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In 2002, a well-known German actor, Günther Kaufmann, was sentenced to 15 years in 
prison. He had confessed to murdering his friend and tax accountant Hartmut Hagen. Three years 
later, Kaufmann was acquitted in a retrial after the police had identified the real perpetrators, his wife, 
her previous lover, and two accomplices (Mielke, 2005). It became clear that Kaufmann had falsely 
confessed to protect his terminally ill wife. Günther Kaufmann’s wife, Alexandra Kaufmann, had 
told Hagen of a fictitious compensation suit against a real estate investor and claimed that she would 
get a tremendous amount of money and share the profit. However, Hagen had to finance the alleged 
lawsuit because the Kaufmanns had spent all their money on her cancer therapy. Hagen gave 830.000 
DM to the Kaufmanns before he became suspicious. At the same time, Alexandra Kaufmann was 
spending the money with her lover in Berlin. Apparently, Günther Kaufmann also believed the story 
about the compensation suit and did not know that his wife had the affair (Bayer & Röbel, 2003). In 
February 2001, Hagen was found murdered in his house in Munich. Shortly after, Günther Kaufmann 
confessed to the murder in order to protect his wife who would die in May 2002 in the course of the 
trial (Otto, 2006). While Günther Kaufmann was in prison, the police found the real perpetrators 
because a girlfriend of one of the perpetrators went to the police. 

Individual cases like this show that voluntary false confessions to protect someone else occur 
for very serious crimes. I describe this phenomenon as voluntary blame-taking behavior. Surveys 
suggest that taking the blame for minor offences occurs at a high rate (e.g., Gudjonsson et al., 2007; 
Willard et al., 2015). Furthermore, it happens frequently for non-criminal acts that do not entail 
contact with law enforcement. For example, voluntary blame-taking behavior is an issue for insurance 
companies. Millions of insurance payers’ contributions are lost each year to insurance fraud, when a 
self-inflicted damage is claimed to be caused by another person such as a friend or neighbor (Kunz, 
2014). The threshold for making these false statements is low, because detection is unlikely and the 
fraud is often seen as a trivial offense and an act of helping (Maaß, 2015). Another form of voluntary-
blame taking occurs in Germany where more severe traffic violations such as running a red light are 
fined and registered in the Central Card-Index for Traffic Violation1. When reaching eight points, 
drivers lose their license. To avoid losing their license, people sometimes ask someone else to take 
the blame by stating that they were at the wheel. Taking over points for friends or family seem to 
happen regularly (Kröger, 2012). Similar to voluntary blame-taking in insurance cases, detection 
rates are very low and it is difficult to estimate the prevalence rate. However, when such false claims 
are detected, consequences can be severe and include a custodial sentence of up to five years or a 
monetary fine (Schäfer, 2017). 

Overall, the issue of voluntary blame-taking is well-known in the field of insurance fraud 
and in the Central Card-Index for Traffic Violation in Germany. However, there is little awareness of 
blame-taking behavior in criminal cases. Yet, surveys suggest that it happens regularly (e.g., Volbert et 
al., 2019; Willard et al., 2015). Such cases can lead to wrongful legal decisions with severe personal, 
societal and financial consequences. For example, wrongful convictions can lead to deprivation of 

1 The Central Card-Index for Traffic Violations is located in Flensburg, Germany, and also referred to as  
“Flensburg point system”.
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freedom, economic, and social damages and at the societal level, offenders could remain free and 
commit further crimes (e.g., Mayer, 2020). Furthermore, the incarceration of an innocent person 
comes at considerable financial costs. For example, the German federal state Baden-Württemberg 
spent over 47,000 Euro per prisoner in 20202; in the United States the average cost was over 29,000 
Euro in 20153, and in England and Wales over 53,000 Euro in 2019/20204. 

Although voluntary blame-taking is a real problem in different contexts, it has received little 
to no scientific attention to date. The aim of the current dissertation is to examine (a) how situational 
risk factors influence voluntary blame-taking and (b) how such confessions influence the attribution 
of suspects’ guilt after they are retracted and combined with exculpatory or ambiguous evidence.
Different Types of False Confessions

The psycho-legal literature roughly differentiates between coerced false confessions and 
voluntary false confessions (e.g., Kassin & Wrightsman, 1985). Coerced false confessions can 
be further divided into coerced-compliant and coerced-internalized false confessions. Both types 
occur when innocent suspects confess because of pressure from the police interrogation. In coerced-
compliant false confession cases, suspects are aware that they are innocent but they rather confess 
to end the interrogation. Coerced-internalized false confessions occur when innocent people come 
falsely to believe that they have committed the crime. This can happen during police interrogations 
when they start to distrust their memory and consider it as plausible that they were involved in the 
crime (e.g., Gudjonsson, 2017).  

In contrast to coerced false confessions, voluntary false confessions concern self-incriminating 
statements that occur without external pressure from the police (Kassin & Wrightsman, 1985). 
Typical reasons include the desire to protect someone else, a pathological need for fame, a desire 
to be recognized, mental illness, delusional thinking or excessive feelings of guilt (McCann, 1998). 
Furthermore, voluntary false confessions can be used strategically as a serious form of deception 
where people intentionally make false statements to mislead law enforcement agencies (e.g., in cases 
of organized crime where minors who are not criminally responsible protect adults). Of note, false 
confessions in order to protect someone else sometimes appear voluntary during police interrogation, 
while they were in fact coerced prior to the interrogation. Such coerced-reactive false confessions are 
likely to occur within organized crime (McCann, 1998). Furthermore, self-report studies suggest that 
false confessions to protect someone else do not always represent a ‘classic version’ of a voluntary 
false confession without any external influence from the police (Redlich et al., 2010; Volbert et al., 
2019). Many self-reported false confession cases rather represent situations where suspects who knew 
the actual perpetrator were interrogated and learned of the police’s suspicion against themselves or 
someone they know and then confessed to protect them. This dissertation will examine factors that 

2 https://www.justiz-bw.de/de/Startseite/Justiz/datenundfakten#anker6181003
3 https://www.vera.org/publications/price-of-prisons-2015-state-spending-trends/price-of-prisons-2015-state-

spending-trends/price-of-prisons-2015-state-spending-trends-prison-spending
4 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1202172/cost-per-prisoner-england-and-wales/#:~:text=In%20

2019%2F20%2C%20the%20average,around%209.45%20thousand%20British%20pounds
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contribute to voluntary false confessions to protect another person (i.e., voluntary blame-taking) 
without involving coercion from another person in the suspect’s environment. I will refer to this 
behavior as voluntary blame-taking.

Voluntary false confessions to protect someone else are probably more common for less 
serious crimes (e.g., Gudjonsson et al., 2007; Lange, 1980; Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 1996a; 
Willard et al., 2015) and retracted less often than coerced-compliant false confessions (Malloy et al., 
2014). The rationale of this assumption is that in such cases, confessors have little or no motivation 
to uncover the injustice, because the sanctions are relatively mild (e.g., a probation sentence, short 
incarceration; Redlich et al., 2010), or because the actual culprit is still important to them and they 
still want to protect them (Gudjonsson & Sigurdsson, 1994). 
How Often and why do (Voluntary) False Confession Occur? 

Different research approaches can help to estimate the frequency of false confessions. For 
example, frequency estimates are possible based on real case materials. International projects and 
registries collect data on exoneration cases. The Innocence Project in the United States, for example, 
lists exoneration cases that the project uncovered using DNA analysis. A false confession was present 
in approximately 29% of the 375 wrongful conviction cases5 (retrieved November 30, 2022). The 
National Registry of Exonerations in the United States registers 2,937 exonerations and contains 
information about all known cases of exonerations since 1989 where individuals were later cleared of 
all the charges based on new evidence of innocence. False confessions were present in 12% of those 
cases6 (retrieved November 30, 2022). The Evidence-Based Justice Lab from Great Britain contains 
information about people whose criminal convictions have been overturned because of problems 
with evidence or the interpretation of evidence at their trial. The registry lists 439 cases of wrongful 
convictions from the last 50 years, and a false confession was present in 20% of those cases7 (retrieved 
November 30, 2022). A similar registry is not known for Germany. However, one file analysis of 1,115 
retrials from the 1950s and 1960s in Germany reported a false confessions rate of 7% (Peters, 1970). 
In that sample, voluntary false confessions to protect the real perpetrator occurred in 22 of the 66 
false confession cases (Lange, 1980). In a recent file analysis of 31 individuals acquitted in retrials in 
Germany, five individuals had made a false confession to homicide offenses (Leuschner et al., 2020). 
These frequency estimates based on real case material only include proven wrongful convictions, 
but none of the cases where people are convicted and imprisoned based on false confessions and no 
retrial takes place. Furthermore, these studies typically refer to severe crimes and police-induced 
confessions (Redlich et al., 2010; Volbert et al., 2019). 

Another way to estimate the frequency of (voluntary) false confessions are self-report 
studies. For example, in a European survey with 24,627 adolescents from Iceland, Norway, Finland, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Russia, and Bulgaria, 1.6% reported ever having made a false confession to 
the police (Gudjonsson et al., 2009). In another survey with 1,080 Icelandic students, 0.9% of the 

5 https://innocenceproject.org/dna-exonerations-in-the-united-states/
6 http://www.law.umich.edu/special/exoneration/Pages/ExonerationsContribFactorsByCrime.aspx
7 https://evidencebasedjustice.exeter.ac.uk/miscarriages-of-justice-registry/the-cases/overview-graph/
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sample reported that they had made a false confession to the police and 10.3% to teachers or parents 
(Gudjonsson et al., 2004). Most respondents indicated that they wanted to protect someone else 
(police: 60%; teacher/parents: 62%). When asking adult and adolescent prison inmates or forensic 
patients, false confession rates vary between 5.9% and 33.4% (e.g., Gudjonsson et al., 2021; Viljoen 
et al., 2005; Volbert et al., 2019). Table 1.1 gives an overview of false confession rates and the main 
reasons mentioned for falsely confessing from surveys with criminal populations. The most common 
reasons include police pressure, avoidance of police detention and the wish to protect someone 
else (e.g., Redlich et al., 2010; Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 1996b). Self-report studies in criminal 
populations suggest that the prevalence of blame-taking is high and happens at least as often as 
coerced-compliant false confessions. 
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Voluntary blame-taking behavior is also common in non-prison populations. One study 
surveyed 1,432 students from higher education in Iceland about their blame-taking for antisocial 
acts and its relationship with personality (Gudjonsson et al., 2007). Results show that 16.2% of all 
respondents indicated that they had taken the blame for somebody else. The most common reasons 
for blame-taking were to cover-up for a guilty person (44%), doing the guilty person a favor (33%), 
and avoiding conflict and argument (33%). In one survey in the United States, 40.4% of a college 
student sample (n = 213) and 69.0% of a substance abuse treatment sample (n = 42) indicated that they 
had taken the blame before (Willard et al., 2015). Blame-taking rates were high in this survey, which 
could be explained by the broad definition of blame-taking. All incidents regardless of seriousness 
were included and confession that were not given to police investigators were also captured. 

Overall, surveys in non-criminal populations show that the majority of false confessions by 
young people resulted from a motivation to protect someone else and that blame-taking behavior 
regularly occurs for less serious crimes or misconducts in student populations. Self-report studies 
may be subject to various inherent biases due to social desirability or recall errors. Furthermore, an 
external criterion to verify the correctness of the statements is missing. However, data from surveys 
about false confessions can still be meaningful because they provide us with unique information 
about the experience and ‘expertise’ of respondents (Redlich et al., 2010; Willard et al., 2015). 
Risk Factors for Coerced-Compliant False Confessions 

Researchers have extensively examined and identified risk factors for coerced-compliant false 
confessions and studied the perception of guilt after retracted coerced-compliant false confessions 
(for an overview see Gudjonsson, 2003; Kassin et al., 2010). Especially, interrogation strategies 
that downplay the seriousness of a crime and the consequences of confessing (minimization) and 
exaggerate and emphasize the existing evidence and the consequences of denials (maximization) 
increase the likelihood of coerced-compliant false confessions (e.g., Horgan et al., 2012; Kassin & 
McNall, 1991; Klaver et al., 2008; Russano et al., 2005). Other situational risk factors include social 
isolation, sleep deprivation, and long interrogation duration (e.g., Drizin & Leo, 2004; Frenda et 
al., 2016). Dispositional impact factors include young age, mental impairment, and high levels of 
suggestibility and compliance (e.g., Clare & Gudjonsson, 1995; Drizin & Leo, 2004; Gudjonsson, 
2003; Kassin & Gudjonsson, 2004; Otgaar et al., 2021). 

Two experimental paradigms are particularly suited for examining risk factors for coerced 
false confessions in the laboratory: The Computer Crash paradigm and the Cheating paradigm. In 
the Computer Crash paradigm (also known as the ALT key paradigm; Kassin & Kiechel, 1996), 
participants type letters on a keyboard that a confederate reads out to them. At the beginning of the 
experiment, the experimenter warns participants not to touch the ALT key, because this would lead to 
a computer crash. Regardless of participants’ behavior, the manipulated computer crashes after one 
minute and the experimenter falsely accuses the participant of hitting the ALT key. The experimenter 
then asks the participant to sign a handwritten confession accepting the fault. Experiments that have 
used the Computer Crash paradigm found that false incriminating evidence increased the rate of 
coerced false confessions and that minimization increased the rate of coerced false confessions 
compared to maximization (Kassin & Kiechel, 1996; Klaver et al, 2008). However, the Computer 
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Crash paradigm has some limitations (Russano et al., 2005). First, all participants are innocent, 
making it impossible to compare true and false confession rates and second, participants are accused 
of a highly plausible act and therefore unsure if they are guilty or not. 

The Cheating paradigm was developed to overcome those limitations. In this paradigm, 
participants work on problem solving tasks. The experimenter instructs participant-confederate pairs 
to solve team problems together and individual problems separately (Russano et al., 2005). In the 
guilty condition, the confederate asks the participant for help with an individual problem, while in the 
innocent condition the confederate does not ask for help. Participants who help the confederate are 
considered guilty. Following the problem solving tasks, the experimenter accuses all participants of 
cheating and asks them to sign a written confession. The advantage of this paradigm is that it allows 
researchers to examine true and false confessions and therefore to compare the rates of true and false 
confessions. For example, experiments that investigated the influence of minimization tactics on 
confession rates with the Cheating paradigm showed that these tactics increase the rate of true but 
in particular the rate of coerced false confessions (e.g., Narchet et al., 2011; Russano et al., 2005). 
Risk Factors for Voluntary Blame-Taking: Theories of Prosocial Behavior

Experimental research on risk factors of voluntary false confessions to protect someone 
else is rare. Prior to this dissertation, there were only three experiments that examined possible 
risk factors of voluntary false confessions to protect someone else (Pimentel et al., 2015; Willard 
et al., 2016; Willard & Burger, 2018) and a qualitative interview study with incarcerated women 
who claimed to have falsely confessed or falsely pleaded guilty (Jones, 2011). For example, one 
experiment used a modified version of the Cheating paradigm and examined the influence of age and 
reciprocity on blame-taking (Pimentel et al., 2015). Participants witnessed a confederate cheat while 
working on tests individually. The experimenter later informed the participant and the confederate 
that the first test ‘revealed cheating’ and instructed the confederate to wait in an adjacent room. 
Before the confederate left, they became upset and asked the participant to take the blame because 
of an academic probation status. Then, the experimenter accused the participant of cheating. In the 
reciprocity condition, participants had previously received a glass of soda from the confederate. 
Adolescents (59.4%) were more likely to take the blame than adults (39.4%), while no effect of 
reciprocity emerged. Two online experiments using a vignette methodology found that intended 
blame-taking is more likely for close friends than for casual friends (Willard et al., 2016; Willard & 
Burger, 2018).

For understanding and examining situational risk factors underlying voluntary blame-taking, 
theories of helping and altruistic behavior can provide a helpful framework because blame-taking 
intends to benefit someone else at some costs (Willard et al., 2015). Derived from individual cases 
of voluntary blame-taking and results from self-report studies, this dissertation focuses on the risk 
factors guilt feelings, relationship status, incentives, and group membership. 
Guilt Feelings

A negative or a positive mood can increase helping behavior (e.g., O’Malley, & Andrews, 
1983). The Negative State Relief Model suggests that people help others in order to reduce their own 
internal negative state (Cialdini et al., 1973). For example, people who feel guilty are more likely to 
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engage in altruistic and compliant behavior than those who do not feel guilty (e.g., Carlsmith & Gross, 
1969; Freedman et al., 1967; Konoske et al., 1979). In the context of criminal behavior, it is possible 
that innocent suspects may confess to a crime, because they feel guilty towards the perpetrator and 
want to help them to reduce their own negative mood. For example, people who feel guilty because 
they harmed another person or witnessed the harm, are more likely to engage in altruistic behavior 
than those who did not harm another person (Cialdini et al., 1973; Darlington & Macker, 1966; 
Rawlings, 1968). Reparative actions after conflicts have also been observed in non-human primates 
and humans (i.e., post-conflict affiliation; Benenson & Wrangham, 2016; Cords & Thurnheer, 1993). 
Furthermore, transgressions against valued partners in close relationships are strongly associated 
with guilt feelings (Baumeister et al., 1994) and can motivate people to maintain the relationship by 
engaging in reparative actions (e.g., confessing; Gudjonsson, 2003; McCann, 1998). Thus, it might 
well be the case that a combination of guilt feelings and closeness towards the perpetrator (i.e., the 
person in need) increases the probability of taking the blame. I therefore examined whether guilt 
feelings increase blame-taking behavior in close relationships.

Relationship Status 
Another factor that influences prosocial behavior is the degree of relatedness and the 

relationship between the helper and the person in need. Several theories can explain increased helping 
towards family members, close friends and relationship partners. For example, Kin Selection Theory 
holds that people help others because they want to ensure the survival of their genes (Hamilton, 1964). 
Therefore, helping depends on the degree of relatedness. In line with this theory, people are more 
willing to help close kin than distant kin (e.g., Burnstein et al., 1994; Madsen et al., 2007; Stewart-
Williams, 2007). However, Kin Selection Theory cannot explain why people also help friends or 
strangers and which psychological mechanisms such as emotional closeness lead to more altruistic 
behavior towards close kin (Korchmaros & Kenny, 2001). 

The Close Relationship Model proposes that emotional closeness is a proximal cause of 
altruism that partially mediates the relationship between genetic relatedness and willingness to help 
and guides helping among non-kin (Korchmaros & Kenny, 2006). Emotional closeness is defined as 
a feeling of trust, concern, shared experiences and enjoyment of the relationship with an individual 
(Lee et al., 1990). The Close Relationship Model suggests that evolution did not create the tendency 
for humans to help kin but rather a tendency to help those to whom people feel emotionally close. The 
organization of our society leads to a high correlation between emotional closeness (e.g., similarity, 
frequency of interaction) and genetic relatedness. Therefore, helping between kin is common 
(Korchmaros & Kenny, 2001). Consequently, people can be just as, or even more emotionally close 
to non-kin than to kin. Similarly, increased helping behavior among close kin and friends can be 
explained based on norms and the type of relationship rather than on characteristics of the person in 
need such as genetic relatedness (Clark & Mills, 1993). In exchange relationships, people expect to 
receive a comparable benefit in return for their helping. In contrast, people in communal relationships 
respond to the other persons’ need and helping does not create a specific obligation to return a 
comparable benefit. Communal relationships can vary in strength and, for example, the communal 
relationship to one’s child is typically stronger than to a friend. Strong communal relationships can 
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exist between family members, close friends or romantic partners. 
The Empathy Altruism Hypothesis is another theoretical approach that can explain increased 

helping for kin and close friends. It postulates that people help others when they feel empathic 
emotions such as sympathy, compassion and tenderness towards them (Batson, 1991). When people 
feel less empathy, they estimate costs and benefits before helping as proposed in Social Exchange 
Theory (Homans, 1961). Empirical work suggests that cost-benefit analyses could play an important 
role in exchange relationships (e.g., acquaintance) but not in communal relationships (e.g., friendships, 
romantic relationships, and family relationships; Clark & Mills, 1993). 

In line with the idea that emotional closeness or empathy guides helping behavior, people 
indicated greater willingness to lend their study notes to a friend than to a stranger (Bell et al., 
1995) and sent more money to friends than strangers (Leider et al., 2009). Another study found that 
emotional closeness substantially mediated the effect of close friendship on the amount of money sent 
(Hackman et al., 2015). Participants who imagined a near stranger, an acquaintance, a good friend, 
or a family member who was evicted from her/his apartment indicated that they were more willing 
to help good friends or family members than acquaintances and the least likely to help near strangers 
(Cialdini et al., 1997). In line with the idea that people estimate costs and benefits when they do not 
feel empathy towards the person in need, one experiment found that participants complied more with 
a request to purchase raffle tickets from a friend than from a stranger regardless of a pre-giving favor 
(a soda). Among strangers, a pre-giving favor elicited more compliance than a direct request (Boster 
et al., 1995).

Yet, emotional closeness does not seem to be sufficient for explaining prosocial behavior 
between close kin and close friends. Rather, people are more likely to help their kin than non-kin 
at the same level of emotional closeness, a phenomenon called Kinship Premium. For example, 
participants were more likely to give money to relatives compared to friends at the same social 
distance (Rachlin & Jones, 2008) and more likely to express willingness to donate a kidney for 
family members than for friends when controlling for the effect of emotional closeness (Curry et 
al., 2013). It seems that people use other cues in addition to emotional closeness when helping kin 
or romantic mates, whereas emotional closeness might be the key mediator for increased helping 
among friends (Hackman et al., 2015). 

In the context of blame-taking, surveys suggest that the relationship status between the 
blame-taker and the perpetrator (i.e., the person in need) is important. For example, in one survey, 
respondents indicated that they took the blame for a friend or partner (students: 65%; substance 
abuse sample: 39%), an acquaintance (students: 17%; substance abuse sample: 21%) or a family 
member (students: 13%; substance abuse sample: 32%; Willard et al., 2015). In another survey, the 
majority of blame-takers (70%) reported that they took the blame for a friend, 14% for a relative, 8% 
for a partner, and 6% for an acquaintance (Gudjonsson et al., 2007). Similarly, in surveys with prison 
inmates and forensic patients, most blame-takers indicated that they took the blame for a friend 
followed by a family member (Malloy et al., 2014; Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 1996b). 

