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1 | SUBTLE ALTERATIONS OF THE PHYSICAL
ENVIRONMENT CAN NUDGE YOUNG CHILDREN
TO CHEAT LESS

Cheating is a ubiquitous human behavior. It occurs in all spheres of
human life, including politics, commerce, relationships, and education.

It can have pernicious consequences at the individual, institutional, and
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Cheating is a common human behavior but few studies have examined its emergence
during early childhood. In three preregistered studies, a challenging math test was
administered to 5- to 6-year-old children (total N = 500; 255 girls). An answer key
was present as children completed the test, but they were instructed to not peek at
it. In Study 1, many children cheated, but manipulations that reduced the answer key’s
accessibility in terms of proximity and visibility led to less cheating. Two follow-up stud-
ies showed that the answer key’s visibility played a more significant role than its prox-
imity. These findings suggest that subtle and seemingly insignificant alterations of the
physical environment can effectively nudge young children away from acting dishon-

accessibility, cheating, nudge, proximity, visibility, young children

societal levels. Understanding the developmental origins of cheating
behavior in early childhood could shed light on the nature of children’s
moral decision-making, and it could be used to inform interventions
aimed at preventing cheating in early childhood, before this behavior
is normalized. The present study addresses this issue by investigating
how seemingly insignificant physical environmental cues can influence

young children’s decisions to cheat.
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