliff condition 
than in the reverse-slippery-slope condition. The differ-
ence between the slippery-slope and the reverse- 
slippery-slope conditions was not significant (p > .250).

Participants’ self-evaluations of their moral behavior 
differed significantly on two of the three moral dimen-
sions assessed by the MSEBE. We found significant differ-
ences in moral equity, F(3, 120) = 5.46, p = .002, ηp

2 =  
.12, and relativism, F(3, 129) = 3.70, p = .014, ηp

2 = .01, 
depending on whether or not participants bribed the offi-
cial (see Table 4). Bonferroni-corrected comparisons 
indicated that participants who refrained from bribery 
perceived their behavior as less equity violating (M = 
30.31, SD = 26.62) and more culturally acceptable (M = 
48.54, SD = 26.85) than those who engaged in severe 
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bribery (moral equity: M = 52.35, SD = 25.67; relativism: 
M = 29.94, SD = 24.41; all ps ≤ .001). No other differences 
between bribery decisions were significant (ps > .250). 
Entering deontological moral reasoning as a dependent 
variable yielded no significant difference between the 
different bribery decisions (p > .250).

Discussion

Study 3, in which real monetary incentives were used, 
replicated the steep-cliff effect: Severe corruption 
occurred more frequently as a result of a single opportu-
nity than as the result of a gradual process. Indepen-
dently of whether the slope of severity increased or 
decreased, there was a general reluctance to repeatedly 
engage in corruption. The moral evaluations of the 
behavior in the game indicated that bribing was per-
ceived as unethical. More specifically, in this study, brib-
ery was perceived rather as a violation of moral equity 
(“it creates injustice”) and social norm (“it is culturally 
unacceptable”) than as a violation of an unspoken rule.

Study 4

The previous three studies did not include a real victim 
of the corrupt behavior. We therefore conducted a fourth 
study in which all roles in the game were taken by par-
ticipants, which meant that bribery would incur mone-
tary costs to another existing participant. Also, in this 
study, we quadrupled the incentives given to participants 
who engaged in corruption.

Method

Participants.  We commissioned the Qualtrics Panels 
Team (see https://www.qualtrics.com/online-sample/) to 

recruit a stratified sample of 400 participants (100 per 
cell) from a research panel that is nationally representa-
tive of the U.S. population. These individuals (age: M = 
44.81 years, SD = 16.16; 51.2% female, 48.8% male) took 
part in an online experiment.

Measures and procedure.  We used the same para-
digm as in the previous studies, with the following modi-
fications. First, all roles in the game were taken by actual 
participants, which resulted in four conditions (n = 100 
each) to which participants were randomly assigned. As 
in the previous studies, two groups of potentially corrupt 
players faced the decision to engage in bribery either 
abruptly (steep-cliff condition) or gradually (slippery-
slope condition)—we did not include a reverse-slippery-
slope condition so as to facilitate the matching procedure 
(see next paragraph). In addition, a third group of partici-
pants adopted the role of the player who had no oppor-
tunity to bribe—the potential victim. The fourth group 
played the role of the public official.

To keep the decisional structure for the potentially 
corrupt players as similar as possible, we limited the 
action space of the player assigned the role of the public 
official so that he or she always accepted bribes and 
acted accordingly. We used the strategy method (Brandts 
& Charness, 2011) to match the decisions of the poten-
tially corrupt players to the decisions of the players in the 
other two groups to determine the final payoffs. This was 
done so that participants’ decisions would actually affect 
other participants. Second, we increased the potential 
monetary gain of corruption so that it would yield up to 
$6 in Amazon gift vouchers (see the Supplemental Mate-
rial for an overview of the payoff scheme).