Two online experiments directly examined the influence of relationship closeness on blame-
taking using vignettes (Willard et al., 2016; Willard & Burger, 2018). In both experiments, participants 
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thought about a close or a casual friend and then read a scenario imagining that this person committed 
a transgression. In both experiments, participants were more willing to take the blame for a close than 
a casual friend. However, neither study tested possible differences between close friends and family 
members. I therefore examined whether there is a difference in the likelihood of voluntary blame-
taking for a close family member, a close friend, or an acquaintance. 
Incentives

Another factor that could increase voluntary blame-taking are incentives. According to Social 
Exchange Theory, prosocial behavior is based on self-interest and people estimate costs and benefits 
before helping another person (Foa & Foa 1976; Homans, 1961). More specifically, people are more 
likely to help others when the benefits (e.g., increased self-esteem, money) exceed the costs (e.g., 
embarrassment, pain, time). Therefore, incentives should increase prosocial behavior and voluntary 
blame-taking behavior. This should be particularly the case when people feel less empathy towards 
the person in need (Batson, 1991).

Research examining incentives and prosocial behavior draw an inconsistent picture, depending 
on the kind and size of the incentive. For example, monetary incentives can have contradictory effects 
on prosocial behavior (Gneezy et al., 2011). In a field experiment, high school students collected 
more money for a charity when they were not compensated with money than when offered a small 
monetary incentive (Gneezy & Rustichini, 2000). A larger monetary incentive increased efforts to 
collect money compared to a small incentive, but did not exceed the no-incentive condition. In 
another field experiment, women were less likely to become a blood donor when offered a monetary 
incentive compared to women who did not receive any incentive or who were able to donate money 
(Mellström & Johannesson, 2008). Explanations for the negative effect of monetary incentives on 
prosocial behavior include that incentives create cognitive dissonance because accepting an incentive 
would be inconsistent with the self-perception of being a helpful person (Furse & Stewart, 1982). 
This can have a negative effect on intrinsic motivation (motivation crowding effect; Deci, 1971; Frey 
& Jegen, 2001). Furthermore, monetary incentives might destroy trust between the helper and the 
person in need (Fehr & List, 2004), or interact negatively with the wish to be seen as ‘good’ by others 
(image motivation; Bénabou & Tirole, 2006).

Large-scale field experiments, however, showed that non-monetary incentives such as lottery 
tickets and gift cards can have positive effects on the number of blood donors (Goette & Stutzer, 
2008; Lacetera et al., 2014). In the context of blame-taking, a survey suggests that incentives could 
increase voluntary blame-taking behavior (Willard et al., 2015). More specifically, self-identified 
blame-takers from a substance abuse treatment sample reported that they were being offered more 
incentives to take the blame than those who did not take the blame. However, no experiment examined 
the influence of different types of incentives on blame-taking. I therefore investigated whether social 
incentives increase voluntary blame-taking compared to a condition where a monetary incentive 
or no incentive was offered. In this article (Chapter 3), I cite a study that examined incentives and 
prosocial behavior (Heyman & Ariely, 2004), for which the Association for Psychological Science 
published an expression of concern (Bauer & Ariely, 2021). Therefore, conclusions should not be 
drawn from Heyman and Ariely (2004) who found that social incentives can be substitutes for money 
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without negatively affecting prosocial behavior. However, this does not alter the argumentation in 
my article because there are other studies that show that non-monetary incentives can positively 
affect prosocial behavior (e.g., Goette & Stutzer, 2008). Furthermore, I cite an article by Ariely et al. 
(2009). For this article there is no expression of concern published and to the best of my knowledge it 
is the only study that showed that monetary incentives can increase prosocial behavior when offered 
in private but not in public. In light of more critics about research where Dan Ariely was involved 
(Lee, 2021), conclusions should therefore be drawn with caution when citing Ariely et al. (2009; 
see also footnotes 13 and 14). This controversy also emphasizes the importance of replications of 
experiments (Shrout & Rodgers, 2018).
Group Membership

Group membership is another factor that could potentially increase voluntary blame-taking 
behavior. According to Social Identity Theory and Self-Categorization Theory, people perceive 
themselves and others as belonging to different social groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 
1987). Social Identity Theory defines a social group as a number of people who perceive themselves 
to be a member of a certain group and who are defined by other people as members of this group. 
Group membership influences how people interpret and respond to social phenomena. For example, 
people help in-group members to attain and preserve a positive social identity or self-concept, even 
when there is no direct benefit for themselves. In line with these theories, people are more likely to 
help someone who belongs to their own group, the in-group, than someone who is considered an 
outsider or a member of the out-group. For example, soccer fans were more likely to help an injured 
stranger wearing an in-group team shirt than a rival team shirt or an unbranded sport shirt (Levine et 
al., 2005) and students were more willing to place posters in order to help an in-group member than 
an out-group member (Dovidio et al., 1997).

Similar to the idea that empathy in individual relationships increases helping, a shared group 
membership can also lead to empathy towards group members and therefore to increased helping 
(Stürmer et al., 2005). Indeed, people feel more empathy towards others who are similar to them 
(e.g., in-group members) and are more willing to help them (e.g., Krebs, 1975; Park & Schaller, 2005; 
Stürmer et al., 2005). For example, participants indicated more empathy towards and were more 
willing to help someone from their own university than someone from another university (Tarrant 
et al., 2009). This effect of group membership on helping intentions was mediated by empathy and 
suggest that group memberships can have an effect on the empathy-helping relation. Hence, the 
Empathy Altruism Hypothesis is also a relevant theoretical perspective on why increased helping for 
in-group members occurs (Batson, 1991). 

Group membership could also play a role when voluntary blame-taking behavior occurs in 
criminal organizations. For example, in the Mafia and other criminal organizations, people define 
themselves only by their group affiliation (Lo Verso & Lo Coco, 2004). This could influence the level 
of empathy people experience towards in-group members, which could affect the amount of helping 
behavior such as voluntary blame-taking towards in-group members. I therefore examined the effect 
of group membership on voluntary blame-taking.
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Attributions of Guilt After Retracted Confessions and Other Types of Evidence
Apart from risk factors for voluntary blame-taking behavior, it is relevant to examine how 

guilt is assessed by jurors, judges, and public prosecutors after those confessions are retracted. In 
general, people place trust in confession evidence and cannot reliably distinguish between true and 
false confessions (Kassin et al., 2005). One explanation is that they are bad at detecting deception, 
likely because there are no strong diagnostic behavioral cues (e.g., DePaulo et al., 2003; Granhag 
& Vrij, 2005). Another explanation is the so-called truth bias. It holds that people believe in the 
correctness of others’ self-reports. Therefore, true statements are often identified correctly whereas 
false statements are not identified as such (Bond & DePaulo, 2006; Levine et al., 1999). This bias is 
even stronger when the statement is against self-interest such as in confessions because no obvious 
motivation for lying is apparent (Levine et al., 2010). This is also related to the fact that people often 
attribute behavior to dispositional factors such as personality traits and not to situational factors 
such as the social influence of other people (Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Ross, 1977). One reason 
for this asymmetry is that individuals actually know that situational factors can affect behavior but 
they intentionally or unintentionally fail to apply this knowledge (Gawronski, 2004). This so-called 
correspondence bias can lead to an ignorance of situational risk factors during an interrogation that 
facilitate coerced-compliant false confessions because people are not aware of the situational risk 
factors or do not believe suspects’ claims of coercion. It is likely that the correspondence bias has an 
even stronger effect in the case of voluntary false confessions to protect someone else than coerced-
coerced false confessions because no obvious situational risk factors such as coercive interrogation 
tactics are present during an interrogation for the observer to explain the confession. Therefore, 
jurors will likely attribute the confession to dispositional factors.

Research on the impact of false confessions on guilt assessments thus far has focused on 
the effect of coerced confessions on attributions of guilt and neglected the impact of voluntary 
false confessions to protect someone else. For example, experiments with mock juries showed that 
retracted coerced-compliant confessions increased the likelihood of a guilty verdict compared to 
situations where no confession was present, even when the confession was rated as involuntary and 
ruled inadmissible by a judge (e.g., Kassin & Sukel, 1997; Kassin & Wrightsman, 1980). Similarly, 
judges found high-pressure confessions to be coerced and improperly admitted to evidence but these 
confessions nevertheless increased the guilty verdicts in the absence of other evidence (Wallace 
& Kassin, 2012). Recent experiments, on the other hand, showed that under some circumstances, 
participants were able to disregard a coerced-compliant confession. For example, there was no 
significant difference in guilt assessment between a coerced-compliant confession condition and a no-
confession condition when a juvenile was interrogated (Mindthoff et al., 2020) and in the Woestehoff 
and Meissner study (2016), there was no effect of coerced-compliant confessions on guilt assessment 
when the interrogator himself testified that he used coercive tactics. One explanation for these 
contradicting findings is that jurors today are well-informed about risk factors for coerced-compliant 
false confession due to the extensive media coverage in the last years (e.g., the Netflix series When 
they see us) and are therefore taken those risk factors into consideration when evaluating guilt. 
However, it is unclear how guilt is assessed when voluntary confessions are retracted and a plausible 
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reason such as confessing to protect someone else is given by the suspect. I therefore examined how 
situational circumstances promoting voluntary false confessions (i.e., a close relationship, the same 
group membership) affect attributions of guilt. 

Other types of evidence such as DNA or witness statements can also have an impact on guilt 
assessment (Pozzulo et al., 2009) and indicate innocence even in the presence of a confession. For 
example, in surveys, mock jurors rated DNA evidence as more accurate than confession evidence and 
eyewitness statements (Lieberman et al., 2008), weighed DNA evidence stronger than confession or 
eyewitness evidence when reaching a verdict (Mindthoff et al., 2018), and viewed DNA evidence 
as more important than confession or eyewitness evidence (Schweitzer & Nuñez, 2018). Two 
experiments compared confession evidence with DNA evidence and found that DNA evidence 
could trump voluntary confession evidence (Appleby & Kassin, 2016; Moffa & Platania, 2008). 
For example, in one experiment, participants based their decision on incriminating or exculpatory 
DNA evidence and ignored the denying or confessing statement of the suspect (Appleby & Kassin, 
2016, Experiment 1). This pattern only changed when an explanatory theory from the prosecution 
for a mismatch between a confession and exculpatory DNA evidence was included. An explanatory 
theory increased guilty votes compared to a condition without such a theory. Overall, these findings 
show that people place more confidence in DNA than in confession evidence – but under certain 
conditions, this effect is attenuated. Yet, very little is known about the impact of confession evidence 
on attributions of guilt in combination with other types of exculpatory evidence such as eyewitness 
evidence.

Furthermore, it remains unclear, how confession evidence influences attributions of guilt 
when it is combined with ambiguous evidence compared to conclusive exculpatory or incriminating 
evidence. In general, people focus on information that confirm their initial hypothesis and interpret 
new information according to their preexisting beliefs (confirmation bias; Nickerson, 1998; Wason, 
1968). This is particularly the case when ambiguous stimuli are presented (Ask et al., 2008). In 
the legal context, people’s preexisting beliefs, expectations, motives, and a situational context can 
influence the collection, perception, and interpretation of evidence (forensic confirmation bias; Kassin 
et al., 2013). In cases with ambiguous evidence, it can be therefore expected that confessions have 
a biasing effect on attributions of guilt (Kassin et al., 2013). In line with this, polygraph examiners 
who received the information that the suspect had confessed were more likely to score inconclusive 
polygraph tests as deceptive than examiners who did not receive this information (Elaad et al., 1994). 
However, when the polygraph charts were conclusive, no such effect emerged. Similarly, another 
study found that a criminal suspect interview biased auditory recordings, but only when those 
recordings were degraded and the stimuli ambiguous (Lange et al., 2011). These findings suggest 
that contextual information like confession evidence can corrupt other ambiguous forensic evidence 
and influence people’s guilt assessment. 

To recap, confessions can be persuasive and often lead to stronger attributions of guilt 
compared to conditions without a confession even when the confession is seen as coerced. However, 
when exculpatory or incriminating DNA evidence is present, participants base their decision on 
DNA evidence rather than confession evidence. Experiments that examined guilt assessment of 
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confession evidence combined with other types of exculpatory evidence such as eyewitness evidence 
are scarce. Furthermore, it is still unknown if exculpatory evidence can trump voluntary confessions 
to protect someone else and how people attribute guilt when confession evidence is combined 
with ambiguous evidence. I therefore investigated how retracted coerced-compliant and retracted 
voluntary confessions to protect someone else influence attributions of guilt and confidence in guilty 
verdicts in the presence of exculpatory or ambiguous evidence.

Aims, Method and Outline of the Dissertation
Based on theories of prosocial behavior, this dissertation aimed to examine risk factors of 

voluntary blame-taking and attributions of guilt after such confessions are retracted and combined 
with exculpatory or ambiguous evidence. In order to examine the situational risk factors guilt feelings, 
relationship status, incentives and group membership, I conducted six experiments (Chapters 2 - 4). 
Chapter 2 presents a laboratory experiment (NE1b = 108) that tested whether guilt feelings towards a 
person would increase blame-taking for this person based on the idea that guilt feelings can motivate 
people to behave in ways that maintain the relationship and engage in reparative actions (e.g., 
confessing; Gudjonsson, 2003).8 Guilt feelings were induced in half of the participants who were 
later given the opportunity to take the blame for a confederate. In Chapter 3, inspired by previous 
studies (e.g., Willard et al., 2015; Willard & Burger, 2018) and individual cases of voluntary false 
confessions (e.g., the case of Günther Kaufmann), I examined the influence of relationship status and 
different types of incentives on willingness to take the blame. I conducted two experiments online 
(NE2a = 211; NE2b = 232) where participants imagined either a close family member, a close friend or 
an acquaintance and read a scenario that described this person committing a minor traffic offense. 
The person offered either a monetary, social, or no incentive for taking the blame. Later, participants 
indicated their willingness to take the blame and the reasons for and against it. In Chapter 4, I 
report one online within-subject experiment (NE3 = 130) where participants considered whether 
they would take the blame for a small traffic violation for their best friend and a stranger and two 
field experiments (NE4a = 60; NE4b = 89) that examined how group membership affects voluntary 
blame-taking behavior. In both studies, an experimenter asked participants to commit insurance 
fraud regarding a broken camera. Students studied either at the same department as the student 
seeking help (in-group) or at other departments of the university (out-group). Participants who were 
willing to take the blame signed an insurance form confirming that they broke the camera. Chapter 
5 examined in three online-experiments how retracted coerced-compliant and retracted voluntary 
confessions to protect someone else influence attributions of guilt and confidence in guilty verdicts 
in the presence of exculpatory or ambiguous evidence. Participants in Experiments 5 and 6a (NE5 
= 153; NE6a = 318) read about a case that included either a retracted coerced-compliant confession, 
a retracted voluntary confession to protect a family member or no-confession in combination with 
exculpatory or ambiguous evidence. In Experiment 6b (NE6b = 334), I added a retracted voluntary 
confession condition to protect a group member. Furthermore, confessions were only combined 

8 Chapter 2 is based on a manuscript that included two experiments. I collected the data from the first experiment 
(Experiment 1a) for my Master’s thesis. The data from Experiment 1a is not part of this dissertation.  
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with exculpatory evidence (DNA vs. eyewitness). In all experiments, participants made their guilt 
assessment and indicated how confident they were in their guilty verdicts. In the last chapter, I 
will discuss the most important findings of this dissertation, their practical implications and give 
directions for future research (Chapter 6).
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Chapter 2 
Feeling Guilty: Little Effect on False Confession Rate 

This chapter is a slightly modified version of the following article:
Schneider, T., Sauerland, M., Grady, L., Leistra, A., van Lier, S., & Merckelbach, H. (2021). 

Feeling guilty: Little effect on false confession rate. Psychology, Crime & Law, 27(3), 265– 
281. https://doi.org/10.1080/1068316x.2020.17984271798427 
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Abstract
In two experiments, we tested the hypothesis that guilt feelings would elevate the probability of 
making a false confession. In Experiment 1a (N = 146), a confederate induced guilt feelings by asking 
participants to cheat on a task. The experimenter then falsely accused participants of having pressed 
a forbidden key, causing a computer crash. In Experiment 1b (N = 108), a confederate was punished 
every time participants could not answer a quiz question. The confederate later cheated in a game and 
asked participants to take the blame. In Experiment 1a, 100 participants (68.5%) falsely confessed 
to pressing the key. In Experiment 1b, 39 participants (36.1%) falsely confessed to cheating. Guilt 
manipulations had no effect on false confession rates. When exploring the effect of guilt feelings, 
five of eight tests were statistically non-significant. As yet, there is insufficient evidence to argue that 
guilt feelings are a major determinant of false confessions. 

Keywords: blame-taking behavior; compliance; ALT key paradigm; cheating paradigm; 
interrogation 

Guilt Feelings and False Confessions 
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Most people think it is unlikely that they would confess to a crime they did not commit (Kassin, 
2017). Yet, high profile legal cases suggest the opposite. In Europe, the proven false confessions in 
the case of the German farmer Rudi Rupp (Friedrichsen, 2011a), the Dutch Putten Murder case 
(Wagenaar, 2002), and the Swedish case of Thomas Quick (Råstam, 2013) caused a sensation. In 
the United States, about 25% of DNA exoneration cases involved false confessions (https://www.
innocenceproject.org/; cf. Kassin, 2017; Kassin & Gudjonsson, 2004). 

Well-studied dispositional and situational factors that may increase the risk of a false 
confession include young age (Drizin & Leo, 2004), mental impairment (Gross & Shaffer, 2012), 
high levels of suggestibility and compliance (Gudjonsson, 2003; Kassin & Gudjonsson, 2004), 
pressuring interrogation strategies, sleep deprivation, and long interrogation duration (Drizin & Leo, 
2004; Kassin et al., 2010). One possible impact factor that has received little attention thus far is 
feeling of guilt (e.g., Gudjonsson, 2003). This is surprising, because feelings of guilt are known to 
increase compliant behavior, a risk factor for false confessions (Carlsmith & Gross, 1969; Freedman 
et al., 1967; Konoske et al., 1979). In one study, guilt feelings were induced by having participants 
think they had delivered painful shocks to a confederate in response to inaccurate answers. In the 
next phase of the experiment, guilty participants were more likely than innocent participants to 
comply with the confederate’s request to call people and ask them to sign a petition (Carlsmith & 
Gross, 1969). Another study induced guilt feelings by manipulating participants to tell a lie: Before 
the experiment, participants waited in a room where a confederate joined. In the guilty condition, the 
confederate engaged in a conversation and described the test that the participant was going to take. 
When the experimenter took participants to the testing room, they told them that it was important 
that they had not heard about the test before. All guilty participants, except one, lied and said that 
they had not. When participants were later invited to participate in another study without being paid, 
guilty participants were more likely to comply than innocent participants (Freedman et al., 1967). 

Another line of research suggests that people may punish themselves in order to reduce 
feelings of guilt, when other opportunities for compensation are lacking (Bastian et al., 2011; Inbar 
et al., 2013; Nelissen & Zeelenberg, 2009). In one study, three different conditions were tested: pain 
+ guilt, no pain + guilt, pain + no guilt (Bastian et al., 2011). Participants in the two guilt conditions 
wrote about a time when they behaved unethically, whereas participants in the pain + no guilt condition 
wrote about an everyday interaction. Participants in the two pain conditions immersed their hand into 
an ice bucket for as long as they could; participants in the no pain + guilt condition immersed their 
hand into warm water. Before and after this task, feelings of guilt were assessed. Participants in the 
pain + guilt condition immersed their hands longer in the ice water than pain + no guilt participants 
and experienced a significant reduction in guilt feelings, compared to the participants in the no pain 
+ guilt condition. These findings suggest that people were willing to undergo an aversive experience 
when feeling guilty. 

The link between feelings of guilt, compliant behavior, and self-punishment is relevant in 
the context of both true and false confessions. For example, norm transgressions might lead to an 
internal feeling of guilt. We know that experiencing ‘internal pressure’ related to guilt feelings plays 
a role when providing a true confession (Horgan et al., 2012; Houston et al., 2014; Narchet et al., 
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2011; Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 1996c). In contrast, participants who falsely confess perceive 
more external than internal pressure (interrogative pressure, severity of the consequences; Horgan et 
al., 2012). However, consider the situation where suspects are interrogated about a crime of which 
they are innocent, but guilty of another crime, committed earlier (Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 2001). 
Indeed, self-report studies suggest that such situations are common and false confessions occur often 
among people with a criminal background. In one study, male false confessors reported 2.25 times 
more often that they had committed burglary in the past than non-false confessors (Gudjonsson et al., 
2009). In self-report studies conducted in prisons, the vast majority of alleged false confessions were 
not related to the current offense (Gudjonsson & Sigurdsson, 1994: 100%; Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 
1997: 95%). 

In situations where innocent suspects are interrogated but guilty of another crime, guilt 
feelings may transfer and affect the suspect’s behavior during the interrogation. In an attempt to reduce 
feelings of guilt, even innocent suspects’ tendencies to comply and to undergo self-punishment may 
be elevated, thereby increasing the risk of false confessions. The actual perpetrator constitutes one 
possible source of guilt feelings. In extreme cases, innocent suspects may confess to a crime, because 
they feel guilty towards the perpetrator and want to protect her/him. Indeed, the Negative State Relief 
Model suggests that people help others in order to reduce their own internal negative state (Cialdini 
et al., 1973). There is evidence that people who feel guilty because they harmed another person or 
witnessed the harm, are more likely to engage in altruistic behavior than those who did not harm 
another person (Cialdini et al., 1973; Darlington & Macker, 1966; Rawlings, 1968). Furthermore, 
transgressions against valued partners in close relationships are strongly associated with guilt feelings 
(Baumeister et al., 1994) and can motivate people to behave in ways that maintain the relationship 
and engage in reparative actions (e.g., confessing; Gudjonsson, 2003; McCann, 1998). Thus, it might 
well be the case that a combination of guilt feelings and closeness towards a person in need increases 
the probability of taking the blame. 

Self-reports suggest that blame taking may occur at a high rate, both in the general and the 
criminal population (Gudjonsson & Sigurdsson, 1994; Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 1996b; Volbert et 
al., 2019; Willard et al., 2015). Three experimental studies specifically investigated situational impact 
factors on blame-taking behavior. In two studies using a case vignette methodology, participants 
indicated they would rather take the blame for a close than a casual friend (Willard et al., 2016; 
Willard & Burger, 2018). However, these studies measured intended, not actual behavior (Baumeister 
et al., 2007). Another experimental study measuring actual behavior found that adolescents (59%) 
were more likely to take the blame than adults (39%; Pimentel et al., 2015). In a modified version 
of the Cheating paradigm (Russano et al., 2005), all participants witnessed a confederate cheat 
while solving two tests individually in a room together. While the participant and confederate were 
working on the second test, the experimenter entered the room and informed them that the first test 
had revealed cheating. The experimenter instructed the confederate to wait in an adjacent room 
and left the room. While the confederate prepared to exit the room they became upset and asked 
participants to take the blame because of an academic probation status. Then, the confederate quickly 
left the room making it impossible for participants to respond. Next, the experimenter interrogated 
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participants and prepared a self-incriminating statement admitting to the cheating for participants 
to sign. The experiment ended with either a signed false confession and the debriefing or just the 
debriefing. Most confessors (69%) indicated that they wanted to protect the confederate. 

Meanwhile, ideas about the false confession-promoting properties of guilt feelings are 
speculative as empirical data are largely lacking. With this in mind, we tested the effect of feelings 
of guilt on false confessions (Experiment 1a) and blame-taking behavior (Experiment 1b). In 
Experiment 1a, we attempted to induce guilt feelings by means of a confederate who prompted 
participants to cheat on a problem task (Russano et al., 2005). In the next phase of the experiment, 
we falsely accused participants of having pressed the forbidden SHIFT key, causing the computer 
to crash (Kassin & Kiechel, 1996). We expected participants in the guilt induction condition to be 
more likely to falsely confess to hitting the SHIFT key than participants in the no-guilt induction 
condition. In Experiment 1b, we administered the Relationship Closeness Induction Task to create 
closeness between participants and the confederate (Sedikides et al., 1999) and a situation where 
blame-taking behavior might be plausible (Willard et al., 2016; Willard & Burger, 2018). After the 
closeness induction, the confederate had to eat hot sauce every time participants could not answer a 
quiz question. To induce guilt feelings, one group of participants had to answer difficult questions, 
leading to more wrong answers and punishment (guilt induction condition). Following Pimentel et 
al. (2015), the confederate cheated in a Gambling Game (Wright et al., 2015) and asked participants 
to take the blame. We expected participants who were induced to feel guilty to be more likely than 
participants in the no-guilt induction condition to comply with this request. 

EXPERIMENT 1a
Method 

Participants 
A total of N = 156 participants participated in exchange for course credit or a 5-euro gift 

voucher. Ten participants were excluded because they were familiar with the ALT key paradigm, as 
established in the exit interview. The remaining 146 participants (111 female, Mage = 21.15 years, 
SDage = 2.56) were mostly students (96.6%). All participants were proficient in English and were 
tested in English. Both studies were approved by the standing Ethical Committee of the Faculty of 
Psychology and Neuroscience at Maastricht University. 
Design 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of two guilt induction groups (yes vs. no).9 We had 
expected that most participants in the guilt induction condition would comply with the confederate’s 
request. However, 44 participants did not (non-cheaters). Non-cheaters and participants assigned to 
the no-guilt induction condition did not differ on the PFQ2 subscale guilt (see below), t(74) = −0.34, 
p = .732, d = 0.08, the feeling of guilt item in the exit interview, t(74) = −0.62, p = .536, d = 0.14, or 

9 We also manipulated ego depletion as a second factor but the manipulation check suggested that the ego  
depletion manipulation was not successful: the two groups did not differ in the amount of time participants performed a 
hand-grip task (Muraven et al., 1998), ps ≥ .756. Likewise, we found no significant effect of ego depletion or interaction 
with guilt status, ps ≥ .721. Therefore, we will not discuss this factor. 
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the false confession rates, χ2(1, N = 76) = 0.63, p = .428; ϕ = −0.09. Therefore, we collapsed them 
into one group. In the guilt induction condition (n = 70), following a request from a confederate, 
participants cheated in the first part of the experiment, whereas participants in the no-guilt induction 
condition10 (n = 76) worked on their own, as requested by the experimenter. The dependent variables 
were whether or not participants confessed by means of signing a written self-incriminating statement 
and internalization of this confession. 
Materials
Problem Tasks

 The problem tasks were taken from Russano et al. (2005). The team tasks and the individual 
tasks both consisted of three problems. As a team, the participant and confederate solved word riddles 
and had to calculate the age of two siblings. Individually, they calculated how many women and men 
were on a bus, solved a riddle, and counted triangles. 
Harder Personal Feelings Questionnaire (PFQ2) 

The PFQ2 (Harder & Zalma, 1990) contains 22 items that measure proneness to shame and 
guilt. We were only interested in the guilt subscale (six items) that we used as a manipulation check. 
Specifically, we were interested in the state rather than trait guilt feelings after the problem solving 
tasks. We therefore adapted the questionnaire by asking participants to answer the questions with 
reference to how they felt in that particular moment. Items were rated on a scale from 1 (definitely 
do not feel) to 4 (definitely feel). Examples of guilt items are regret and feeling you deserve criticism 
for what you did. 
Guilt Induction

A modified version of the Cheating paradigm was used to induce feelings of guilt (Russano 
et al., 2005). First, participants and a confederate were instructed to work together on the three 
team problems. Afterwards, they had to solve three problems individually. The experimenter 
emphasized that working on their own was crucial for the results. In the no-guilt induction condition, 
the confederate solved both problem tasks by herself, whereas in the guilt induction condition, the 
confederate asked participants to help her with the second problem. 
SHIFT Key Paradigm 

This task was based on the ALT key paradigm (Horselenberg et al., 2003; Horselenberg et 
al., 2006; Kassin & Kiechel, 1996). Under the pretense of a ‘reaction time task’, participants were 
seated in front of a computer and typed letters as they were presented on screen. The letters had to 
be typed with the two forefingers as fast and accurate as possible. Prior to starting, participants were 
informed that pressing the SHIFT key would cause the computer to crash because of a bug in the 
program and that their data would be lost if they pressed it. Letters located close to the SHIFT key 
were presented at a rate of 67 per minute. After 60 seconds, the computer ‘crashed’ and a blue screen 
appeared accompanied by an alarming sound. The last letter presented was the A (located above 
the SHIFT key) and the computer only crashed if the A or Z was pressed, that is, we could be sure 

10 For simplicity, we use guilt induction vs. no-guilt induction as condition labels, although ‘non- cheaters’ who 
were asked to cheat are part of the no-guilt induction condition.
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that participants did not press the SHIFT key. The experimenter then asked participants if they had 
pressed the SHIFT key, acted upset and ostensibly attempted to fix the computer. 
Exit Interview 

Participants were asked if they had followed the instructions of the individual tasks (yes or 
no) and if they had felt guilty after completing the individual tasks. The guilt question was answered 
on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 7 (very much). Participants also indicated if they were familiar with 
the ALT key paradigm. Additionally, confessors were asked why they had confessed to pressing the 
SHIFT key (I felt guilty; I wanted to compensate for my mistakes earlier; I pressed the SHIFT key; 
other). 
Procedure 

A cover story informed participants that the researcher was interested in their ability to solve 
problems and their reaction times in a computer task. Participants were paired with a confederate 
who acted as another participant. The experimenter and the confederate roles were counterbalanced. 
Participants and the confederate signed the informed consent and provided demographic data. Then, 
participants worked together on the team tasks and afterwards on the individual tasks. While the 
pair worked on the tasks, the experimenter was not in the room. In the guilt induction condition, the 
confederate illicitly asked participants if they could help her with the second individual problem. 
When the experimenter re-entered the room and asked whether the pair had really worked individually 
when they were supposed to, the confederate responded ‘Yes, of course we worked individually’. 
The experimenter then replied ‘Thank you very much. Otherwise, I cannot use the data’. The lie of 
the confederate and the statement of the experimenter were meant to increase feelings of guilt in 
participants in the guilt induction condition. The experimenter then stated that the confederate had 
to complete another task and asked her to wait outside until she would receive further instructions. 
Participants filled out the PFQ2, followed by a handgrip task and the ego depletion task. Participants 
in the ego-depletion condition had to solve difficult calculations for eight minutes while being 
distracted with auditory interfering stimuli through headphones. Participants in the no ego depletion 
condition solved easy calculation without interfering stimuli (Otgaar et al., 2012). Before and after 
the ego depletion task, participants had to squeeze a handgrip as long as possible until a coin that was 
placed in between fell out. The time until the coin fell out was used as an indicator for self-control 
(Muraven et al., 1998). Participants also filled out the Brief Mood Introspection Scale (Mayer & 
Gaschke, 1988) before and after the ego depletion task to rule out that an effect of ego depletion was 
caused by mood differences. This first part of the Experiment lasted about 15 minutes. 

Next, participants took part in a ‘reaction time task’ (i.e., the SHIFT key paradigm). Following 
the crash of the computer, the experimenter accused participants of pressing the SHIFT key. She acted 
upset and tried to press the ESC key to fix the computer and when this did not work, the experimenter 
asked again: ‘Are you a 100% sure you did not press the SHIFT key because I have no idea what 
else could have caused this crash?’ She then asked participants to reschedule because the data were 
lost. Therefore, she could not reimburse participants at this time; this would only be possible if they 
returned. The experimenter voiced concern because she now needed ‘to tell the professor’ about the 
invalid measurement; she therefore needed a written statement from participants. The experimenter 
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handwrote a statement for participants to sign: ‘I hit the SHIFT key and caused the computer to crash. 
Data were lost and I will return for another session and will then receive course credit/the voucher’. 

If participants did not confess, they were debriefed, followed by the exit interview. If 
participants did confess, the experimenter left the room to fetch her agenda and left the door open. 
The confederate would then enter the room and asked participants: ‘What happened? I saw the 
experimenter left the room quite upset’. The answer was coded for signs of internalization of the 
false confession regarding the computer crash. Answers that began with ‘I pressed the SHIFT key’ 
or ‘I crashed the computer’ were rated as internalization of the false confession (Kassin & Kiechel, 
1996). When the experimenter re-entered the room, she debriefed participants and conducted the exit 
interview. 

Results and Discussion
We conducted a post-hoc power analysis using GPower (Faul et al., 2007) with a power of 

.80, α = .05 and N = 146 because our a priori analysis included two factors (guilt induction and ego 
depletion). It revealed the smallest detectable effect size of ϕ = .23. 
Manipulation Check 

The two groups (guilt induction: yes vs. no) differed significantly in the PFQ2 subscale guilt, 
t(142) = −4.19, p < .001, d = 0.70 (no-guilt: M = 7.28, SD = 1.91; guilt: M = 9.00, SD = 2.96) and the 
exit interview guilt question t(144) = −9.12, p < .001, d = 1.51 (no-guilt: M = 0.26, SD = 0.90; guilt: 
M = 2.56, SD = 1.98). This indicates that the guilt induction was successful. 
Planned Analyses: False Confessions, Internalization, and Guilt 

Overall, 100 of the 146 (68.5%) participants falsely confessed to pressing the SHIFT key 
by signing the self-incriminating statement and 31.0% of the confessors (n = 31) showed signs of 
internalization upon the confederate’s question. Table 2.1 shows the frequency and percentage of 
the false confessions rates across both experiments. Confessors indicated that they signed the self-
incriminating statement because they felt guilty (8.0%), wanted to compensate for earlier mistakes 
(3.0%), or wanted to help the experimenter (26.0%). The majority thought they had in fact hit the 
SHIFT key (22.0%) or were unsure about it (32.0%). This finding speaks to the plausibility of having 
hit the SHIFT key and is in line with the 31.0% of the confessors who showed signs of internalization. 
Just a few participants actually indicated that they falsely confessed because they felt guilty. Table 
2.2 shows confessors’ reasons for signing the confession statement across both experiments. 

Contrary to our hypothesis, the false confession rate did not differ as a function of guilt 
induction, χ2(1, N = 146) = 1.19, p = .276, ϕ = -.09. In the no-guilt induction group, 64.5% of 
participants confessed, in the guilt induction group 72.9%. 
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Table 2.1
Frequency and Percentage of False Confessions for Experiment 1a and 1b

False confession rates

Experiment 1a Experiment 1b Across experiments

Condition n (%) n (%) n (%)
Guilt induction 51 (72.9%) 19 (38.0%) 70 (58.3%)
No-Guilt induction 49 (64.5%) 20 (34.5%) 69 (51.5%)

Across conditions 100 (68.5%) 39 (36.1%)

Table 2.2
Confessors’ Reasons for Signing the Confession Statement for Experiment 1a and 1b

Reasons for confessing

Experiment 1a Experiment 1b

n (%) n (%)

Unsure about pressing the SHIFT key 32 (32.0%)

Help the experimenter 26 (26.0%)

Help the confederate 11 (28.2%)

Pressed the SHIFT key 22 (22.0%)

Felt guilty 8 (8.0%) 6 (15.4%)

Compensate for earlier mistakes 3 (3.0%)

Do something in return 10 (25.6%)

Less severe consequences 3 (7.7%)

Was not important 9 (23.1 %)

Other reasons 9 (9.0%) 4 (10.3%)

Exploratory Analyses: False Confessions and Feelings of Guilt 
Upon inspection of the data, it became apparent that some participants in the no-guilt induction 

group felt guilty, whereas some of those who were induced to feel guilty did not. To address this 
issue, we examined if feelings of guilt (rather than guilt per se) predicted confessions (no confession 
= 0, signed confession = 1). We conducted four logistic regression analyses; one with guilt feelings 
from the PFQ2 subscale as predictor and one with the guilt question posed in the exit interview 
as predictor, separate for each guilt induction condition. For the guilt induction group, the PFQ2 
subscale guilt did not predict the false confession rate, Wald χ2(1, N = 70) = 0.31, p = .576, b = .05. 
The guilt question from the exit interview revealed a statistically significant effect, Wald χ2(1, N = 
70) = 4.25, p = .039, b = .32 and 72.9% of the cases were classified correctly. More specifically, if a 
response to the guilt question was increased by one unit, the probability that a person from the guilt 
induction condition falsely confessed was increased by 38.0%. For the no-guilt induction group, we 
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found no significant effect of guilt feelings, Wald χ2s(1, Ns = 76) ≤ 0.58, ps ≥ .448, bs ≤. 06. 
To summarize, our planned analyses did not reveal a significant effect of guilt on the false 

confession rate. When exploring the effect of guilt feelings, only one out of four tests was significant 
with a small effect size (95% CI [1.02, 1.87]; Chen et al., 2010). One reason why we did not find a 
significant effect of feelings of guilt could be that the guilt induction was not strong enough. Indeed, 
almost half of the participants (44.5%) who indicated some guilt feelings when asked if they felt 
guilty after completing the individual tasks in the exit interview, did so on a very low level (endorsing 
1 or 2 on a scale from 0 to 7). On the other hand, there were participants in the guilt induction 
condition who did not feel guilty at all (i.e., they ticked 0, not at all). It is possible that feelings 
of guilt decreased during the delay between guilt induction and exit interview or that participants 
perceived their assistance to the confederate as helping, not cheating behavior.

On a general level, a weakness of the ALT (SHIFT) key paradigm concerns the plausibility of 
having pressed the forbidden key (Horselenberg et al., 2006; Russano et al., 2005). In line with this 
notion, 31.0% of our confessors indicated internalization directly after they had confessed and 54.0% 
indicated in the exit interview that they were either unsure whether they had pressed the SHIFT key 
or thought they had done so. This shows that many participants were not aware that their confessions 
were false. 

In Experiment 1b, we used a stronger guilt induction and eliminated any ambiguity regarding 
participants’ involvement of the event they were accused of. For the guilt induction, we used an 
adapted version from Rawlings (1968) who induced guilt in participants by making them responsible 
for a confederate’s punishment (electric shock). Participants answered easy or difficult quiz questions 
and for every wrong answer, the confederate had to eat ‘hot sauce’ as a punishment (Lieberman et al., 
1999). In the second part of the experiment, the confederate cheated in a Gambling Game (Wright 
et al., 2015) and asked participants to take the blame. An important adaptation of Experiment 1b 
concerns the direct link between feelings of guilt and the person who made the request to take the 
blame. We expected participants with guilt induction to be more likely to take the blame for the 
confederate than participants in the no-guilt induction condition. 

EXPERIMENT 1b
Method 

Participants 
A total of N = 108 (86 females; Mage = 21.14; SDage = 1.93) undergraduate students participated 

in exchange for course credit or a 5-euro gift voucher. Participants were proficient in English and 
tested in English. 
Design 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the two conditions (guilt induction: yes vs. 
no).11 Participants in the guilt induction condition answered the difficult questions (n = 50) and 

11 We also manipulated reciprocity as a second factor. In the reciprocity condition, the confederate offered the 
participant a pen and a cookie. However, the manipulation check suggested that the manipulation was not successful: 
the groups did not differ in their answers to three manipulation check items (a) Did you feel like you owed the other 
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participants in the no-guilt induction condition answered the easy questions (n = 58). The dependent 
variable was whether or not participants took the blame for the confederate. 
Materials
The Relationship Closeness Induction Task 

To create closeness between participants and the confederate, that is, a situation where blame-
taking behavior is probable, we administered the Relationship Closeness Induction Task (Sedikides 
et al., 1999). The task consists of three lists of questions such as: ‘What is one strange thing that has 
happened to you since you’ve been at the University?’ and ‘Is it difficult or easy for you to meet 
people? Why?’ 

A manipulation check consisting of four questions on closeness, similarity, degree of 
liking, and likelihood of future friendship measured how close participants felt to the con- federate 
(Sedikides et al., 1999). Example items are ‘How close do you feel to the participant with whom you 
are working on this study?’ and ‘How much do you like the participant with whom you are working 
on this study?’ (1 = not at all; 9 = very close/similar/much). 
Guilt Induction 

We induced guilt by means of an adapted version of Rawlings (1968). Participants were 
led to believe they were randomly assigned to one of the two roles: Punisher and receiver. In fact, 
participants always assumed the role of punisher and answered either easy or difficult quiz questions. 
Every time participants gave a wrong answer, the confederate would receive a punishment, namely 
she would have to eat ‘hot chili sauce’ (which was in fact sweet chili sauce, i.e., not extremely hot; 
Lieberman et al., 1999). To increase participants’ guilt feelings, the confederate complained about 
the hot sauce in the guilt induction condition. In the no-guilt induction condition, the confederate 
acted neutral when she had to eat hot sauce. 
Quiz 

Two quiz versions were used: A difficult and an easy one. Both quiz versions contained 10 
open-ended questions. Examples for easy questions include ‘What color do you get if you mix red 
and white?’ and ‘In which country is Krakow located?’ Examples for difficult questions are ‘How 
many stars are on the flag of New Zealand?’ and ‘What is the official currency in Nepal?’ Participants 
with difficult questions had significantly more wrong answers than participants who received the 
easy questions, t(104) = 19.62, p < .001, d = −3.91 (guilt induction: M = 8.09, SD = 1.24; no-guilt 
induction: M = 2.82, SD = 1.43). Thus, in the guilt induction condition, the confederate had to eat hot 
sauce on average about eight times, whereas this happened on average only two to three times in the 
condition without guilt induction. 
Gambling Game 

The Gambling Game was an adapted version taken from Wright et al. (2015). Two individuals 
are each seated in front of a computer. Both have a pile of fake money and in between them a shared 

participant?; (b) ... like the other participant was concerned about you?; (c) ... like the other participant watched out for 
you?, ps ≥ .531. We also found no significant effect of reciprocity or an interaction effect with guilt induction, ps ≥ .331. 
Therefore, we will not discuss this factor.
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‘bank’. The aim is to win as much money as possible by placing bets on ten sequentially presented 
multiple-choice questions. After choosing one answer, participants have to type the amount of money 
they want to bet. Afterwards, feedback appears on the screen either saying ‘Correct! Please take your 
winnings from the bank’ or ‘Incorrect. Please return your money to the bank’.
Arnett Inventory of Sensation Seeking 

The Arnett Inventory of Sensation Seeking (Arnett, 1994) was used to increase the believability 
of the cover story. It consists of 20 statements about sensation seeking and risk-taking behavior. 
Participants indicated to what extent a given statement described them on a four-point scale from A 
(describes me very well) to D (does not describe me very well). Example items are ‘I would like to 
travel to places that are strange and far away’ and ‘I like the feeling of standing next to the edge on a 
high place and looking down’. 
Exit Interview

Participants indicated on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much) whether they had felt 
guilty after the quiz, whether they liked the confederate, whether they felt uncomfortable when the 
confederate was punished, and whether they felt they needed to apologize for the punishment of 
the confederate. Additionally, participants answered three questions about feelings of reciprocity. 
Finally, confessors indicated why they had taken the blame for the confederate by choosing one of 
the following options: (a) I felt guilty because I had caused the participant to be punished earlier; 
(b) I didn’t think it was important; (c) I felt like I had to do something in return for the participant; 
(d) other. 
Procedure 

The cover story led participants to believe that the study examined the influence of unfair 
punishment on risk taking behavior. In the reciprocity condition, the confederate offered participants 
a pen before they had to fill out the informed consent. First, participants and the confederate worked 
on the Relationship Closeness Induction Task questions for 10 minutes and filled out the referring 
manipulation check questions. Prior to the quiz, participants were told that the quiz (i.e., guilt 
induction) was about unfair punishment. After the quiz, the experimenter offered a cookie to the 
confederate. In the reciprocity condition, the confederate shared the cookie with participants. Then, 
participants filled out the PFQ2. This first phase of the experiment lasted about 10 minutes. 

In the next part, participants played the Gambling Game under the pretext of measuring risk 
taking behavior. The experimenter left after explaining the game. While playing, the confederate 
secretly took too much money from the bank. When the experimenter re-entered the room to distribute 
the Arnett Inventory of Sensation Seeking, she took the piles of fake money, excused herself to ‘count 
the money’, and left the room. When she re-entered after a few minutes, she announced that the 
amount of money did not match the amount indicated on the computer and that someone must have 
cheated; the participant who had cheated would not receive the reimbursement immediately and 
would have to return for another session. Furthermore, she would have to question both participants 
individually to find out who cheated. She instructed the confederate to follow her to another room 
and walked out. While packing up, the confederate confessed to the participants that she had taken 
too much money from the bank and asked participant to take the blame for her. This plea was 
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accompanied by the following story: she was scheduled to go on foreign exchange to Rome in two 
days. As a precondition, she needed to collect all research participation credits before her departure; 
otherwise the faculty would ban her from the exchange program. Due to the travel schedule, she 
would not be able to return for a new session. Then, the confederate quickly left the room leaving no 
opportunity for participants to respond.

The experimenter returned to interrogate participants. The procedure was based on Pimentel 
et al. (2015). First, the experimenter asked ‘Did you cheat in the Gambling Game?’ and waited for 
a response. If participants did not confess, the experimenter continued with ‘People can get really 
self-conscious when they know that psychologists are going to evaluate them. It is not uncommon 
for people to cheat in such a situation. This is quite understandable’. If no confession followed, the 
experimenter said ‘If it was you, you can just sign the statement and that will be it. Yes, you will 
not receive your course credit, but there won’t be any serious consequences. This won’t go on your 
record and no one outside of the study will know about it. If it was the other participant, she can 
probably not go to Rome. Are you sure it was not you?’ At last, if participants still had not confessed, 
the experimenter said ‘If neither of you sign the confession statement, my supervisor has to launch an 
official investigation’. If participants took the blame, they had to sign a handwritten statement. The 
debriefing and the exit interview followed.