We combined the postgame measures used in the pre-
vious studies. Hence, we assessed perceived corruptness 
with the item used in Studies 1 and 2 (perceived fairness 

Table 4.  Self-Evaluations of Moral Equity, Relativism, and Contractualism in Studies 3 and 4

Moral equity Relativism Contractualism

Study and outcome M SD M SD M SD

Study 3  
No bribery 30.31a 26.62 29.94a 24.12 60.77a 30.17
Mild bribery 44.50ab 16.75 41.77ab 18.28 54.77ab 17.69
Severe bribery 52.35b 25.67 48.54b 26.85 53.38a 25.19

Study 4  
No bribery 33.38a 23.69 36.94a 52.43 65.69a 25.03
Mild bribery 49.96ab 17.78 48.24ab 18.60 53.68ab 19.68
Severe bribery 57.91b 28.35 50.64b 27.01 48.68b 28.64

Note: Mild bribery occurred when participants extended the invitation to the banquet but not to the vacation. 
Severe bribery occurred when participants extended the vacation request either abruptly (without extending 
the banquet request first) or gradually (by first extending the banquet request and then extending the vacation 
request). Within studies, means with differing subscripts in a column were significantly different (p < .01, based on 
Bonferroni-corrected pairwise comparisons).
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was not assessed), while perceived morality was mea-
sured with the MSEBE—which consisted of the subscales 
moral equity (α = .93), relativism (α = .85), and contrac-
tualism (α = .86). All answers were given on a 100-point 
slider scale.

Results

In line with Studies 1 through 3, the results of Study 4 
revealed that the odds of severe bribery were 1.71 times 
higher when participants could exercise this option 
immediately than when they had to do so gradually—a 
marginally significant difference, b = 0.53, Wald = 2.88,  
p = .090, exp(b) = 1.71 (see Table 2). An ANOVA on par-
ticipants’ self-evaluations of their behavior showed sig-
nificant differences in perceived corruptness, F(3, 197) = 
24.10, p < .001, ηp

2 = .197, between those who refrained 
from bribery and those who engaged in either mild 
or severe bribery (ps < .002; see Table 3). We also found 
significant group differences for each of the subscales of 
the MSEBE—moral equity, F(3, 197) = 13.71, p < .001,  
ηp

2 = .12; relativism, F(3, 197) = 4.46, p = .013, ηp
2 = .043; 

and contractualism, F(3, 197) = 6.29, p = .002, ηp
2 = .06. 

Participants who refrained from bribery rated their behav-
ior as more moral on all three subscales than did those 
who engaged in severe bribery (all ps < .010; see Table 
4)—which again indicates that participants who engaged 
in severe bribery perceived their behavior as less moral 
and more corrupt than those who refrained from it. For 
all measures, we found neither significant differences 
between mild and severe corruption (ps > .74) nor an 
interaction between condition and decision (all ps > .22).

Next, because Studies 1 through 4 differed in a num-
ber of respects (e.g., procedure, sample size), we con-
ducted a meta-analysis to address the generality of 
findings across the four studies. We computed χ2 values 
from the logistic regression analyses for each study and 
first tested whether the overall odds of severe corruption 
differed between the slippery-slope and the steep-cliff 
conditions. This random-effects analysis drew on all four 
studies (N = 514) and revealed a significant difference 
(point estimate = 0.38, 95% confidence interval, or CI = 
[0.22, 0.61], z = −3.87, p < .0001). Participants across all 
studies were significantly more likely to engage in severe 
corruption in the steep-cliff condition than in the slip-
pery-slope condition. Moreover, comparing the steep-
cliff condition with the reverse-slippery-slope condition 
(Studies 2 and 3, overall sample size = 234), we also 
found a significant difference (point estimate = 0.50, 95% 
CI = [0.27, 0.93], z = −2.15, p = .003). Finally, it is notewor-
thy that the slippery-slope condition did not significantly 
differ from the reverse-slippery-slope condition in Studies 
2 and 3 combined (point estimate = −0.22, 95% CI =  

[−0.49, 0.03], z = −1.71, p = .08). Taken together, these 
findings show that the odds of severe corruption are sig-
nificantly higher in the steep-cliff condition than in the 
reverse-slippery-slope condition and the slippery-slope 
condition.