Results and Discussion 
We conducted a post-hoc power analysis using GPower (Faul et al., 2007) with a power 

of .80, α = .05 and N = 108 because our a priori analysis included two factors (guilt induction and 
reciprocity). It revealed the smallest detectable effect size of ϕ = .27. 
Manipulation Check 

The two guilt induction groups (yes vs. no) differed significantly on the PFQ2 subscale guilt, 
t(105) = 2.11, p = .037, d = 0.41 (no-guilt: M = 12.72, SD = 3.92; guilt: M = 14.36, SD = 4.13) and 
the feeling of guilt question in the exit interview, t(106) = 3.72, p <. 001, d = 0.72 (no-guilt: M = 
3.50, SD = 1.91; guilt: M = 4.84, SD = 1.81). This indicates that the guilt induction was successful. 
The manipulation check of the Closeness Induction Task indicated that participants felt close to the 
confederate (M = 5.56, SD = 1.57), felt similar (M = 5.81, SD = 1.60), liked the confederate (M = 
7.28, SD = 0.97), and thought they could be friends in the future (M = 6.55, SD = 1.40; 1 = not at 
all; 9 = very close/similar/much). We averaged the means to form a composite index: M = 6.30, SD 
= 1.10. This mean indicates a close relationship level when comparing it to another study where a 
distant condition was included (close: M = 5.39, distant: M = 4.05; Sedikides et al., 1998). 
Planned Analyses: False Confessions and Guilt 

Of the 108 participants, 39 (36.1%) falsely confessed to cheating in the Gambling Game by 
signing the written statement. Contrary to our expectations but in line with Experiment 1a, the false 
confession rate did not differ as a function of guilt induction, χ2(1, N = 108) = 0.14, p = .704, ϕ = 
-.037. In the no-guilt induction condition, 34.5% of participants confessed, in the guilt induction 
condition 38.0%. Table 2.1 shows the frequency and percentage of the false confessions rates across 
both experiments. 

Confessors indicated most of the time that they signed the self-incriminating statement 



41

because they wanted to help the confederate (28.2%). A significant minority indicated that they 
wanted to do something in return (25.6%), and only 15.4% of the confessors said that they felt guilty. 
Similar to Experiment 1a, many participants indicated that they wanted to help. In Experiment 1a, 
helping behavior was directed at the experimenter, whereas in Experiment 1b, helping behavior was 
directed at the confederate. Relative to Experiment 1a, more confessors in Experiment 1b indicated 
feeling guilty as a reason for falsely confessing, mean percentages being 15.4% and 8.0%. This might 
be an indicator that our guilt induction was more successful than in Experiment 1a. Furthermore, 
none of the participants was unsure about the accused behavior or thought that they had done it. Table 
2.2 shows confessors’ reasons for signing the confession statement across both experiments.
Exploratory Analyses: False Confessions and Feelings of Guilt

Like in Experiment 1a, we examined the effect of feelings of guilt (rather than guilt) using 
logistic regression. For the guilt induction group, the PFQ2 subscale guilt had a significant effect on 
the false confession rate, Wald χ2(1, N = 50) = 7.42, p = .006, b = .27 and 62.0% of the cases were 
classified correctly. More specifically, if the PFQ2 subscale guilt increased by one unit, the probability 
that a person in the guilt induction condition falsely took the blame increased with 31.2%. For the 
guilt question from the exit interview, the effect was also statistically significant, Wald χ2(1, N = 50) = 
5.13, p = .023, b = .49, and 62.0% of the cases were classified correctly. More specifically, if the guilt 
question from the exit interview was increased by one unit, the probability that a person in the guilt 
induction condition falsely took the blame was increased by 63.6%. Both tests revealed small effect 
sizes (95% CI [1.08/1.07, 1.60/2.51]; Chen et al., 2010). For the no-guilt induction group, we did not 
find a significant effect of guilt feelings, Wald χ2s(1, Ns = 58) ≤ 0.19, ps ≥ .662, bs ≤ .03. Thus, of the 
four tests of the effect of guilt feelings on blame taking, two were statistically significant. However, 
both had small effect sizes and only involved the guilt induction condition.

General Discussion 
In two experiments, we examined the effect of guilt manipulation and feelings of guilt 

on participants’ willingness to falsely confess to a transgression. We expected the guilt induction 
conditions to be associated with higher false confession rates, compared with the no-guilt induction 
control conditions. In Experiment 1a, participants in the guilt induction condition cheated in an 
individual task by helping a confederate. Later, participants were accused of pressing a forbidden 
key in an unrelated task. In Experiment 1b, participants in the guilt induction condition answered a 
difficult quiz and the confederate received a punishment for every wrong answer. The confederate 
later asked the participants to take the blame for her cheating in an unrelated gambling task. Contrary 
to our prediction, guilt manipulations in both experiments had no statistically significant effect on the 
false confession rate. When exploring the effect of feelings of guilt on the false confession rate, five 
of eight tests were statistically non-significant. To our knowledge, this is the first study that tested the 
influence of guilt and feelings of guilt in an experimental setting. 

One possible reason for this unexpected finding concerns the strength and effective period 
of the guilt induction. Although our guilt induction was more effective in Experiment 1b compared 
with Experiment 1a (PFQ2: M = 14.36 vs. M = 9.00), we did not create extreme feelings of guilt 
(possible range: 6–24). It may well be the case that only excessive feelings of guilt – that for practical 
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and ethical reasons cannot be induced in the lab – elevate false confession rates. Results from our 
exploratory analyses leave open the possibility that a combination of actual guilt and feeling guilty 
can increase false confession rates. Furthermore, participants performed other tasks (ego depletion 
task and Gambling Game) between guilt induction and accusation, so that guilt feelings may have 
decreased as the experiment progressed.

Another explanation for our failure to detect a link between guilt and false confessions 
might be the absence of ‘internal pressure’ in the sense that participants did not feel guilty for the 
transgression of which they were accused. Thus, guilt feelings may not have been transferred to 
the interrogation situation, making it impossible for guilt feelings to affect confession behavior. 
This could also explain why other studies found that feelings of guilt affected true but not false 
confessions (Horgan et al., 2012; Houston et al., 2014). Finally, it is possible that guilt feelings alone 
do not impact the probability of a false confession. Rather, guilt feelings may interact with other risk 
factors, as suggested by research and documented cases (e.g., Russano et al., 2005; Schell-Leugers, 
2014). Plausible candidates for such an interaction include a close relationship to the perpetrator 
or low IQ. Especially in blame-taking cases to protect someone else, the relationship between the 
blame-taker and the person in need is crucial (Gudjonsson et al., 2007; Willard et al., 2015, 2016; 
Willard & Burger, 2018).

The present studies investigated false confessions with two different research paradigms. The 
differences in methodology are reflected in the false confession rates. The overall confession rate in 
Experiment 1a (69%) was substantially higher than in Experiment 1b (36%).12 This is most likely due 
to the plausibility of pressing the SHIFT key (see also Horselenberg et al., 2006; Klaver et al., 2008). 
Indeed, more than half of the confessors indicated that they were unsure whether they had pressed the 
forbidden key or thought they had actually done so. In Experiment 1b, participants were always sure 
that they did not cheat. These overall confession rates correspond well with findings from previous 
research. The confession rates in Experiment 1a are similar to those in the original ALT key study 
from Kassin and Kiechel (1996, 69%). The blame taking rates in Experiment 1b are comparable to 
those reported for adult participants in Pimentel et al. (2015, 39%).

When interpreting the results of this work, it is important to keep several limitations in mind. 
First, creating a close relationship between participants and the confederate in Experiment 1b is 
different from close relationships that have grown over years in real life. Taking the blame and 
therefore helping can be seen as a result of a cost–benefit analysis that can have a different outcome 
when feeling guilty towards a friend than towards a stranger (Foa & Foa, 1976). Feelings of guilt 
may have an effect when participants have the opportunity to repair a close relationship through 
falsely taking the blame compared with a casual relationship that does not have the same value and 
is therefore not ‘worth’ repairing it (see also Baumeister et al., 1994). Future research could test 
individuals in a context of close relationships and might manipulate relationship closeness to test its 
effect on blame-taking rates.

A second limitation concerns the consequences our participants would face if they confessed 

12 This difference was statistically significant, χ2(1, N = 254) = 26.73, p <.001, ϕ = .32.
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or took the blame. Obviously, these consequences were less severe than those innocent suspects face 
in real life (i.e., losing research credit or voucher and participating again vs. a possible penalty, guilty 
verdict, or prison sentence). Indeed, our confession rate would probably drop if the consequences 
were more severe and are likely elevated in our experiments compared with real life (Horselenberg et 
al., 2006). Yet, while the experimental approach may not be suited to determine the false confession 
rate in real life, it is a valid means for assessing the impact of situational variables on those rates.

A third limitation is that university students likely differ from police suspects. For examples, 
people with low intelligence are overrepresented in offender populations (Lynam et al., 1993) and 
false confession cases (e.g., Gudjonsson, 2003). It would be informative to conduct studies within 
these populations to study whether feeling guilty has an impact on their false confession rate. 
Arguably, these populations are more vulnerable than our participants. 

False confessions occur for many different reasons and can lead to wrongful convictions. This 
work represents a first step to investigate guilt feelings as a risk factor. Furthermore, we included a 
particularly potent form of false confessions in Experiment 1b: blame-taking behavior. Self-report 
studies suggest that blame taking may occur at a high rate, especially amongst friends and relatives, 
making it an important phenomenon to study. Although the current findings suggest little impact 
of feelings of guilt on false confession rates, this may be specific to situations with relatively weak 
guilt feelings or blame taking for strangers. Future research might focus on creating stronger guilt 
feelings and investigate whether they may act as a potent precursor of false confessions as real-life 
cases suggest (Gudjonsson, 2003). Our results do indicate, though, that when there is a relationship 
between guilt feelings and false confessions, it is a complex one. Given our findings and those of 
others (Baumeister et al., 1994), it is safe to conclude that the old Freudian idea that people who feel 
guilty desire punishment and for that reason tend to falsely confess is unlikely to be true.

Data Availability Statement 
Datafiles can be found on Dataverse.NL, the open-data platform of Dutch Universities: 

https://doi. org/10.34894/YRLQZ0. 
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Chapter 3

Self-Reported Voluntary Blame-Taking: 
Kinship Before Friendship and no Effect of Incentives

This chapter is a slightly modified version of the following article:
Schneider, T., Sauerland, M., Merckelbach, H., Puschke, J., & Cohrs, J. C. (2021). Voluntary 

blame-taking behavior: Kinship before friendship and no effect of incentives. Frontiers in 
Psychology, 12, Article 621960. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.621960
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Abstract
Inspired by theories of prosocial behavior, we tested the effect of relationship status and incentives on 
intended voluntary blame-taking in two experiments (Experiment 2b was pre-registered). Participants 
(NE2a = 211 and NE2b = 232) imagined a close family member, a close friend, or an acquaintance and 
read a scenario that described this person committing a minor traffic offense. The person offered either 
a monetary, social, or no incentive for taking the blame. Participants indicated their willingness to 
take the blame and reasons for and against blame-taking. Overall, a sizable proportion of participants 
indicated to be willing to take the blame (E2a: 57.8%; E2b: 34.9%). Blame-taking rates were higher for 
family members than close friends or acquaintances in both experiments, as expected. Unexpectedly, 
there was no difference between a close friend and an acquaintance in Experiment 2b. Social 
incentives did not have an effect on voluntary blame-taking in either experiment. Neither did we find 
an interaction between relationship status and incentives. The results highlight the importance of kin 
relationships in the context of voluntary blame-taking.

Keywords: close relationship, Kinship Premium, prosocial behavior, Social Exchange Theory, 
voluntary false confessions
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In 2002, Günther Kaufmann, a well-known German actor, was sentenced to 15 years in prison. 
He had confessed to murdering his friend and tax accountant. In a retrial 3 years later, Kaufmann was 
acquitted after the real perpetrators, his wife Alexandra, her previous lover, and two accomplices, 
had been identified. It became clear that Kaufmann confessed to the murder to protect his terminally 
ill wife who died in the course of the trial (Otto, 2006). This case is not an exception and individual 
cases show that voluntary blame-taking can occur for serious crimes. Furthermore, self-report studies 
suggest that voluntary blame-taking for minor offenses to protect friends, partners, or family members 
occurs even more often than coerced false confessions (e.g., Gudjonsson et al., 2007; Sigurdsson 
& Gudjonsson, 1996b; Volbert et al., 2019; Willard et al., 2015). Although a lot of research has 
identified risk factors for coerced false confessions, voluntary false confessions to protect someone 
else are often overlooked. To our knowledge, only four experimental studies have been published in 
this area (Pimentel et al., 2015; Schneider et al., 2021; Willard et al., 2016; Willard & Burger, 2018). 
With this in mind, the current study investigates the situational risk factors relationship status and 
incentives, using theories of prosocial behavior as a theoretical background. 

In contrast to coerced false confessions, voluntary false confessions are defined as self-
incriminating statements offered without external pressure from the police (Kassin & Wrightsman, 
1985). As underlying reasons, a pathological need for fame, desire to be recognized, mental illness, 
delusional thinking, excessive feelings of guilt, or the desire to protect someone else have been 
suggested (McCann, 1998). Here, we will focus on voluntary false confessions to protect someone 
else, a phenomenon that we refer to as voluntary blame-taking. 

It is difficult to establish how often voluntary blame-taking occurs. In such cases, confessors 
have little or no motivation to uncover the injustice, either because sanctions are relatively mild 
(e.g., a probation sentence, short incarceration; Redlich et al., 2010), or because the actual culprit is 
important to them and they still want to protect them (Gudjonsson & Sigurdsson, 1994). In an analysis 
of 1,110 retrials in Germany, voluntary false confessions to protect the real perpetrator occurred in 
22 of 66 false confession cases (Lange, 1980). One of the most common reasons mentioned in self-
report studies is to protect somebody else (Gudjonsson et al., 2007, 2021; Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 
1996b; Volbert et al., 2019; Willard et al., 2015). To understand this behavior, theories of prosocial 
behavior can provide a helpful framework. 
Kinship, Close Relationship, and Prosocial Behavior

One factor that influences prosocial behavior is the degree of relatedness and the relationship 
between the helper and the person in need. Kin Selection Theory proposes that evolutionary 
mechanisms motivate people to help others according to their degree of relatedness because they 
want to ensure the survival of their genes (Hamilton, 1964). In line with this theory, people are more 
likely to help kin (Burnstein et al., 1994; Madsen et al., 2007) and particularly so in life-and-death 
or high-cost help situations (Stewart-Williams, 2007). However, a different research line suggests 
that emotional closeness rather than genetic relatedness promotes helping behavior among kin and 
non-kin, and therefore, also blame-taking (Close Relationship Model; Korchmaros & Kenny, 2006). 
Support for the idea that emotional closeness guides helping behavior comes from research showing 
that people send more money to close friends than strangers (Leider et al., 2009) and that relationship 
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closeness mediates the effect of close friendship on the amount of money sent (Hackman et al., 2015). 
Other studies suggest that emotional closeness is not sufficient when explaining prosocial 

behavior among close relatives and friends. Here, participants favor kin over non-kin at the same 
level of emotional closeness (Kinship Premium; Curry et al., 2013; Hackman et al., 2015; Pollet et 
al., 2013; Rachlin & Jones, 2008). Indeed, people seem to use cues other than emotional closeness 
when helping kin, whereas emotional closeness might be the key mediator for increased helping 
among friends (Hackman et al., 2015). In the context of blame-taking, 61% of college students who 
had previously been in a blame-taking situation took the blame for someone else in that situation 
and reported they had done so for a friend or partner (67%; Willard et al., 2015). In another college 
student sample, 70% reported taking the blame for a friend (Gudjonsson et al., 2007). In a substance 
abuse treatment sample, non-trivial proportions of blame-takers reported taking the blame for a 
friend or partner (39%) or a family member (32%; Willard et al., 2015). These findings suggest that 
the relationship between the confessor and the real perpetrator is important when studying voluntary 
blame-taking. 

So far, two experimental studies have directly examined the influence of relationship 
closeness on intended voluntary blame-taking. In both studies, participants thought about a close or 
a casual friend and, guided by a scenario, imagined this person committing a transgression (Willard 
et al., 2016; Willard & Burger, 2018). Participants were more willing to take the blame for a close 
than a casual friend. However, neither study tested possible differences between friends and family 
members. In the current line of research, we tested whether there is a difference in the likelihood 
of voluntary blame-taking for a close family member, a close friend, or an acquaintance. Opposing 
predictions can be derived from the Close Relationship Model and Kinship Premium. The Close 
Relationship Model predicts similar blame-taking rates for close family members and close friends 
and lower rates for acquaintances (Hypothesis 1a). Kinship Premium, on the other hand, predicts 
higher blame-taking rates for close family members than close friends at the same level of emotional 
closeness and higher blame-taking rates for close family members or close friends than acquaintances 
(Hypothesis 1b). 
Incentives and Prosocial Behavior 

Another theory that explains prosocial behavior is Social Exchange Theory, which holds 
that prosocial behavior is based on self-interest and that people estimate costs and benefits before 
helping another person (Foa & Foa, 1976; Homans, 1961). More specifically, people are more likely 
to help others when the benefits (e.g., increased self-esteem and money) exceed the costs (e.g., 
embarrassment, pain, and time). Accordingly, incentives should increase prosocial behavior. 

Research on the link between incentives and prosocial behavior suggests that the kind and 
size of the incentive are crucial. Monetary incentives in particular can have opposing effects when it 
comes to prosocial behavior (Gneezy et al., 2011). For example, small monetary incentives decrease 
the amount of money voluntarily collected for a charity compared with no incentive, whereas a 
large monetary incentive did not differ from a no-incentive condition (Gneezy & Rustichini, 2000). 
Furthermore, monetary incentives can increase prosocial behavior in private but not in public (Ariely 
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et al., 2009).13 
Large-scale field experiments in collaboration with the Red Cross, on the other hand, showed 

that non-monetary incentives such as lottery tickets and gift cards had positive effects on the number 
of donors (Goette & Stutzer, 2008; Lacetera et al., 2014). In one study offering different kinds 
of incentives, participants rated how likely other students would be to help load a sofa into a van 
(Heyman & Ariely, 2004).14 They were offered either cash, candy, or “monetized candy” (the cost of 
the candy was mentioned) at a low ($0.50) or medium payment level ($5.00). Another group received 
no payment. The expected willingness to help in the low-payment level of the cash and “monetized 
candy” condition was below that in the no-payment and the candy condition. Furthermore, willingness 
to help increased when payment level increased in the cash condition but not in the candy condition. 
The authors argued that monetary incentives can change the framing of a situation and diminish 
the perception of the interaction as social. As a result, small monetary incentives can negatively 
affect prosocial behavior, but social incentives can be close substitutes for money without negatively 
affecting prosocial behavior. 

Combined, these findings suggest that people display more effort for a good cause when they 
are able to signal the effort to others and that a monetary award in public can crowd out prosocial 
behavior due to image motivation (Gneezy et al., 2011). In the context of blame-taking, tentative 
support exists for the idea that incentives foster prosocial behavior. In a survey with a substance 
abuse treatment sample, self-reported blame-takers reported being offered more incentives to take 
the blame than those who did not take the blame (Willard et al., 2015). Drawing from these results, 
we expected that people who were offered a social incentive would be more willing to take the blame 
than people who were offered a monetary incentive or no incentive (Hypothesis 2). 
Interaction Between Relationship Status and Incentives
 Another theory suggests that there is a different motivation behind prosocial behavior depending 
on type of relationship. The Empathy Altruism Hypothesis holds that people show altruistic behavior 
when they feel empathy toward somebody else. When they do not feel empathy, people estimate 
costs and benefits before helping as proposed in Social Exchange Theory (Batson, 1991). Empirical 
work suggests that cost-benefit analyses could play an important role in exchange relationships (e.g., 
acquaintance) but not in communal relationships (e.g., friendships, romantic relationships, and family 
relationships; Clark & Mills, 1993). For example, friends complied more with a request to purchase 
raffle tickets than strangers regardless of a pregiving favor. Among strangers, a pre-giving favor (a 

13 Other articles where Dan Ariely was involved have been criticized (e.g., Bauer & Ariely, 2021) and in 2020, it 
became apparent that data of an experiment (Shu et al., 2012) could not be replicated (Kristal et al., 2020) and that part 
of the data were fabricated. In the end, the article was retracted. For this specific article (Ariely et al., 2009), there is no 
evidence of scientific misconduct. However, conclusions should be made with caution because the data has not been 
replicated. 

14 Bauer and Ariely (2021) published a statement that expressed concerns regarding the article from Heyman and 
Ariely (2004). These concerns were prompted because of uncertainties regarding the values of the statistical tests after 
the data had been run through statcheck (Epskamp & Nuijten, 2018). The ambiguities could not be resolved and there-
fore, they undermine the conclusions drawn from these data.
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soda) elicited more compliance than a direct request (Boster et al., 1995). We, therefore, expected an 
interaction between relationship status and incentives. Specially, we expected that incentives more 
strongly promote the intended blame-taking rate in the acquaintance condition compared with the 
family member or close friend condition (Hypothesis 3). 
Overview of the Experiments 

We conducted two experiments that tested the effect of relationship status and incentives on 
intended voluntary blame-taking. Following earlier work (Willard et al., 2016; Willard & Burger, 
2018), participants thought about a close family member, a close friend, or an acquaintance and 
imagined that this person had committed a traffic offense: the person drove 36 km/h too fast and 
is now facing an entry in the drivers’ registry for traffic violations and a fine of €120. The person 
committed traffic offenses on several occasions in the past and her/his driving license would be 
revoked if she/he assumed guilt. The person offered the participant a monetary, social, or no incentive 
for taking the blame. In Experiment 2a, the person promised to talk about the good deed in a circle 
of friends/the family/acquaintances (social incentive), or offered to pay €50 for taking the blame 
(monetary incentive). We asked participants whether they would take the blame or not and why. 

In response to null findings for the incentives manipulation in Experiment 2a, we modified 
the social incentive condition in the pre-registered Experiment 2b. Here, the person offered the 
participant to cook her/his favored meal as a thank-you. Furthermore, we increased the monetary 
incentive to €400 and explicitly stated that it was offered in private to test whether more money 
would increase the blame-taking rate (Ariely et al., 2009). 

Materials and Methods
Participants 

Across both experiments, we tested 535 participants online using the website SoSci Survey 
(Leiner, 2019). We excluded participants when they indicated that the person imagined would never 
ask them to take the blame (nE2a = 14; nE2b = 3), when they did not describe a person when prompted 
(nE2a = 5; nE2b = 45), and when they described a romantic partner (nE2a = 3; nE2b = 22). In Experiment 
2a, we tested participants (N = 211; 155 female, 1 missing value; Mage = 26.01 years, SDage = 10.36) 
in exchange for 0.5 participation credit or without compensation. Participants were mostly students 
(77.6%) or employees (13.8%). The majority had a high school degree (62.6%). 

In Experiment 2b, we tested participants (N = 232; 126 female; Mage = 49.97 years, SDage = 
14.91) through the online panel respondi.15 Participants were mostly employees (52.8%) and only 
2.2% were students. The majority had either a completed vocational training (24.7%), a secondary 
school diploma (23.3%), or a high school degree (14.2%). Participants received €0.60 for participating 
(Participants needed 12 min to complete the online study. The compensation was determined by the 
panel company; 0.05€/min). We preregistered Experiment 2b at the Open Science Framework using 
the template form “AsPredicted.org” (https://osf.io/g6jch). 

15 We used an attention check (“This is an attention check. Please click 1”) to check for data quality. Participants 
who did not pass the attention question were immediately excluded and were not able to finish the experiment. 
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Design 
In both Experiments, we assigned participants randomly in a 3 (relationship status: close 

family member vs. close friend vs. acquaintance) x 3 (incentive: social vs. monetary vs. none) 
between-participants design. In Experiment 2a, we also attempted to manipulate mood as a third 
factor (negative vs. positive vs. neutral) by means of the scale creativity from the Berlin Intelligence 
Structure Test (Jäger et al., 1997), but the manipulation check suggested that the manipulation was not 
successful. We, therefore, do not discuss this factor further. Blame-taking was our outcome variable. 
We were also interested in participants’ reasons for (not) taking the blame. 

To manipulate relationship status, we gave participants a description of either a close family 
member, a close friend, or an acquaintance and asked them to imagine the described person (E2a: 
nclose family = 70, nclose friend = 74, naquaintance = 67; E2b: nclose family = 68, nclose friend = 82, naquaintance = 82). The 
incentives varied across the two experiments. In Experiment 2a, the social incentive constituted the 
promise to talk about the good deed in a circle of friends/the family/acquaintances. In Experiment 
2b, the person offered the participant to cook her/his favored meal (E2a: nsocial incentive = 71, nmonetary incentive 

= 71, nno incentive = 69; E2b: nsocial incentive = 77, nmonetary incentive = 76, nno incentive = 79). The monetary incentive 
concerned the payment of €50 (Experiment 2a) or €400 (Experiment 2b), respectively. In Experiment 
2b, we asked participants whether the person offered them something for taking the blame and if so, 
what. Most of them (70.7%; n = 164) correctly identified the type of incentive offered. We excluded 
the remaining participants (n = 68) from the analysis examining the influence of incentives on blame-
taking. However, this did not affect the pattern of results. 
Materials 
Relationship Status Manipulation 

Participants in the close family member condition read the following description: 
In this case a related person is a close family member (e.g., father, mother, brother, sister, ...) 

who is over 16 years old. You have a trusting relationship with each other and are positive about 
each other. 

Participants in the close friend condition read the following description: 
A friend is someone you have known for at least a year and to whom you are not related. You 

have a trusting relationship and feel comfortable sharing personal information. You know each other 
very well and would be there for each other in difficult times. (A friend is not someone with whom you 
have a romantic relationship.) 

Participants in the acquaintance condition read the following description: 
An acquaintance is a person with whom you have not spoken much more than once and whom 

you do not see very often (in Experiment 2b, we changed it to with whom you have not spoken often 
instead of with whom you have not spoken much more than once). However, you should not have any 
dislike or special affection for the person. You do not have a trusting relationship with the person and 
would not communicate any personal concerns to the person. You do not know each other very well. 

Afterward, participants reported some background information about the person and the 
relationship. 
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Relationship Status Manipulation Check 
We formulated eight relationship closeness items to serve as a manipulation check for the 

relationship status manipulation. Example statements are I like that person very much or I think about 
that person a lot. Item were rated on a scale from 1 (do not agree at all) to 7 (fully agree). We added 
those items up to create a composite variable as a measure of relationship closeness. The variable had 
excellent internal consistency (Cronbach’s αE2a = 0.97 and αE2b= 0.96). 
Plausibility of Scenario 

To check the plausibility of the scenario’s realism and seriousness as well as the seriousness 
of the consequences, participants rated the scenario with five questions on a scale from 1 (do not 
agree at all) to 5 (fully agree). On average participants indicated that they were able to imagine the 
situation well (E2a: M = 3.89, SD = 1.13; E2b: M = 4.09, SD = 1.19). Participants rated the scenario’s 
realism (E2a: M = 2.97, SD = 1.36; E2b: M = 3.23, SD = 1.39), seriousness (E2a: M = 2.60, SD = 1.03; 
E2b: M = 3.10, SD = 1.17), and the seriousness of the consequences (E2a: M = 2.54, SD = 1.25; E2b: M 
= 2.72, SD = 1.31) as moderate to high. Participants rated their ability to imagine that such a situation 
could happen to them with the imagined person as relatively low (E2a: M = 1.94, SD = 1.30; E2b: M 
= 2.01, SD = 1.25). 
Reasons for and Against Blame-Taking 

Blame-takers indicated their reasons for blame-taking by selecting one or more of the 
following options: (a) the reward the person promised me convinced me; (b) I took the blame because 
I think I am a good person; (c) I know the other person well; (d) I like that person; (e) I felt sorry 
for that person; (f) the person had greater consequences to fear than I did; (g) the person would do 
the same for me; (h) I took the blame because I felt pressured; (i) I took the blame because I was 
scared; (j) I owed the other person something; (k) other. In Experiment 2b, we added (l) the person is 
important to me, (m) I can ask the person for a favor now, and (n) I wanted to help the other person. 

Participants who were reluctant to take the blame (i.e., non-blame-takers) indicated their 
reasons by selecting from the following options: (a) that person was not important to me; (b) the 
reward was not big enough; (c) I am an honest person; (d) it was the person’s own fault; (e) the 
person would not do the same for me; (f) I felt too pressured; (g) I was too scared; (h) other. In 
Experiment 2b, we added (i) the consequences were too serious, (j) the other person would not learn 
from her/his mistake, and (k) it is against the law. 
Procedure 

Participants provided consent and demographic information (In Experiment 2a, participants 
completed a creativity test and were randomly assigned to receive fictional positive, negative, or no 
feedback before imagining a person. Furthermore, they answered the mood manipulation check after 
the creativity test and again at the end of the experiment). Participants then thought about either a close 
family member, a close friend, or an acquaintance who fit the description and provided background 
information about this person. Participants then had to imagine that this person drove 36 km/h too 
fast a few months ago and was now facing an entry in the drivers’ registry for traffic violations and 
a fine of €120. The person committed traffic offenses on several occasions in the past and her/his 
driving license would be revoked if she/he assumed guilt. The person makes it clear that it is really 
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urgent, because otherwise she/he would be compromised in everyday life. The person knows that the 
participant does not have an entry yet and has never attracted attention in traffic. Therefore, she/he 
desperately asks the participant to take the blame. Due to the limited quality of the pertinent driver 
picture produced by the speed control device, it would be very likely that the statement would be 
believed. The fine would be refunded by the person asking the favor, but the participant would have 
to accept an entry at the drivers’ registry for traffic violations. The person offered a monetary (E2a: 
€50; E2b: €400), social (E2a: the person will talk about the good deed in a circle of friends/the family/
acquaintances; E2b: the person offered the participant to cook her/his favored meal), or no incentive 
for taking the blame. After making a decision to (not) take the blame, participants indicated whether 
they had experienced a similar situation before and if so whether they had taken the blame and 
provided reasons for falsely taking the blame. Finally, participants answered the scenario plausibility 
questions and received the debriefing. 

Results
For Experiment 2a, we conducted a post-hoc sensitivity analysis using GPower (Faul et al., 

2007) with a power of .80, α = .05, and N = 211 because our a priori analysis included three factors 
(relationship, incentive, and mood). It revealed a detectable effect size of ϕ = 0.21 (i.e., an effect size 
corresponding to a Cohen’s d of 0.43). One study that tested the influence or relationship closeness on 
blame-taking found a small to moderate effect size of d = 0.40 (Willard et al., 2016). For Experiment 
2b, we conducted an a priori power analysis using GPower with a power of .80, α = .05, and a 
medium effect size of ϕ = 0.25 that resulted in an aspired sample size of 241. 
Data Analyses 

We conducted univariate ANOVAs to test whether the manipulation of relationship status 
was successful. To test the influence of relationship status and incentive on the blame-taking rate, 
we conducted logistic regressions for both experiments with relationship status (reference category 
= close friend) and incentive (reference category = social incentive) as predictors. We also conducted 
separate chi-square tests for each factor. Because the results were analogous to the logistic regressions, 
we report these less complex analyses and used the Bonferroni correction to correct for multiple 
comparisons. To evaluate the interaction of relationship status and incentive, we carried out a logistic 
regression. 
Manipulation Check Relationship Status 

In both experiments, a univariate ANOVA showed a significant main effect of relationship 
status (close family member vs. close friend vs. acquaintance) on relationship closeness [E2a: F(2, 
208) = 477.82, p < .001, η2 = 0.82; E2b: F(2, 229) = 137.14, p < .001, η2 = 0.54]. As expected, post-
hoc tests using the Bonferroni correction indicated that the close family member condition (E2a: M 
= 48.06, SD = 6.64; E2b: M = 46.18, SD = 8.81) did not differ significantly from the close friend 
condition (E2a: M = 47.86, SD = 5.97; E2b: M = 44.50, SD = 8.20), ps ≥ .886. We did not expect a 
difference because in both conditions, participants thought about a person with whom they had a 
trusting relationship. Also, as expected, both the close family member and the close friend conditions 
differed significantly from the acquaintance condition (E2a: M = 17.15, SD = 7.58; E2b: M = 23.13, SD 
= 11.70), ps < .001. These results indicate that our relationship manipulation was successful. 
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Planned Analyses: Effect of Relationship Status and Incentives on Voluntary Blame-Taking
Table 3.1 shows the frequency and percentage of intended blame-taking across both 

experiments for each subsample. In Experiment 2a, 122 of the 211 (57.8%) participants indicated 
that they would take the blame for the driver’s violation in the scenario; in Experiment 2b, 81 of 
232 participants (34.9%) did so. Participants who indicated that something similar had happened to 
them in real life, took the blame in 60.7% (17 of 28; Experiment 2a) and 46.7% of the cases (7 of 15; 
Experiment 2b), respectively. 

Table 3.1 
Frequency and Proportion of Intended Voluntary Blame-Taking in Experiment 2a and 2b

Experiment 2a (N = 211) Experiment 2b (N = 232)

Subsample Blame-takers Subsample Blame-takers

Relationship status n n (%) n n (%)

Close family member 70 59  (84.3)a 68 36 (52.9)d

Close friend 74 47  (63.5)b 82 26 (31.7)e

Acquaintance 67 16   (23.9)c 82 19 (23.2)e

Across conditions 122 (57.8) 81 (34.9)

Incentives Experiment 2a (N = 211) Experiment 2b (n = 164)

Social incentive 71 43 (60.6) 45 16 (35.6)

Financial incentive 71 41 (57.7) 50 19 (38.0)

No incentive 69 38 (55.1) 69 26 (37.7)

Across conditions 122 (57.8) 61 (37.2)

Note. a-e Within each column, proportions with different superscript letter are significantly different 
at the p = .016 level. Percentages refer to the respective subsample (see n column subsample).  

Hypothesis 1a predicted similar blame-taking rates for close family members and close friends 
and higher blame-taking rates for close family members and close friends than for acquaintances. 
Hypothesis 1b predicted higher blame-taking rates for close family members than close friends 
and higher blame-taking rates for close family members or close friends than acquaintances. In 
Experiment 2a, blame-taking differed as a function of relationship status, χ2(2, N = 211) = 52.73, p < 
.001, V = 0.50. Participants took the blame in 84.3% (close family member condition), 63.5% (close 
friend condition), and 23.9% (acquaintance condition) of the cases. Supporting Hypothesis 1b, all 
three conditions differed significantly from each other with large effect sizes for the comparisons 
between the acquaintance and close friend conditions, χ2(1, N = 141) = 22.35, p < .001, ϕ = 0.40, 
and the acquaintance and close family member conditions, χ2(1, N = 137) = 50.42, p < .001, ϕ = 
0.61. We found a small effect for the comparison between the close family member and close friend 
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conditions, χ2(1, N = 144) = 7.99, p = .005, ϕ = 0.24. 
In Experiment 2b, blame-taking also differed as a function of relationship status, χ2(2, N 

= 232) = 15.07, p = .001, V = 0.26. Participants took the blame in 52.9% (close family member 
condition), 31.7% (close friend condition), and 23.2% (acquaintance condition) of the cases. As 
predicted by Hypothesis 1b, the close family member condition differed significantly from the close 
friend condition, χ2(1, N = 150) = 6.91, p = .009, ϕ = 0.22, and the acquaintance condition, χ2(1, N = 
150) = 14.19, p < .001, ϕ = 0.31. The effect sizes were small to moderate. In contrast to what would 
be expected on the basis of Hypotheses 1a and 1b, there was no significant difference between the 
close friend and the acquaintance conditions, χ2(1, N = 164) = 1.50, p = .221, ϕ = 0.10. 

Hypothesis 2 predicted that participants who were offered a social incentive would be more 
willing to take the blame than those who were offered a monetary or no incentive. Unexpectedly, 
blame-taking did not differ as a function of incentive in either experiment, χ2(2, Ns = 211/164) ≤ 
0.43, ps ≥ .805, Vs ≤ 0.05. In the social incentive condition, 60.6% (E2b: 35.6%) of participants took 
the blame, in the monetary incentive condition 57.7% (E2b: 38.0%), and in the no incentive condition 
55.1% (E2b 37.7%). 

Hypothesis 3 predicted that incentives have a stronger effect in the acquaintance condition 
than in the family member or close friend condition. The overall Wald statistic for the interaction was 
non-significant in both experiments, Wald χ2(2, Ns = 211 and 164, respectively) = 2.67 and 4.23, ps 
= 0.615 and 0.376, respectively. 
Exploratory Analyses: Reasons for and Against Voluntary Blame-Taking

Tables 3.2 and 3.3 show participants’ reasons for and against blame-taking. In Experiment 2a, 
most blame-takers indicated taking the blame because the other person had greater consequences 
to fear (85.2%), they liked the other person (77.9%), the other person would do the same for them 
(65.6%), and they knew the other person well (63.9%). Similarly, in Experiment 2b, most blame-
takers indicated that they took the blame because the other person was important to them (70.4%), 
the other person had greater consequences to fear (69.1%), they liked the other person (58.0%), they 
wanted to help the other person (55.6%), and the other person would do the same for them (54.3%). 
In either experiment, only one person indicated the reward convinced her/him (E2a: 0.2%; E2b: 0.8%). 
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Table 3.2
Participants’ Reasons for Voluntary Blame-Taking in Experiment 2a and 2b

Reasons for blame-taking

Experiment 2a Experiment 2b

n (%) n (%)

Greater consequences for the other 
person

104 (85.2) 56 (69.1)

I like the other person 95 (77.9) 47 (58.0)
The other person would do the same 80 (65.6) 44 (54.3)

I know the other person well 78 (63.9)

I felt sorry for the other person 51 (41.8) 28 (34.6)
I am a good person 36 (29.5) 13 (16.0)
I felt pressured 8     (6.6) 3     (3.7)
The reward convinced me 1     (0.8) 1     (0.3)

The person is important to me 57 (70.4)

I can ask the person for a favor now 16 (19.8)

I wanted to help the other person 45 (55.6)

Other reasons 13 (10.7) 5   (6.2)

Note. Empty cells occur when reasons were not provided as an answer option.

Most non-blame-takers indicated that they did not take the blame because they were honest 
(E2a: 62.9%; E2b: 66.2%). Few participants (E2a: 6.7%; E2b: 4.0%) indicated that the reward was not 
big enough. Other frequently named reasons were it was the person’s own fault (E2a: 49.4%; E2b: 
35.1%) and because it was against the law (E2b only: 55.6%). 
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Table 3.3
Participants’ Reasons Against Voluntary Blame-Taking in Experiment 2a and 2b

Reasons against blame-taking

Experiment 2a Experiment 2b

n (%) n (%)

I am an honest person 56 (62.9) 100 (66.2)

It was the other person’s own fault 44 (49.4) 53 (35.1)

I was too scared 24 (27.0) 14   (9.3)

The other person was not important to me 18 (20.2) 5   (3.3)

I felt too pressured 18 (20.2) 20 (13.2)
The other person would not do the same 

for me
16 (18.0) 24 (15.9)

The reward was not big enough 6   (6.7) 6   (4.0)

The consequences were too serious 25 (16.6)

The other person would not learn from 
her/his mistake

66 (43.7)

It is against the law 84 (55.6)

Other reasons 27 (30.3) 19 (12.6)

Note. Empty cells occur when reasons were not provided as an answer option.

Discussion
We tested the effect of relationship status and incentives on voluntary blame-taking in two 

experiments. A substantial number of participants were willing to take the blame for someone else 
(57.8 and 34.9%). In line with Kinship Premium and supporting Hypothesis 1b (but not Hypothesis 
1a), relationship status moderated intended voluntary blame-taking. Participants imagining a close 
family member indicated more willingness to take the blame than participants imaging a close friend 
at the same level of emotional closeness (Rachlin & Jones, 2008). Unexpectedly and contrary to 
Experiment 2a and earlier findings (Willard et al., 2015, 2016; Willard & Burger, 2018), blame-taking 
did not differ significantly between the close friend and an acquaintance in Experiment 2b. Contrary 
to Hypothesis 2, social incentives generally did not enhance intended blame-taking and only one 
blame-taker in each experiment indicated that the incentive had convinced them. This is in contrast 
to research showing that noncash incentives have a positive impact on prosocial behavior (Goette 
& Stutzer, 2008; Lacetera et al., 2014). Contrary to Hypothesis 3, we did not find an interaction 
effect between relationship status and incentives in both experiments. This contradicts the Empathy 
Altruism Hypothesis (Batson, 1991). Reasons given for blame-taking suggest that factors other than 
an incentive may have a stronger impact on the decision to take the blame. 
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Relationship Status and Kinship Premium 
Our study tested the influence of kin relationships on intended blame-taking in an experimental 

setting. Participants took the blame significantly more often for close family members (84.3 and 
52.9%) than for close friends (63.5 and 31.7%) at the same level of emotional closeness, suggesting 
that kin relationships play a crucial role when people consider whether to take the blame for someone 
else. These findings are in line with Kin Selection Theory and findings about a  in 
prosocial behavior (Curry et al., 2013; Hackman et al., 2015; Pollet et al., 2013; Rachlin & Jones, 
2008). It seems that emotional closeness alone does not explain the increased blame-taking for close 
family members compared with close friends and that the information about relationship status has 
an independent effect beyond emotional closeness (Hackman et al., 2015). However, our experiments 
cannot explain which specific mechanisms are involved. 

As expected, in Experiment 2a, participants imagining a close friend more often took the blame 
than participants imagining an acquaintance. This is in line with the idea that emotional closeness 
is a key mediator of increased helping among non-kin and an important factor when people take the 
blame for someone else (Hackman et al., 2015; Willard et al., 2016; Willard & Burger, 2018). The 
result is also supported by the fact that a majority of blame-takers indicated that they would take 
the blame because they liked the other person (77.9%) and it is in line with previous experimental 
studies that found increased blame-taking for close friends compared to casual friends (Willard et al., 
2016; Willard & Burger, 2018). However, we did not find a similar effect in Experiment 2b. It could 
be that the difference in emotional closeness was not strong enough to have an impact on blame-
taking. Indeed, participants in Experiment 2b felt substantially closer to the imagined acquaintances 
compared with participants in the first experiment (E2b: M = 23.13 vs. E2a: M = 17.15). The adapted 
description of an acquaintance in Experiment 2b may be the cause of this higher level of relationship 
closeness and might explain why we did not find a difference in blame-taking. Another reason could 
be that participants were younger in Experiment 2a (M = 26.01) than in Experiment 2b (M = 49.97). 
Half of the participants in Experiment 2a were 20 years old or younger. In contrast, half of the 
participants in Experiment 2b were 52 years old or younger and only 5% were 24 or younger. During 
young adulthood and adolescents, peer effects on risk taking and risky decisions are stronger than 
during adulthood (Gardner & Steinberg, 2005). Peer loyalty could have been an additional motivator 
to take the blame for close friends (Gudjonsson & Sigurdsson, 1994) and might explain the larger 
difference in blame-taking rates between close friends and acquaintances in Experiment 2a compared 
with Experiment 2b.
Incentives 

In neither experiment, did we find an effect of social incentives on voluntary blame-taking. 
Following Experiment 2a, we argued that participants might not have considered it a social reward 
when others hear about them falsely taking the blame. Indeed, taking the blame for a transgression 
might not be perceived as a “good deed” and might not display someone as a “nice person.” In 
Experiment 2b, the social incentive constituted the person offering to cook the participant’s favorite 
meal as a thank-you. Again, we found no effect on blame-taking. 

There are several potential reasons why we did not find an effect of social incentives. First, 
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the social incentive might not have been big enough to affect the cost-benefit analysis and the benefit 
might not have exceeded the costs (Foa & Foa, 1976; Homans, 1961). Most studies that found 
positive effects of social incentives on prosocial behavior tested prosocial behavior that did not 
imply negative consequences for the helper (e.g., blood donation) and had a positive influence on 
self-image. Admitting to a traffic offense, on the other hand, might have a negative influence on 
self-image. Second, blame-taking involves a trust relationship because blame-takers usually know 
the other person. However, incentives can break social norms of trust and signal distrust (Gneezy et 
al., 2011). For other forms of prosocial behavior such as blood donations, where people contribute 
to public goods and trust relationships are not necessarily involved, incentives might have a stronger 
influence (Goette & Stutzer, 2008; Lacetera et al., 2014). Finally, it is possible that participants 
found it difficult to imagine the incentives and that they focused primarily on the person they had to 
imagine. This could also explain why neither social nor financial incentives affected blame-taking. 