Discussion

In Study 4, we again found support (albeit marginal) for 
the steep-cliff effect: Participants were more likely to 
engage in abrupt than in gradual bribery. Across four 
independent studies, evidence suggests that under the 
circumstances of our role-playing game, corruption is 
more strongly rooted in a single tempting opportunity 
than in a two-step process.

General Discussion

Contrary to the widespread belief that people gradually 
slide into corruption down a slippery slope, the present 
studies provide novel evidence that people may instead 
jump into severe corruption over a steep cliff. Across four 
studies, people were more likely to engage in severe cor-
ruption when this option was presented abruptly rather 
than gradually, even though they did acknowledge the 
unethicality of severe corruption. In fact, moral self-eval-
uations of severe corruption as well as the (combined) 
economic costs and benefits did not differ significantly 
across the different conditions.

Given that most scientists and laymen alike believe in 
the slippery-slope analogy, it is important to ask the obvi-
ous: How can one account for evidence favoring the 
steep-cliff metaphor rather than the slippery-slope meta-
phor? One line of reasoning is that the intuitively compel-
ling notion that repeated transgressions lower moral 
thresholds may not always be true. Rather than following 
a process of habituation and moral disengagement, it is 
possible that people seek to avoid repetition of corrup-
tion because it is expected to be psychologically taxing—
especially when the opportunities for corruption occur in 
short succession (Mazar, Amir, & Ariely, 2008b). It poses 
another threat to one’s self-image and therefore even a 
second, more minor form of corruption can be undesir-
able (Study 3).

When deciding whether to engage in unethical behav-
ior, people take both the external and the internal psy-
chological cost and benefits of the respective act into 
account (Messick & Bazerman, 1996). Unlike in previous 
studies (Welsh et al., 2014), the economic costs and ben-
efits were kept constant across the different conditions in 
the present studies. Thus, our findings point toward a 
new psychological factor—the sequence of decisions. A 
single severe act, directly presented to participants, might 
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be easier to justify than a two-step process and thus 
could cause less tension between being a moral person, 
on the one hand, and enjoying the benefits of dishonesty, 
on the other hand (Batson, 2016).

A complementary argument is that a single act requires 
less intentionality and planning than repeated behaviors 
(Batson & Powell, 2003). Large benefits might reinforce a 
selective focus on self-interest rather than on a positive 
self-image. In contrast to previous work (Welsh et al., 
2014), the present studies looked at bribery, a form of 
unethical behavior that requires a collaboration between 
multiple corrupt agents (Köbis, van Prooijen, Righetti, & 
Van Lange, 2016; Weisel & Shalvi, 2015). The resulting 
local social utility (“My actions are also helping the other 
person”; Ayal & Gino, 2011) might further facilitate these 
self-serving justifications.

Clearly, future research is needed to examine the 
underlying mechanisms and boundary conditions of the 
steep-cliff effect of corruption. For example, how severe 
corruption emerges under varying punishment regimes is 
still unclear. Yet given the ubiquity of the belief in the 
slippery-slope analogy, we conclude with two lessons 
from the present research. One is that people may be 
more willing to engage in severe, single (and perhaps 
unexpected) instances of corruption than is widely 
believed—even if they recognize the immorality of these 
behaviors. Another lesson is that repeated forms of uneth-
ical behavior may be more psychologically taxing than is 
generally believed, especially if the second occasion 
brings about smaller benefits for the self than a single 
occasion does. These findings thus shed light on an unex-
plored area of sequential corrupt decision making. Over-
all, our findings suggest that individuals who are willing 
to engage in bribery seek to obtain the biggest advantage 
for the lowest moral price. Instead of repeatedly engaging 
in corruption (sliding down a slippery slope), they seize a 
one-time opportunity (jumping off a steep cliff).
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Notes

1. The ethical review board of Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam 
approved all the studies reported in this manuscript.
2. Half of these participants received a time-pressure prompt, 
which had no effect on any of the reported results (all ps > .125).
3. In all studies reported in this manuscript, the significant main 
effects of condition on the likelihood of severe corruption and 
the main effects of perceived corruptness and perceived fair-
ness remained significant when we controlled for gender, age, 
and education (all ps < .002).
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