Neither did we find an interaction between relationship status and incentives on intended 
blame-taking in both experiments. However, when the costs are relatively low, most people are 
willing to help without expectations of repayment because they have a weak communal relationship 
with acquaintances and even strangers (e.g., calling an ambulance for a stranger or giving a stranger 
directions; Clark & Mills, 1993). It is possible that participants had a weak communal relationship 
with the imagined acquaintance and the incentives could have indicated distrust. Future research 
could test whether incentives increase blame-taking when there is absolutely no relationship between 
the blame-taker and the person in need that can be undermined by offering incentives. For example, 
German websites have a database of people (strangers) who are willing to take over an entry in the 
drivers’ registry for traffic violations in exchange for money.16

Frequency of Self-Reported Blame-Taking 
Participants in Experiment 2a reported higher willingness to take the blame than in Experiment 

2b (E2a: 57.8%; E2b: 43.9%). Differences in the samples might offer an explanation for this finding. 
Participants in Experiment 2a were younger than participants in Experiment 2b (E2a: Mage = 26.01; 
E2b: Mage = 49.97) and were more often students (E2a: 77.6%; E2b: 2.2%). One possible reason for 
younger student participants to report taking the blame more often could be related to the traffic 
offense we used in our experiments. It is more likely that participants in Experiment 2a did not have 
a driver’s license or a car and committed fewer traffic offenses than participants in Experiment 2b. 
As a result, they might not have had concerns about taking the blame for a traffic offense. Regardless, 
both experiments showed similar patterns of result regarding the influence of relationship status 
and incentives on self-reported blame-taking, allowing for some confidence in our conclusions, 
independent of blame-takers’ age. Future studies could ask whether participants have a driver’s 
license or test different blame-taking scenarios. 
Limitations and Future Directions 

There are several limitations to this work. First, we used hypothetical scenarios where 
responses reflect willingness to take the blame but not actual blame-taking behavior. Participants did 

16 https://punkteloswerden.de/, https://flensburg-punkte-frei.de/ 
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not sign a confession in front of an authority figure or had to actually carry the consequences. It could 
be that the blame-taking rate would be lower if participants actually had to admit to a transgression. 
One study that tested behavior found a voluntary blame-taking rate of 17% before interrogation 
(Pimentel et al., 2015). In this study, participants had the chance to take the blame for a confederate 
they had just known for the time of the experiment. This blame-taking rate is similar to the rate we 
found for acquaintances (23.9 and 23.2%). Second, we did not include romantic relationships in our 
study. However, research about prosocial behavior suggests that people help romantic partners and 
family members more often than close friends (Hackman et al., 2015) and in one self-report study 
several female prisoners indicated that they took the blame for their partners in order to protect 
them (Jones, 2011). To our knowledge, no experimental study has investigated voluntary blame-
taking for romantic partners. Third, we used a minor traffic offense without criminal charges. It is 
likely that blame-taking would be substantially lower for more severe criminal offenses. However, 
an effect of relationship status would still be expected (Willard et al., 2016). Fourth, our participants 
may differ from typical crime suspects. Self-report studies found that blame-taking similar to false 
confessions is part of a criminal lifestyle (Gudjonsson et al., 2007). Therefore, one could expect an 
even higher blame-taking rate in a criminal population. Finally, participants in Experiments 2a and 
2b indicated substantial differences in their demographics (e.g., mean age, differences in professions, 
and education level), which may have affected how they responded to the scenarios. Therefore, a 
comparison of the results must be made with caution. 
Conclusion

Although self-report studies suggest that voluntary blame-taking occurs frequently, few 
studies have investigated this phenomenon. Applying theories of prosocial behavior, the current study 
tested two possible situational risk factors for voluntary blame-taking. Our experiments contribute 
to the false confession literature and highlight the importance of kin relationships for decisions to 
take the blame for others. All in all, a substantial number of participants indicated their willingness 
to take the blame in two experiments. The blame-taking rate was enhanced for participants who 
previously had been in a similar blame-taking situation (60.7 and 46.7%). Our results are a first step 
to better understand under which circumstances people voluntarily take the blame for someone else 
and emphasize the importance of kin relationships. 
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Chapter 4 
Will you Confess to What I did? 

Close Relationships and In-Group Membership 
Facilitate Voluntary Blame-Taking

This chapter is a slightly modified version of the following article:
Schell-Leugers, J. M., Schneider, T., Gyenis, R., Leuker, C., & Sauerland, M. (2021). Will you 

confess to what I did? Close relationships and in-group membership facilitate voluntary 
blame-taking. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 51(1), 987–998. https://doi.
org/10.1111/jasp.12815
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Abstract
To learn more about why people falsely confess without external pressure, we examined voluntary 
blame-taking in three experiments. Drawing from theories of prosocial behavior and social identity, 
we investigated whether participants’ blame-taking is influenced by (a) their relationship with the 
guilty person (Experiment 3) and (b) the group membership of the person asking to take the blame 
(Experiments 4a and 4b). In Experiment 3, participants (N = 130) considered whether they would 
take the blame for a small traffic violation for their best friend and a stranger in a vignette-scenario. 
As expected, intended blame-taking rates were higher for their best friend (60.8%) than for a stranger 
(8.5%). Reported reasons for taking the blame included reciprocity and empathy. In Experiments 
4a and 4b (Ns = 60; 89), we tested actual blame-taking behavior in two field experiments, using a 
new experimental paradigm. An experimenter approached participants and asked them to commit 
insurance fraud for a broken camera. Participants who shared the same group as the person in need 
were more willing to take the blame (47%–48%) than participants who were from a different group 
(21%–23%). The most frequently listed reason for taking the blame was empathy. Implications for 
the occurrence of voluntary blame-taking behavior to protect someone else are discussed. 

Keywords: false confessions, altruism, prosocial behavior, actual behavior, empathy
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Confessing to a crime one has not committed is highly counterintuitive. The consequences 
can be severe and go as far as spending time in prison. In the past decades, we have gained a better 
understanding of why innocent people would engage in such self-harming behavior, with police 
pressure being one of the central risk factors (Kassin et al., 2010). However, recent experimentation, 
field and case studies suggest that not only coerced but also voluntary false confessions to protect 
someone else are a matter of concern (e.g., Volbert et al., 2019; Willard et al., 2015) Drawing from 
theories of prosocial behavior (e.g., Korchmaros & Kenny, 2006) and social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 
1979), we conducted three experiments that investigated relationship status and group membership 
as risk factors for voluntary false confessions. In Experiment 3, we measured intended behavior with 
a vignette scenario and in Experiments 4a and 4b we tested actual blame-taking behavior in the field. 

It is difficult to detect voluntary blame-taking or to estimate a prevalence because innocent 
people who voluntarily take the blame do not tend to come forward because they want to protect 
the actual perpetrator (Gudjonsson & Sigurdsson, 1994) or because the consequences they faced 
were relatively minor (e.g., a probation sentence or short incarceration; Redlich et al., 2010). There 
are indications, however, that voluntary blame-taking frequently occurs in prison and general 
populations: One of the most common reasons for (coerced) false confessions mentioned by forensic 
patient, prisoner and college student populations was to protect someone else (e.g., Gudjonsson et 
al., 2004, 2021; Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 1996b; Volbert et al., 2019). Similarly, about 40% of 
surveyed college students (N = 213) indicated that they had taken the blame to protect someone else 
(Willard et al., 2015) and 16% of a student sample (N = 1,432) had taken the blame for an antisocial 
act of somebody else (Gudjonsson et al., 2007). Overall, it seems that protecting someone else is a 
common feature of voluntary false confessions, deeming theories of prosocial and altruistic behavior 
a helpful framework for understanding voluntary false confessions to protect someone else (Aronson 
et al., 2007; Batson & Powell, 2003). 

Factors that increase helping behavior are particularly relevant when studying voluntary 
blame-taking. People tend to help those with whom they have a close relationship and those who are 
members of their own in-group (e.g., Leider et al., 2009; Stürmer et al., 2005). Both factors seem 
to play a crucial role in the context of voluntary blame-taking. In surveys with student samples, the 
majority of blame-takers indicated that they had in the past taken the blame for a friend or partner 
(Gudjonsson et al., 2007; Willard et al., 2015). Additionally, case examples of voluntary blame-
taking support the notion that a close relationship increases blame-taking. For example, Günther 
Kaufmann, a German actor, falsely confessed to murdering his tax accountant to protect his dying 
wife who ordered the murder (Otto, 2006). In criminal organizations, blame-taking may occur as a 
result of group membership. For instance, a lower status member of a criminal organization might 
take the blame for a group member higher up in the hierarchy (Sebyan Black & Fennelly, 2021; 
Wollinger et al., 2018). 
Relationship Status and Altruistic Behavior 

Theories of prosocial and altruistic behavior can provide a helpful framework to understand 
voluntary false confessions to protect someone else (Aronson et al., 2007; Batson & Powell, 
2003). Indeed, accepting (severe) negative consequences to protect someone else can be seen as 
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an altruistic act that is a type of prosocial behavior. Relationship status is one factor that facilitates 
altruistic behavior. For example, Kin Selection Theory proposes that people help kin because they 
want to ensure the survival of their genes (Hamilton, 1964). Another theory suggests that emotional 
closeness, obligation, and similarity underlie increased helping between kin and close friends (Close 
Relationship Model; Korchmaros & Kenny, 2006). Because our society is mostly organized in 
kinship units, people spend more time with kin than with non-kin. This can explain an increase in 
emotional closeness and therefore a greater tendency to help kin than non-kin. Furthermore, the 
Close Relationship Model suggests that these psychological processes mediate helping between non-
kin as well. The Empathy Altruism Hypothesis is another approach to explain increased helping 
behavior between friends (Batson, 1991). It postulates that people help others out of purely altruistic 
motivation when they feel empathy toward them, regardless of costs or benefits. In line with these 
models, people show more direct altruistic behavior toward friends than random strangers (Leider et 
al., 2009) and emotional closeness substantially mediates the effect of close friendship on altruistic 
behavior (Hackman et al., 2015). In the context of voluntary blame-taking, three experiments using 
a vignette methodology examined the influence of relationship closeness (Schneider, Sauerland, 
Merckelbach, et al., 2021; Willard et al., 2016; Willard & Burger, 2018). Across studies, participants 
consistently took the blame for a close friend more often than for a casual friend or an acquaintance. 
However, it is unclear if people are also willing to take the blame for complete strangers. 

An interesting form of voluntary blame-taking behavior can be observed in Germany. More 
severe traffic violations, such as running a red light and speeding, are fined and additionally registered 
in the Central Card-Index for Traffic Violations and referred to as “Flensburg points”18 by the public. 
A driver loses his or her license when reaching a certain number of points (Flensburg, n.d.). To avoid 
losing the driver’s license as a consequence of receiving too many points, people may ask others to 
“take over” their points. This can be done by declaring that a person different from the registered car 
owner drove the car at the time of the violation, or, in different words, by voluntarily taking the blame 
for a traffic violation. Taking over points for someone else is illegal but almost impossible to detect 
by police and hence prevalence rates are unknown. If uncovered, the consequences are severe and 
can include a custodial sentence of up to five years or a monetary fine (Schäfer, 2017). According to 
a newspaper article, taking over points for a family or friend occurs frequently, but the prevalence is 
difficult to estimate because the chance of detection is low (Kröger, 2012). 
Group Membership, Similarity and Altruistic Behavior 

Another important factor that increases altruistic behavior is group-membership. People are 
more likely to help someone who belongs to their own group, the in-group, than someone who is 
considered an outsider or a member of the out-group (Dovidio et al., 1997; Levine et al., 2005). 
The Empathy Altruism Hypothesis can also be considered for explaining increased helping behavior 
between in-group members (Batson, 1991) similar to people in close relationships. People feel 
empathy toward those who are similar to them (i.e., in-group members) and are more helpful to 
them than to others (e.g., Krebs, 1975; Park & Schaller, 2005; Stürmer et al., 2005). While people 

18 The Central Card-Index for Traffic Violations is located in Flensburg, Germany.
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have a tendency to be more empathetic toward people in need of their own group (e.g., Stürmer et 
al., 2005; Tarrant et al., 2009), those in need also perceive potential helpers from their own group as 
more empathetic. This may lead to an in-group bias against out-group helpers (Borinca et al., 2020). 

Social Identity Theory is another theoretical approach to explain this phenomenon. It holds 
that peoples’ identity is defined by the groups in which they perceive themselves as members (Tajfel 
& Turner, 1979). In order to attain and preserve a positive self-concept, people want to help in-group 
members, even if helping entails no direct benefits to themselves. In line with Social Identity Theory, 
soccer fans are more likely to help an injured stranger wearing an in-group team shirt than a stranger 
wearing a rival team shirt (Levine et al., 2005), and students are more likely to volunteer to help an 
in-group student distribute questionnaires than an out-group student (Dovidio et al., 1997). Similar 
to Social Identity Theory, Self-Categorization Theory assumes that people classify themselves 
and others into different groups according to their group membership (Turner et al., 1987). Such 
categorizations have a strong impact on people’s behavior and attitudes. For example, students feel 
more empathy for and have stronger helping intentions toward in-group members (someone from 
their own university) than for outgroup members (someone from another university; Tarrant et al., 
2009). 

When thinking about voluntary blame-taking, group membership could play an important 
role in criminal organizations. Based on accounts of Mafia members and their therapists, we can 
assume that the Mafia and other criminal organizations determine their members’ identity and hold 
their loyalty to a very significant degree (Lo Verso & Lo Coco, 2004). In turn, such a degree of 
identification and loyalty could influence the level of empathy people experience, the amount of 
normative pressure they feel, and indirectly affect the amount of helping behavior exhibited toward 
other members of the group. 
The Present Research 

The aim of this line of research was to test the effects of relationship status and group 
membership as risk factors for voluntary blame-taking. In Experiment 3, we used a vignette-
scenario to measure participants’ intention to take over a point from the Central Card-Index for 
Traffic Violations for their best friend and a stranger. Based on the Close Relationship Model and the 
Empathy Altruism Hypothesis, we expected that participants would express more willingness to take 
the blame for their best friend than for a stranger (Hypothesis 1). 

For Experiments 4a and 4b, we developed a new research paradigm to measure participants’ 
actual blame-taking behavior when asked for help by a student from the same or a different university 
department. In two field experiments, the experimenter, a student from one university department, 
approached potential participants and claimed that an expensive camera that was part of a department 
research project had fallen overnight and was now broken. The insurance would only cover the 
damage if the accident was caused by someone outside the research team. Therefore, she needed a 
“volunteer” who would be willing to take the blame in order to save 2,000 Euro for her department’s 
research budget. Participants willing to take the blame needed to sign a fake insurance form. 
Participants belonged to either the same department as the student asking for the favor or a different 
department. In Experiment 4a, it became clear that participants majoring in law were not willing to 
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sign the insurance form. This behavior supported our hypothesis but was probably due to their study 
direction rather than group membership. We also noticed that participants were less willing to sign 
when other students were around (i.e., a bystander effect; Darley & Latané, 1968). Experiment 4b 
therefore constitutes a replication of Experiment 4a, with the exception that we excluded law and 
governance students and only approached individual students. Based on Social Identity Theory, Self-
Categorization Theory and Empathy Altruism Hypothesis, we expected participants to take the blame 
more often for in-group than out-group members (Hypothesis 2). 

EXPERIMENT 3
Method

Participants 
A total of N = 131 German participants answered the online survey. One participant was 

excluded because her age (15 years) was below the legal driving age. The final sample (88 women, 
42 men; 18–70 years, Mage = 26.17, SDage = 7.43) consisted of 82 (63.1%) students and 48 (36.9%) 
professionals. Asked about their field of study and professions, 10 (7.7%) participants specified 
psychology, and two (1.5%) participants indicated legal field. Most participants (90.8%) identified 
other as a field of study or professions. The only inclusion criterion was that participants had to 
be German drivers to ensure the participants’ familiarity with the Central Card-Index for Traffic 
Violations. Of 127 participants who responded to this item, 17 (13.4%) reported to have at least one 
point registered (M = 0.42, SD = 1.4). One participant reported that someone had taken over a point 
for them, while three participants reported that they had once taken over a point for a relative (n = 
2) or a close friend (n = 1). To attract potential participants, three of the authors sent the link of the 
survey via email to acquaintances, friends and family across Germany, with the invitation to further 
distribute the link amongst their contacts. The study was approved by the Ethical Committee of the 
Faculty of Psychology and Neuroscience at Maastricht University. 
Design 

Participants were tested in a within-subject design with relationship status (best friend vs. 
stranger) as the independent variable. The dependent variable was whether or not participants 
indicated that they would take the blame. 
Materials and Procedure 

Participants were informed that the online survey would deal with Flensburg points for traffic 
violations in general. Following their consent, participants received a 44-item questionnaire with five 
parts. In part 1, participants provided demographic information (age, gender, occupation). In part 2, 
participants received two case examples concerning taking over points for someone else. The first 
case dealt with the situation of a stranger: 

Max Mustermann receives a point in Flensburg after infringing a traffic law. If this point is 
added to his registry in Flensburg, he will lose his driver’s license. You have 0 points in Flensburg 
yourself. Max needs his driver’s license to go to work daily. You don’t know Max. Max asks you if you 
would take over his points. Would you agree? 

After reading the first case, participants who indicated that they would take over a point for 
Max Mustermann, selected the reason(s) for their decision: I like to help, I empathized with the other 
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person, others would do the same for me, I think the “Flensburg” system is illegitimate, it has no 
consequences for me or other (please specify). Participants who did not agree to take over a point for 
a stranger, received the following options to explain their decision: I don’t know Max Mustermann, I 
do not like lying, others would not do the same for me either, I think the point is legitimate, It would 
be too risky or other (please specify). Next, participants read a second case description that was 
identical, except that the name Max Mustermann was replaced by your best friend. Participants again 
provided reasons for their decision. 

In part 3, participants provided information about their general experience with points in 
Flensburg. Participants indicated whether they already had Flensburg points themselves, whether 
they ever had taken over points for someone else, if yes, for whom and why, and whether they were 
aware of the legal consequences for taking over points if caught. In part 4, participants rated nine 
statements concerning their personal opinion about taking over a point on a 7-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Table 4.2 provides an overview of the 
statements. Participants also indicated whether they would take over a point for money, and if so, for 
how much. Next, participants rated eight reasons why they would not take over a Flensburg point on 
a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Table 4.3 shows an overview 
of the reasons. 

Lastly, in part five, participants filled in a short, validated version of the Big Five Personality 
Questionnaire, the Ten-Item-Personality Questionnaire (Gosling et al., 2003). Participants indicated 
on a 7-point Likert scale to which extent a number of personality traits (extraversion, agreeableness, 
conscientiousness, emotional stability, and openness) applied to them.19 

Upon completion of the questionnaire, participants were fully debriefed about the true nature 
of the experiment. 

Results and Discussion
Taking Over Points for Someone Else (Stranger vs. Best Friend) 

We used the McNemar’s test because it is suited for paired nominal data to test the effect of 
relationship status on intended blame-taking. Participants were less willing to take over a point for a 
stranger (8.5%, N = 130) than their best friend (60.8%, N = 130), McNemar χ2(1, N = 130) = 62.35, 
p < .001, OR = 16.76. This supports Hypothesis 1. 
Exploratory Analyses: Reasons for and Against Taking Over a Point 

Table 4.1 shows participants’ reasons for and against taking over a point for a stranger and 
their best friend. The top three rated reasons for taking over a point for a stranger were wanting to 
help (45.5%), empathy (45.5%), and the lack of consequences (45.5%). The most common reasons to 
take over a point for the best friend was that the friend would do the same (69.6%), empathy (54.4%), 
and the lack of consequences (30.4%). The least common reason in both conditions was that the 
point system was illegitimate (stranger: 0.0%; best friend: 3.8%). Amongst reasons against taking 

19 Inclusion of this questionnaire was exploratory and the results are reported in the electronic supporting  
information online (https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jasp.12815). 
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over a point for a stranger, not knowing the person was the most common reason (68.1%); that the 
other person would not do the same for them was the least common reason (6.7%). When asked why 
they would not take over a point for their best friend, the majority of participants responded that they 
would feel bad about it (41.2%), and fewest participants indicated that the other person would not do 
the same for them (2.0%). 

Table 4.1
Frequency of Endorsement of Reasons for and Against Taking Over a Flensburg Point for a 
Stranger and Participants’ Best Friend (Experiment 3)

Stranger (n = 11) Best friend (n = 79)

Reasons for taking over a point n (%) n (%)

Like to help 5 (45.5) 23 (29.1)

Empathy with the other person 5 (45.5) 43 (54.4)

Would do the same for me 2 (18.2) 55 (69.6)

The system is illegitimate 0  (0.0) 3  (3.8)
No consequences for me 5 (45.5) 24 (30.4)
Other reasons 1  (9.1) 7  (8.9)

Reasons against taking over a point Stranger (n = 119) Best friend (n = 51)

Do not know the person 81 (68.1) - -
Would feel bad about it - - 21 (41.2)
Do not like lying 27 (22.7) 15 (29.4)
Would not do the same for me 8  (6.7) 1 (2.0)

The point is legitimate 36 (34.6) 18 (35.3)

Would be too risky 35 (29.4) 15 (29.4)
Other reasons 19 (16.0) 9 (17.6)

Note. Multiple answers possible.

Opinions on Taking Over and not Taking Over Points 
Table 4.2 displays the means ratings and standard deviations of participants’ ratings of 

statements concerning their personal opinion of taking over a point. The statements I would only 
take over a point for a good friend (M = 4.52), I would only take over a point for family members (M 
= 4.48), and I would only take over a point for people I know (M = 4.27) had the highest ratings. In 
contrast, the statement I would take over a point for an unknown person had the lowest rating (M = 
1.55). This is in line with our finding that people indicated that they were more likely to take over a 
point for their best friend than for a stranger. Furthermore, financial incentives and favors for taking 
a point were given low ratings (M = 2.44; M = 2.81). This suggests that the decision to take a point 
for someone else was not primarily based on self-interest and the calculation of costs and benefits 
but rather on relationship status. In line with the rating of taking over a point for financial incentives, 
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only 31 of 117 (26.5%) participants responded positively to the question whether they would take 
over a point for money. The average amount indicated was 827 Euro (Range = 1 to 8,000 Euro; SD 
= 1,672).20

Table 4.2
Mean Ratings, Standard Deviations, and 95% Confidence-Intervals (CI) of Participants’ Ratings of 
Statements Concerning Their Personal Opinion of Taking Over a Point (Experiment 3)
I would take over a point… n M SD 95% CI

for a favor in return 119 2.81 1.86 [2.47, 3.14]

if the other person did the same for me 119 3.65 1.93 [3.30, 4.00]

if the person otherwise lost his/her license 119 3.88 2.15 [3.49, 4.27]

because it is unlikely to be detected 117 2.66 1.68 [2.35, 2.97]

for a financial incentive 117 2.44 1.83 [2.11, 2.78]

for an unknown person 119 1.55 1.09 [1.36, 1.75]

for people I know 119 4.27 2.09 [3.89, 4.65]

for good friends 118 4.52 2.11 [4.14, 4.91]

for family members 119 4.48 2.05 [4.11, 4.85]

Table 4.3 shows participants’ mean ratings and standard deviations of reasons why they 
would not take over a point. A pattern similar to the reasons for taking over a point emerged. The 
statement I would not take over a point even if I received a financial incentive in return received high 
ratings (M = 4.50). Statements in favor of the legitimacy of the point system (M = 4.03) and the need 
for punishment (M = 4.25) also received high ratings. The statement I would not take over a point 
because everybody is responsible for the consequences of his/her driving style him/herself (M = 5.04) 
received the highest agreement. 

Supporting Hypothesis 1 and in line with the Close Relationship Model (Korchmaros & Kenny, 
2006) and the Empathy Altruism Hypothesis (Batson, 1991), Experiment 3 showed that participants 
were more likely to take over a point for their best friend than for a stranger. Most participants who 
indicated that they would take over the point for their best friend chose the reason that the best friend 
would do the same for them. This is in line with the finding that reciprocity and equity are important 
aspects of prosocial behavior among friends (Silk, 2003). Furthermore, empathy as a reason to take 
over the point was indicated often in the best friend and the stranger condition. Only about one in 
four participants indicated that they would take over a point for money and the mean rating for taking 
over a point for a favor in return was low (M = 2.66). This suggests that incentives played a less 
important role than feeling empathic or close to the person asking to take the blame. In Experiments 
4a and 4b, we tested whether voluntary blame-taking is higher for in-group members than for out-

20 One participant indicated an amount of 1 Mio Euro, which we excluded as an outlier.
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group members. This time, we tested actual behavior rather than intentions (Baumeister et al., 2007) 
using a newly developed experimental design. 
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I w
ould not take over a point…

 n
M

SD
95%
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I

because traffic violations need to be punished
115

4.25
1.80

[3.92, 4.58]

even if I received a financial incentive in return
114

4.50
2.10

[4.11, 4,89]

because I consider the Flensburg system
 legitim

ate
114

4.03
1.57

[3.74, 4.32]

because I do not like lying
114

4.34
1.87

[3.99, 4.69]

because I fear the legal consequences if I w
ere detected

114
4.39

1.85
[4.05, 4,74]

because everybody is responsible for the 
consequences of his/her driving style him

/herself
113

5.04
1.61

[4.74, 5.34]

I think that people change their driving styles after 
receiving a point in Flensburg

115
3.48

1.60
[3.18, 3.77]

I think that it is likely the authorities detect false 
certification

115
3.61

1.23
[3.38, 3.84]
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EXPERIMENT 4a and 4b
Method

Participants 
Across both experiments, we tested 165 participants. In Experiment 4a, we tested 61 

undergraduate students. We excluded one participant because he indicated that he knew he was 
in an Experiment. The final sample consisted of 60 undergraduates (31 women, 29 men, Mage = 
22.03 years,21 SDage = 2.35) from the Netherlands (43.7%), Germany (23.3%), Belgium (6.7%), and 
other countries (23.3%). In Experiment 4b, we tested 104 undergraduate students. We excluded one 
participant because the person wanted to sign the form only after speaking with the responsible 
researcher, one because the person wanted to sign but did not in the end, two because they went 
to the responsible researcher, and 11 because they were law and governance students. We took the 
last measure because all of the law and governance students who participated in Experiment 4b 
immediately reacted critically upon being approached and none of them agreed to sign. Following 
our observations in Experiment 4a and assuming that they had an inherent bias against committing 
fraud because of their law major, we excluded all of them from the analysis in Experiment 4b. 
This finding was in line with earlier work showing that suspects with no prior criminal record, thus 
with less experience concerning legal procedures, were more likely to waive their legal rights (Leo, 
1996). The final sample consisted of 89 undergraduate students (44 females, Mage = 21.44 years,22 
SDage = 1.78) from the Netherlands (34.8%), Germany (31.5%), Belgium (5.6%), and other countries 
(24.7%). Both experiments were approved by the Ethical Committee of the Faculty of Psychology 
and Neuroscience at Maastricht University. 
Design 

We manipulated group membership (own vs. other) by approaching students from the same 
department as the student seeking help versus other departments of the university. In Experiment 
4a, 29 participants were from the experimenter’s own department (15 females, Mage = 21.14, SDage = 
2.10), and 31 from other departments (16 females, Mage = 22.84, SDage = 2.30). In Experiment 4b, 45 
participants were from the experimenter’s own department (23 females, Mage = 21.16, SDage = 1.61) 
and 44 (21 female, Mage = 21.73, SDage = 1.91) from other departments. The dependent variable was 
whether participants signed the insurance form that indicated that they had broken the camera. 
Materials
Insurance Form 

The insurance form was based on an insurance form for portable electronic equipment from 
Reliance Insurance Group (2011). The form asked for the name of the customer, contact information, 
date, full description of the equipment, cause of the damage, and by whom the damage was caused 
(name, date of birth, signature). The form listed the cause of damage as: “The apparatus was set up 
on a tripod in [university address], room 0.003, to be used in a scholarly project. The tripod was 
accidentally knocked over by a student who entered the room.” At the end of the form, a declaration 

21 Based on 59 responses.
22 Based on 88 participants.
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that “I/We declare that the foregoing particulars are true and correct to the best of my/our knowledge” 
required a signature with date and location. 
Questionnaire 

By means of a questionnaire, we explored participants’ motivation for signing or not signing 
the form. To rule out that familiarity with the experimenter had an effect on the blame-taking, 
participants indicated how well they knew the experimenter (1 = well; 4 = not at all). Furthermore, 
participants indicated how much they trusted the experimenter (1 = completely; 3 = not at all). 
Participants then provided explicit reasons for signing or not singing the form. For participants 
who had signed the form, answer options included (a) felt for [the department], (b) felt for the 
experimenter, (c) I have something against insurance companies, or (d) other. For participants who 
had not signed the form, answer options included (a) I did not want to lie, (b) It seemed too risky, (c) I 
have nothing to do with anyone involved in the story, and (d) other. Furthermore, we used five items of 
the Organizational Commitment Questionnaire (Mowday et al., 1979) to check whether participants 
from the department felt more loyal toward this department [the experimenter’s department] than 
participants from other departments. We used this measurement because both criminal organizations, 
such as the Mafia and university departments can be seen as organizations. Participants indicated 
how much they agreed (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) with the following five statements 
concerning [the experimenter’s department]: (1) I feel very little loyalty towards [the department], 
(2) I find that my values and [the department]’s values are similar, (3) I really care about the fate of 
[the department], (4) I talk up [the department] to my friends as a great organization to be in, and (5) 
I am extremely glad that I chose [the department] over other universities. We formed loyalty scores 
for both groups (participants from the experimenter’s department versus participants from different 
departments) by creating a mean score (the item I feel very little loyalty towards [the department] 
was reversed). Finally, participants indicated their current mood (1 = very good, 7 = very bad) to 
rule out alternative explanations for patterns observed in the outcome variable and whether they 
suspected that the experimental situation was not real (1 = yes, 2 = somewhat, 3 = not at all). 
Procedure 

A female experimenter approached students in public locations within the university (i.e., 
common room, library), and asked if they had some time to help her out. If the answer was positive, 
the experimenter presented the following story: The experimenter introduced herself as a student 
from a particular department, explicitly mentioning the name of it. She then continued to explain that 
the department was working on a research project. An expensive camera that was part of the research 
project had fallen overnight and had been damaged. The insurance would cover the damage if the 
accident was caused by someone outside the research team. Therefore, together with the supervisor 
of the research team, she decided to look for a “volunteer” who would be willing to say that they 
broke the camera in order to save 2,000 Euro for the department’s research budget. At this point, the 
experimenter presented an insurance form to the participants. In the subsequent discussion with the 
participants, the experimenter communicated that signing this document would, “as far as we know” 
have no negative consequences to them. Further questions from participants were answered, and if 
asked for, the name of the “supervisor” was given (a professor at the department). Participants were 
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repeatedly reassured that they would not get into trouble, but no pressure was applied to make them 
sign the document. Upon their decision about signing, participants were debriefed concerning the 
true nature of the situation and the purpose of the experiment. Participants then signed an informed 
consent form and filled out the questionnaire. Finally, each participant additionally received a written 
debriefing. 

Results and Discussions
Because familiarity with the victim and current mood can have an effect on helping behavior 

(e.g., Aknin et al., 2018; Cialdini et al., 1973; Macaulay, 1975), we tested if blame-takers versus 
non-blame-takers differed significantly in these variables. Blame-takers were as likely to know the 
experimenter (ME4a = 3.62, SDE4a = 0.74; ME4b = 3.63, SDE4b = 0.72) as non-blame-takers (ME4a = 
3.82, SDE4a = 0.45; ME4b = 3.88, SDE4b = 0.38), in Experiment 4a, t(28) = 1.14, p = .264, d = 0.31, and 
Experiment 4b, t(37) = 1.77, p = .085, d = 0.40. Mood did not differ between blame-takers (ME4a = 
2.90, SDE4a = 1.07; ME4b = 2.75, SDE4b = 1.00) and non-blame-takers (ME4a = 2.74, SDE4a = 1.16; ME4b 
= 2.93, SDE4b = 1.14) in Experiment 4a, t(57) = −0.50, p = .618, d = −0.14, and Experiment 4b, t(35) 
= 0.53, p = .600, d = 0.17. 

Blame-takers trusted the experimenter more (ME4a = 1.29, SDE4a = 0.46; ME4b = 1.50, SDE4b = 
0.51) than non-blame-takers (ME4a = 1.64, SDE4a = 0.58; ME4b = 1.90, SDE4b = 0.55) in Experiment 4a, 
t(58) = 2.41, p = .019, d = 0.65 and Experiment 4b, t(87) = 3.32, p = .001, d = 0.74. Participants from 
the experimenter’s department trusted the experimenter more (ME4a = 1.28, SDE4a = 0.46; ME4b = 1.53, 
SDE4b = 0.51) than participants from a different department (ME4a = 1.74, SDE4a = 0.58; ME4b = 2.00, 
SDE4b = 0.53) in Experiment 4a, t(58) = 3.46, p = .001, d = 0.89 and Experiment 4b, t(87) = 4.26, p < 
.001, d = 0.90. Gender had no effect on the blame-taking rate in Experiment 4a, χ2(1, N = 60) = 2.38, 
p = .123, ϕ = 0.20, and Experiment 4b, χ2(1, N = 89) = 0.14, p = .709, ϕ = 0.04. Finally, suspicions 
regarding the realness of the experimental situation did not differ between blame-takers and non-
blame-takers in Experiment 4a, χ2(1, N = 60) = 1.68, p = .196, ϕ = 0.17. Most participants disagreed 
with the notion that they suspected the experimental situation was not real (blame-takers: 90.5%; 
non-blame-takers: 76.9%). The remaining participants indicated that they had somewhat suspected 
that the situation was unreal. There were no participants who selected the not real option. Due to 
a procedural error, only 44 of the 89 participants in Experiment 4b received the question about the 
realness of the situation. Of these participants, similar to Experiment 4a, most participants indicated no 
suspicion (blame-takers: 94.1%; non-blame-takers: 70.4%) and the remaining participants indicated 
that they had somewhat suspected that the situation was unreal, p = .121, two-tailed Fisher’s exact 
test, ϕ = 0.29. 
Manipulation Check: Loyalty Toward the Experimenter’s Department 

To confirm that participants from the experimenter’s department felt more loyalty toward 
that department than participants from other departments, we conducted two t-tests with the loyalty 
ratings. Confirming the success of our manipulation in both experiments, participants from the 
experimenter’s department felt more loyal toward this department than participants from other 
departments, in Experiment 4a, t(41) = 7.79, p < .001, d = 2.08, and in Experiment 4b, t(64) = 7.13, 
p < .001, d = 1.51. Means ratings and standard deviations of loyalty ratings for participants from 
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experimenter’s department and participants from different departments are displayed in Table 4.4. 

Table 4.4
Mean Ratings and Standard Deviations of Participants’ Loyalty Ratings Towards the 
Experimenter’s Department (Experiment 4a-b)

Experiment 4a Experiment 4b

M SD M SD

Loyalty towards the experimenter’s department

Participants from the experimenter’s department 5.83a 0.828 5.64b 0.74

Participants from other departments 3.39a 1.42 3.91b 1.4

Note. Columns sharing the same superscript letter differed at p < .05.

Blame-Taking Rates and Effect of Group Membership on Willingness to Sign 
To test the effect of group membership on willingness to sign, we conducted chi-square tests. 

Overall, 21 of the 60 participants (35.0%) in Experiment 4a and 30 of the 89 participants (33.7%) 
in Experiment 4b took the blame and signed the insurance form. In both experiments, participants 
from the experimenter’s department signed the form significantly more often than participants from 
other departments. This supports Hypothesis 2. In Experiment 4a, 48.3% participants from the 
experimenter’s department, and 22.6% from other departments signed the form, χ2(1, N = 60) = 4.35, 
p = .037, ϕ = 0.27. Because none of the law and governance students signed the form in Experiment 
4a, we excluded those students in Experiment 4b (n = 11) to avoid a confounding variable. Analogous 
to Experiment 4a, in Experiment 4b, 46.7% of participants from the experimenter’s department, and 
only 20.5% from other departments signed the form, χ2(1, N = 89) = 6.84, p = .009, ϕ = 0.28. 
Exploratory Analyses: Reasons for and Against Signing the Insurance Form 

Table 4.5 shows participants’ reasons for and against signing the insurance form. In both 
experiments, most blame-takers indicated that they felt for the experimenter (85.7%) or for the 
experimenter’s department (28.6%). Non-blame-takers most frequently indicated that they did not 
sign the insurance form because it seemed too risky (56.4%), they did not want to lie (33.3%) and 
because they had nothing to do with anyone involved in the story (25.5%). 
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Table 4.5
Blame-Takers’ and Non-Blame-Takers’ Reasons for and Against Signing the Insurance Form 
(Experiment 4a-b)

Experiment 4a Experiment 4b

Blame-takers 
(n = 21)

Blame-takers 
(n = 30)

n (%) n (%)

Reasons for taking the blame 

Felt for [the experimenter’s department] 6 (28.6) 9 (30.0)
Felt for experimenter 18 (85.7) 25 (83.3)
I have something against insurance companies 1   (4.8) 2   (6.7)
Other reasons 1   (4.8) 2   (6.7)

Non-blame-takers 
(n = 39)

Non-blame-takers 
(n = 59)

Reasons against taking the blame 

I did not want to lie 13 (33.3) 15 (25.4)
It seemed too risky 22 (56.4) 37 (62.7)
I have nothing to do with anyone involved in 

the story
10 (25.6) 22 (37.3)

Other reasons 8 (20.5) 8 (13.6)

Note. Multiple answers possible. Percentages refer to the subgroup of blame-takers or non-blame-
takers, respectively.

General Discussion
Across three experiments, we replicated the effect of relationship status on intended voluntary 

blame-taking (Experiment 3) and tested the effect of group membership on actual blame-taking 
in the field (Experiments 4a and 4b). Extending earlier work by including a stranger condition, 
Experiment 3 assessed participants’ attitudes about taking the blame for a friend and a stranger 
employing a vignette methodology. Supporting Hypothesis 1 and in line with Close Relationship 
Model (Korchmaros & Kenny, 2006) and the Empathy-Altruism Hypothesis (Batson, 1991), 
participants more often indicated that they were willing to falsely admit to a traffic violation for their 
best friend (61%) than for a stranger (9%). In Experiments 4a–b, members of the experimenter’s in-
group, namely students from her department, more frequently took the blame and signed an insurance 
form than participants from other departments. These findings support Hypothesis 2 and are again in 
line with the Empathy Altruism Hypothesis (Batson, 1991), Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 
1979), and Self-Categorization Theory (Turner et al., 1987). Blame-takers were willing to break the 
law and commit insurance fraud more often for someone from their own group than someone from 
an out-group. 
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Relationship Status 
Experiment 3 replicated and extended earlier work by including not only a best friend but also 

a stranger condition. Previous work studied willingness to take the blame for family members, good 
friends, and acquaintances (Schneider, Sauerland, Merckelbach, et al., 2021; Willard et al., 2016; 
Willard & Burger, 2018). As expected, our participants were more willing to take the blame for their 
best friend than for a stranger and our intended blame-taking rate of 60% for friends was very similar 
to previous findings (Schneider, Sauerland, Merckelbach, et al., 2021). In line with the Empathy 
Altruism Hypothesis (Batson, 1991), feelings of empathy were an important motive for participants 
who indicated willingness to take the blame. This was true both for their best friend and a stranger. 
This finding is consistent with a recent experiment that found that empathy was greater among 
participants thinking of a close rather than a casual friend and substantially mediated willingness to 
take the blame. (Willard et al., 2016). Furthermore, in line with the idea that reciprocity and equity 
are important aspects of prosocial behavior among friends (Silk, 2003), participants willing to take 
the blame indicated that they would do so for their best friend because the best friend would do the 
same for them. 

It is noteworthy, however, that 9% of participants still indicated that they were willing to 
take the blame for a stranger and around 20% of participants were willing to take the blame for an 
out-group member. That means a meaningful minority was willing to engage in an illegal act and 
hence risk getting into trouble for someone they did not know at all or for an outgroup member. 
Furthermore, about half of the participants who indicated that they would take over a point for a 
stranger mentioned that they would do so because there were no consequences. It is unclear whether 
participants were fully aware that falsely admitting to a traffic violation can have legal consequences 
when caught and whether this would change the blame-taking rate. 
Group Membership and Altruistic Behavior 

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study that tested the influence of group membership 
on actual voluntary blame-taking behavior. Participants were more likely to admit to breaking a 
camera and commit insurance fraud when the student experimenter belonged to their in-group (i.e., 
studied in the same department) than not. The most frequently given reason for signing the insurance 
form was that the participant felt for the experimenter. Together with the finding that people are more 
empathetic toward people who are similar to them (e.g., Krebs, 1975; Park & Schaller, 2005), this 
could suggest that our participants acted out of empathy and not for future benefits. Indeed, higher 
blame-taking rates for in-group members can be mediated by stronger feelings of empathy for in-
group members compared to out-group members due to similarity (e.g., Park & Schaller, 2005; 
Stürmer et al., 2005). 

Relatedly, recipients of help also seem to feel more empathetic toward in-group helpers than 
out-group helpers. For example, in one experiment, participants were less willing to accept help 
from out-group (vs. in-group) members and attributed fewer prosocial motives to them (Borinca 
et al., 2021). This may lead to a bias of help recipients against out-group helpers. Even though we 
did not measure the recipient’s (i.e., experimenter’s) feeling toward study participants, it is possible 
that the experimenter exhibited an unconscious bias toward members who did not belong to her in-
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group (i.e., department). This might have been an additional route of influencing the willingness of 
potential helpers to sign the insurance form. 

Another possible explanation of why participants took the blame may be because of how 
much they trusted the experimenter. In Experiments 4a and 4b, blame-takers and participants from 
the experimenter’s department reported significantly higher levels of trust in the experimenter 
compared to non-blame-takers and participants from a different department. Such group-based trust 
in strangers tends to be based on two underlying reasons: in-group members are evaluated more 
positively than out-group members and expectations of fair and altruistic behavior is higher for in-
group than out-group members (Foddy et al., 2009). Although speculative, it is possible that this trust 
in the experimenter had an effect on blame-taking behavior. 

Previous studies about blame-taking behavior have mostly investigated attitudes and opinions 
of participants through self-report surveys and by using vignettes to measure intended behavior 
(Gudjonsson et al., 2007; Schneider, Sauerland, Merckelbach, et al., 2021; Willard et al., 2015, 2016; 
Willard & Burger, 2018). From the rich literature on the relationship between attitudes and behavior 
(e.g., Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977; Kutner et al., 1952; LaPiere, 1934; Maoi & Haddock, 2009), we know 
that attitudes do not necessarily result in behavior (Fazio & Roskos-Ewoldsen, 2005). Rather, the 
best predictor of future behavior is previous behavior (Ouellette & Wood, 1998). Only two previous 
experiments (Pimentel et al., 2015; Schneider, Sauerland, Grady, et al., 2021) tested actual blame-
taking behavior. However, experimenters in both studies interrogated participants and put pressure 
on them to take the blame for someone else, increasing the probability of coerced false confessions 
(Horgan et al., 2012; Klaver et al., 2008; Russano et al., 2005). Following calls to further investigate 
actual blame-taking behavior (e.g., Pimentel et al., 2015; Willard et al., 2016) to better understand 
voluntary false confessions, we measured actual behavior in a paradigm designed to elicit voluntary 
blame-taking. In the current experiments, the decision to sign the insurance form and commit fraud 
was fully up to participants, qualifying this work as the first to test actual voluntary blame-taking 
behavior. Actual blame-taking rates were still meaningful (around 1/3 of all participants), albeit 
somewhat weaker than in self-report surveys and experimental studies using vignettes. Our results 
are important because they establish that in cases of blame-taking behavior, participants’ attitudes are 
similar to their actual behavior and that blame-taking to protect someone else is a naturally occurring 
phenomenon that happens with some frequency. 
Limitations and Future Directions 

When interpreting the results of this work, it is important to keep several limitations in mind. 
First, in Experiment 3 we used hypothetical scenarios, testing willingness to take the blame, but not 
actual blame-taking behavior to an authority figure. Neither were there any negative consequences 
of blame-taking. It is likely that blame-taking rates would be lower if we actually asked participants 
to take over someone’s penalty points. Yet, actual blame-taking rates in Experiments 4a and 4b and 
other studies were also high (Pimentel et al., 2015; Schneider, Sauerland, Grady, et al., 2021). It 
would be interesting to replicate the effect of relationship on actual blame-taking in future studies. 
A second limitation is that participants in Experiment 3 read the vignette with the stranger first 
and then the vignette about their best friend. This fixed order may have influenced the participant’s 
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responses. Yet, given the large effect size (61% vs. 8%, OR = 16.76; Chen et al., 2010) it seems 
unlikely that counterbalancing would have eliminated the effect. Results from an experiment that 
also found an effect of relationship status on blame-taking with random assignment supports this idea 
(e.g., Schneider, Sauerland, Merckelbach, et al., 2021). Third, we used rather minor offences without 
criminal charges (traffic violation, insurance fraud) when not caught by authorities. Participants 
faced relatively minor consequences in Experiment 3 (point at the Central Card-Index for Traffic 
Violations) and no consequences in Experiments 4a and 4b for taking the blame. It is likely that 
blame-taking rates for severe criminal offences when the blame-taker faces imprisonment or a 
fine would be substantially lower. For example, in one self-report survey, only 4% of blame-takers 
indicated that they had assumed the blame for violent and sexual offences, whereas 29% reported 
blame-taking for acquisitive offences (Gudjonsson et al., 2007). Fourth, because only about half of 
the participants in Experiment 4b received a question about the realness of the experimental situation, 
we cannot be sure if the other participants were suspicious. It is reassuring, however, that none of the 
remaining participants indicated doubts about the realness of the situation and in Experiment 4a, only 
one participant did so. Finally, one limitation to the generalizability of the findings of Experiment 3 
is that we investigated a very specific example of blame-taking behavior. This makes it difficult to 
generalize the findings outside of this specific behavior and country. However, two previous studies 
investigated intended blame-taking behavior with participants in the United States and used different 
scenarios (driver negligence, shoplifting). Similar to our results, relationship status was also related 
to intended blame-taking behavior in these studies (Willard et al., 2016; Willard & Burger, 2018). 
Conclusion

Voluntary blame-taking behavior is a frequently occurring phenomenon that can lead to 
wrongful convictions. The intention to reveal a false confession when produced to protect someone 
else is very low, and therefore voluntary false confessions often remain undetected. Yet, voluntary 
blame-taking has received very little attention until today. The current line of research extends our 
knowledge about this type of false confessions and places them in the context of theories of prosocial 
behavior. Our findings shed light on the circumstances that facilitate voluntarily blame-taking 
behavior to protect someone else, namely a close relationship and in-group membership. These 
findings could be important for law enforcement when investigating criminal cases with multiple 
suspects who possibly want to protect each other. More specifically, awareness of relationships 
and group membership could help the police in assessing confessions and further planning their 
investigations. Especially in structures of organized crime, suspects could take the blame for other 
members of their group. 
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Chapter 5

Guilt Assessment After Retracted Voluntary and 
Coerced-Compliant Confessions in Combination With 

Exculpatory or Ambiguous Evidence

This chapter is a slightly modified version of the following article:
Schneider, T., & Sauerland, M. (2021). Guilt assessment after retracted voluntary and coerced-

compliant confessions in combination with exculpatory or ambiguous evidence. [Manuscript 
submitted for publication].
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Abstract
We investigated how voluntary confessions, coerced-compliant confessions, and no-confessions 
influenced guilt assessments in combination with other exculpatory or ambiguous evidence. In three 
experiments (total N = 808), participants studied case information and provided guilt assessments. 
As expected, in Experiment 5 and 6a, i) voluntary confessions to protect a family member elicited 
stronger guilt attributions than no-confessions and ii) ambiguous evidence led to stronger guilt 
attributions than exculpatory evidence. In Experiment 6b, voluntary confessions to protect a group-
member (but not to protect a family-member) elicited stronger guilt attributions than no-confessions. 
Exculpatory eyewitness evidence elicited stronger guilt attributions than exculpatory DNA evidence 
and participants assigned more weight to exculpatory DNA than eyewitness evidence. Participants 
were able to discount coerced-compliant confessions when they received information about the 
interrogations (Experiments 6a/b), but did not consistently consider risk factors for (voluntary) false 
confessions outside the interrogation room when assessing guilt.

Keywords: false confessions, voluntary blame-taking, correspondence bias, verdict
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Confessions are a persuasive type of evidence. In real cases, prosecutors or police 
investigators sometimes continue to believe in the guilt of previous confessors, even in the face of 
new (exculpatory) evidence. For example, in one German case, four relatives were convicted in 2005 
based on their confessions to killing the farmer Rudi Rupp by beating him to death, chopping him 
up, and feeding him to the farm dogs. Physical evidence in support of these confessions was lacking 
and no body was found. In 2009, the police found Rupp’s body in his car at the bottom of the Donau 
river and it became apparent that he could have not been killed as described in the verdict. The first 
request for a retrial was denied. Only after a complaint the court ordered the reopening of the case 
(Rick, 2012). The investigation into the confessions showed that all four defendants were mentally 
impaired and that the police had coerced the confessions. In 2011, the accused were acquitted but 
the court denied them compensation. The court argued that they must have had “something” to do 
with the death and they themselves were to blame for the conviction because of their false statements 
(Friedrichsen, 2011b). 

This case demonstrates the persuasive power of confessions and the irreversible impact it 
can have on guilt attributions. A rich research base exists on effects of coerced confessions on such 
attributions of guilt (e.g., Henkel, 2008). For example, confessions in the laboratory lose only little 
of their persuasiveness when people learn that police coerced it (e.g., Kassin & Sukel, 1997), or 
that it originated from informants who received an incentive (Neuschatz et al., 2008). However, we 
know very little about the influence of voluntary false confessions on perceptions of guilt, although 
surveys suggest that voluntary false confessions to protect someone else occur at a considerable rate 
(e.g., Volbert et al., 2019; Willard et al., 2015). Here, we examined how retracted coerced-compliant 
and retracted voluntary confessions to protect someone else in combination with exculpatory or 
ambiguous evidence influence attributions of guilt and confidence in guilty verdicts.
Coerced False Confession vs. Voluntary False Confessions
 The literature roughly differentiates between coerced false confessions and voluntary 
false confessions. Coerced false confessions can be further divided into (a) coerced-compliant 
false confessions, where suspects falsely confess because they want to end the interrogation due 
to police pressure (Kassin et al., 2010; Kassin & Wrightsman, 1985), and (b) coerced-internalized 
false confessions, where suspects falsely confess because they come to believe that they committed 
the crime (for an overview see Gudjonsson et al., 2014). Situational risk factors that increase the 
probability of coerced-compliant false confessions include interrogation strategies that downplay 
the seriousness of a crime and the consequences of confessing (minimization) or exaggerate and 
emphasize the existing evidence and the consequences of denials (maximization; e.g., Klaver et al., 
2008; Russano et al., 2005). Coerced-internalized false confessions are hard to detect because they 
are usually not retracted. Coerced-compliant false confessions, on the other hand, are often retracted 
when the pressure from the interrogation has decreased (Gudjonsson, 2003).

In contrast, voluntary false confessions concern self-incriminating statements offered 
without pressure from the police (Kassin & Wrightsman, 1985). Underlying reasons include a 
pathological need for fame, mental illness, delusional thinking, excessive feelings of guilt or the 
desire to protect someone else (McCann, 1998). Surveys show that people retract voluntary false 
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confessions to protect someone else less often than coerced-compliant false confessions (Malloy et 
al., 2014; Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 1996b). In such cases, confessors have little or no motivation 
to uncover the injustice because the sanctions are relatively mild (e.g., a probation sentence; Redlich 
et al., 2010), or because the actual culprit is still important to them (Gudjonsson & Sigurdsson, 
1994). Furthermore, such confessions are hard to detect because for observers, no obvious 
situational risk factors during the interrogation are visible to explain the confession in such a case. 
 Overall, research on risk factors of voluntary false confessions has received relatively little 
attention – despite the fact that surveys suggest that the prevalence of voluntary false confessions 
to protect someone else is high. For example, the majority of forensic patients who said that they 
had once falsely confessed indicated that their motivation was to protect the real perpetrator (63%; 
Volbert et al., 2019). Students also reported high rates of voluntary false confessions to protect 
someone else (16–40%; Gudjonsson et al., 2007; Willard et al., 2015). Experimental work showed 
that a close relationship to the perpetrator can increase the likelihood of voluntary false confessions 
to protect someone else (e.g., Willard et al., 2016). Confession rates were higher for close family 
members than close friends and acquaintances (Schneider, Sauerland, Merckelbach, et al., 2021) and 
for group members than non-members (Schell-Leugers et al., 2021).
People Trust in Confessions

Social and cognitive biases promote peoples’ trust in confessions. For example, people 
are bad at detecting deception, likely because there are no strong diagnostic behavioral cues and 
because people often pay attention to non-diagnostic cues (e.g., DePaulo et al., 2003; Granhag & 
Vrij, 2005; Vrij et al., 2019). These findings converge with research showing that people are poor at 
distinguishing between true and false confessions (Kassin et al., 2005). 

Another reason for people’s trust in confessions is the tendency of people to believe others’ 
self-reports and to judge messages as truthful rather than deceptive, independent of the veracity of 
the statement (Bond & DePaulo, 2006; Levine et al., 1999). Observers therefore often classify true 
statements correctly, but false statements incorrectly. This so-called truth bias is even stronger when 
the statement is against self-interest and lacks an obvious motivation for deception (Levine et al., 
2010) – as in the case for confessions. 

Finally, the tendency to attribute behavior to dispositional factors, while neglecting the 
causal role of situational factors promotes peoples’ trust in confessions (Gilbert & Malone, 1995; 
Ross, 1977). In the context of coerced-compliant confessions, perceivers may not consider situational 
risk factors because they are not aware of the situational risk factors or do not believe suspects’ 
claims of coercion. This so-called correspondence bias (Gawronski, 2004) should have a stronger 
impact when assessing voluntary confessions to protect someone else compared to coerced-compliant 
confession because coercion cannot be observed in the interrogation and jurors will likely attribute 
the confession to a dispositional cause.
Influence of Retracted Coerced-Compliant Confessions on Guilt Assessment

Experiments have shown that coerced-compliant confessions increase the likelihood of a 
guilty verdict, compared to a situation where no confession is present. For example, guilty verdicts 
occurred more often when a defendant confessed after an explicit promise of leniency compared to 

Guilt Assessment After Retracted Confessions 



90

Chapter 5

a no-confession condition, even though participants rated the confession as involuntary (Kassin & 
Wrightsman, 1980). Similarly, mock jurors were more likely to render a guilty verdict in confession 
conditions than a no-confession condition (Kassin & Sukel, 1997). This was independent of whether 
a judge had deemed the confession admissible and of whether mock jurors judged the confession as 
coerced. Finally, whereas professional judges evaluated high-pressure confessions as coerced and 
improperly admitted to evidence, these improper confessions increased their guilty verdicts in the 
absence of other evidence (Wallace & Kassin, 2012). 

Under some circumstances, however, participants seem to be able to disregard a coerced-
compliant confession. For example, when a confession was obtained in response to a threat of 
punishment, it had no effect on guilty verdicts compared to a no-confession condition (Kassin & 
Wrightsman, 1980). Likewise, there was no significant difference in guilt assessment between a 
coerced confession condition and a no-confession condition when a juvenile was interrogated 
(Mindthoff et al., 2020). Only the retracted voluntary confession increased the likelihood of guilty 
verdicts compared to the no-confession condition. This could be explained by the fact that the 
confessions seemed voluntary with no apparent reason that could explain why the confession would 
be false. However, it is unclear how guilt is assessed when voluntary confessions are retracted and a 
plausible reason such as confessing to protect someone else (i.e., a family or group member) is given 
by the suspect. 
Influence of Confessions and Other Types of Evidence on Guilt Assessment

Others types of evidence that can be influential in criminal cases include DNA evidence and 
witness statements (Pozzulo et al., 2009). In surveys, mock jurors rated DNA evidence as highly 
persuasive and more important and accurate than confession or eyewitness evidence (Lieberman et 
al., 2008; Mindthoff et al., 2018; Schweitzer & Nuñez, 2018). Matching DNA was considered the 
strongest indicator of guilt, followed by eyewitness testimony and confession evidence (Henkel et 
al., 2008). 

Two experiments compared confession evidence with DNA evidence and confirmed the findings 
from surveys. Participants judged a defendant more often as guilty when a voluntary confession was 
complemented by incriminating DNA evidence, compared to exculpatory DNA evidence (Moffa & 
Platania, 2008). Similarly, participants based their guilty verdict only on incriminating or exculpatory 
DNA evidence, ignoring a confession or denial statement of the suspect (Appleby & Kassin, 2016, 
Experiment 1). This pattern changed when the scenario included an explanatory theory from the 
prosecution for a mismatch between a confession and exculpatory DNA evidence. Overall, these 
findings suggest that people trust more in DNA evidence than in confession evidence – but under 
certain conditions, this effect is attenuated. Yet, very little is known about the impact of confession 
evidence in combination with other types of evidence on attribution of guilt. 

In general, people focus on findings that confirm their initial hypothesis and interpret 
information that verifies preexisting beliefs (Nickerson, 1998; Wason, 1968). This phenomenon 
is called confirmation bias. Applied to the legal context, the forensic confirmation bias addresses 
how peoples’ preexisting beliefs, expectations, motives, and a situational context can influence the 
collection, perception, and interpretation of evidence (Kassin et al., 2013). In general, ambiguous 
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stimuli are particularly susceptible to confirmation bias (Ask et al., 2008). Therefore, it can be 
expected that confessions have a biasing effect on attributions of guilt particularly in situations with 
ambiguous evidence (Kassin et al., 2013). Supporting this idea, inconclusive polygraph tests were 
more likely to be scored as deceptive when polygraph examiners received the information that the 
suspect had confessed, whereas no such effect emerged when the polygraph charts were conclusive 
(Elaad et al., 1994). Another experiment showed that contextual information that implied a criminal 
context caused misinterpretations of degraded auditory statements but not of non-degraded statements 
(Lange et al., 2011). These findings suggest that confession evidence can corrupt other ambiguous 
forensic evidence and peoples’ judgment. It was the aim of the current line of research to examine 
how confession evidence influences potential juror’s attributions of guilt when it is combined with 
ambiguous evidence compared to conclusive evidence. 
Overview of the Experiments

In three experiments, participants read a case vignette and made a guilt assessment. In 
Experiment 5 and 6a, we tested the impact of retracted voluntary confessions to protect a family 
member on participants’ attributions of guilt in comparison to retracted coerced-compliant 
confessions, and no-confessions. We combined the confession evidence either with exculpatory or 
with ambiguous evidence. We expected stronger attributions of guilt (Hypothesis 1a) and higher 
confidence in guilty verdicts (Hypothesis 1b) in cases with retracted voluntary confessions than with 
retracted coerced-compliant confessions. We expected both of these retracted confession conditions 
to differ significantly from the conditions without a confession. Furthermore, we expected stronger 
attributions of guilt (Hypothesis 2a) and higher confidence in guilty verdicts (Hypothesis 2b) for 
cases with ambiguous evidence than cases with exculpatory evidence. These main effects should be 
modified by an interaction between both factors: differences between the confession types should 
occur only when combined with ambiguous evidence, but not when combined with exculpatory 
evidence (Hypothesis 3).  

In Experiment 5 and 6a, we did not find the expected interaction. Therefore, we dropped the 
ambiguous conditions in Experiment 6b. Instead, we compared the influence of two different types of 
exculpatory, namely DNA and eyewitness evidence. Furthermore, we aimed to examine whether the 
effect of retracted voluntary confessions on attributions of guilt holds when people other than family 
members are protected. Specifically, Experiment 6b compared participants’ attributions of guilt for 
retracted voluntary confessions to protect a family member, retracted voluntary confessions to protect 
a group member, retracted coerced-compliant confessions, and no-confessions in combination with 
exculpatory DNA or exculpatory eyewitness evidence. We expected stronger attributions of guilt 
(Hypothesis 4a) and higher confidence in guilty verdicts (Hypothesis 4b) in both retracted voluntary 
confession conditions than in the retracted coerced-compliant confession condition and the no-
confession condition. We did not expect differences in attributions of guilt between the two retracted 
voluntary confession conditions. Finally, we expected stronger attributions of guilt (Hypothesis 
5a) and higher confidence in guilty verdicts (Hypothesis 5b) for cases with exculpatory eyewitness 
evidence than cases with exculpatory DNA evidence because mock jurors are more influenced 
by DNA than eyewitness evidence (Skolnick & Shaw, 2001). Table 5.1 shows an overview of the 
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hypotheses and the dependent variables.
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EXPERIMENT 5
Method

We pre-registered Experiment 5 at the Open Science Framework (OSF) using the template 
form “AsPredicted.org” (https://osf.io/ut67k). We only pre-registered Hypotheses 1a and 1b for 
Experiment 5. 
Participants

We conducted an a priori power analysis for a χ2 test with df = 5 using GPower (Faul et al., 
2007) with a power of .80, α = .05, and a medium effect size of ϕ = .30 that resulted in an aspired 
sample size of 143. Overall, we tested 187 participants online using the software SoSci Survey 
(Leiner, 2019). Participants received 0.25 participation credits or no compensation in exchange for 
participation (in case they did not need participation credit). We excluded 27 participants because they 
took less than one minute to read the case summary, three participants in the no-confession condition 
because they indicated that the confession convinced them the most, and one participant because s/
he was not 18 years old. The remaining participants (N = 156; 101 female, 54 male, 1 divers; Mage = 
30.58; SDage = 14.34) were mostly students (52.6%) or employed (34.0%). All participants were from 
Germany and were tested in German. 
Design

We assigned participants randomly in a 3 (confession type: retracted coerced-compliant 
vs. retracted voluntary to protect a family member vs. none) x 2 (evidence type: exculpatory vs. 
ambiguous) between-subject design. As dependent variables, we measured attributions of guilt as 
a dichotomous variable (guilty: yes vs. no) and confidence in guilty verdicts on a scale from 0% (= 
not at all) to 100% (= very). For explorative reasons, we presented seven more items that were not 
pre-registered. These items and referring analyses can be found in the supplemental materials online 
(https://osf.io/zsx3h/files/osfstorage/63b40062c8da86065cdf1876).
Materials
Case Summary 

Table 5.2 shows a summary of the information participants received in each condition in 
all experiments. The complete case summaries are available on OSF (https://osf.io/zsx3h/files/
osfstorage/6321c57b4ff6c40f457145b0). The one-page case summary described a 43-year-old 
woman ‘Ms. Weber’ who was charged with the manslaughter. In the no-confession condition, Ms. 
Weber had not confessed. In the two retracted confession conditions, Ms. Weber had confessed to the 
crime during the interrogation. By breaking into the victim’s house, she had hoped to raise enough 
money for the treatment of her daughter who had severe cancer. When the victim unexpectedly 
returned home early, she hit the victim on the back of the head with a vase. 

Guilt Assessment After Retracted Confessions 
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Retracted Coerced-Compliant Confession. In the retracted coerced-compliant confession 
condition, Ms. Weber recanted her confession and stated at trial that she was innocent. She said that 
the police put enormous pressure on her and told her that she would go directly into custody if she 
kept denying. Furthermore, Ms. Weber declared that the interrogation lasted many hours and that 
she had given up at one point because the police did not believe her. She just wanted to go home 
to care for her daughter and the police officer had assured her that she would be home faster after a 
confession. 

Retracted Voluntary Confession to Protect a Family Member. In the retracted voluntary 
confession to protect a family member condition, Ms. Weber recanted her confession and stated at 
trial that she had falsely confessed to protect her husband. She was afraid that otherwise her husband 
would have been suspected, as they both had the same motive. However, her husband already had a 
criminal record for assault and she had been worried that he might face an even higher penalty than 
she did. 

 Ambiguous Evidence. In the ambiguous evidence condition, DNA of Ms. Weber was found 
in the victim’s flat and a neighbor testified that she had seen a silver Volvo parked in front of the 
victim’s house at the day of the crime. Ms. Weber drove the same car. Ms. Weber’s attorney stated 
at trial that the DNA at the crime scene was from one of Ms. Weber’s previous visits to the victim’s 
house and the car at the scene did not belong to his client. 

Exculpatory Evidence. In the exculpatory evidence condition, the police did not find DNA of 
Ms. Weber in the victim’s house and Ms. Weber’s attorney stated at trial that there was no substantial 
incriminating evidence against her. Furthermore, a neighbor of Ms. Weber testified at trial that she 
saw her in her garden at the time of the crime. 
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Procedure
Participants provided consent and read the case summary with either a retracted voluntary 

confession to protect a family member, retracted coerced-compliant confession or no-confession that 
was presented with either ambiguous or exculpatory evidence. Afterwards, participants provided 
their attributions of guilt, rated their confidence in their guilty verdicts, and answered the seven 
explorative items. Finally, participants provided demographic information and read the debriefing. 
On average, participation took 5.79 minutes (SD = 1.77). 

Results and Discussion
Effect of Confession Type and Evidence Type and Their Interaction on Attributions of Guilt

To test the effect of confession type and evidence type on attributions of guilt (0 = not 
guilty, 1 = guilty), we conducted a logistic regression23 with confession type (reference category 
= no-confession, 1 = retracted voluntary confession to protect a family member, 2 = retracted 
coerced-compliant confession) and evidence type (0 = exculpatory, 1 = ambiguous) as predictors. 
We conducted the same analysis again with the reference category retracted voluntary confession 
to protect a family member to be able to compare each condition (reference category = retracted 
voluntary confession to protect a family member, 1 = retracted coerced-compliant confession, 2 
= no-confession). To test the interaction, we conducted another logistic regression because upon 
inspection of the data, it became clear that no participant thought that the suspect was guilty in the 
no-confession condition in combination with exculpatory evidence. Therefore, we excluded the no-
confession condition and entered the predictors confession type (0 = retracted coerced-compliant 
confession, 1 = retracted voluntary confession to protect a family member) and evidence type (0 = 
exculpatory, 1 = ambiguous), and the Confession Type X Evidence Type interaction term. Figure 5.1 
shows guilty verdicts and mean attributions of guilt for all experiments.

23 Our pre-registration states that we would conduct chi-square tests to examine the influence of confession type 
on guilt assessment. However, we decided to report logistic regressions due to a reviewers’ comment on reduced power. 
The results of the chi-square tests showed the same result pattern and can be found on OSF (https://osf.io/xn4yj/files/
osfstorage/6334594b24289c0176c13014).
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 The model examining the main effects was significant, χ2(3, N = 156) = 26.89, p < .001, 
R2

Nagelkerke = .21 (Table 5.3 shows all other statistics). Confession type and evidence type were 
significant predictors of guilt assessment. As expected, participants in the retracted voluntary 
confession condition to protect a family member were 7.52 (95% CI [2.86; 19.79]) times more 
likely to consider the suspect guilty than participants in the no-confession condition. Participants in 
the retracted coerced-compliant confession condition were 3.65 (95% CI [1.41; 9.42]) times more 
likely to consider the suspect guilty than participants in the no-confession condition. Unexpectedly, 
there was no significant difference between the retracted voluntary confession to protect a family 
member condition and the retracted coerced-compliant confession. Thus, Hypothesis 1a was 
partially supported. In line with Hypothesis 2a, participants in the ambiguous evidence condition 
were 3.12 (95% CI [1.53; 6.34]) times more likely to consider the suspect guilty than participants in 
the exculpatory evidence condition. 

The Confession Type X Evidence Type interaction was statistically significant, Wald χ2(1, 
N = 118) = 4.54, p = .033, b = -1.68, 95% CI [0.04; 0.87]. Unexpectedly, there was no significant 
difference in attributions of guilt between the retracted confession conditions (retracted voluntary 
confession to protect a family member: 64.3%; retracted coerced-compliant confession: 69.0%) 
when evidence was ambiguous, Wald χ2(1, N = 118) = 0.14, p = .708, b = -0.21, OR = 0.81, 95% CI 
[0.27; 2.44]. Also unexpectedly, participants in the exculpatory evidence condition were significantly 
more likely to say that the suspect was guilty in the retracted voluntary confession condition (64.7%) 
than in the retracted coerced-compliant confession condition (29.6%), Wald χ2(1, N = 118) = 7.06, 
p = .008, b = 1.47, OR = 4.35, 95% CI [1.47; 12.86]. These findings are contrary to Hypothesis 3. 

Table 5.3
Results of Logistic Regression Analyses on the Predictive Value of Confession Type and Evidence 
Type on Attributions of Guilt in Experiment 5

B (SE) Wald χ2 p OR 95% CI

Main effects

Confession type 16.71 < .001

Voluntary confession (family) vs. 
no confession

2.02 16.69 < .001 7.52 [2.86; 19.79]

Voluntary confession (family) vs. 
coerced-compliant confession

-0.72 3.36 .067 0.49 [0.22; 1.05]

Coerced-compliant confession vs. 
no-confession

1.30 9.91 .008 3.65 [1.41; 9.42]

Evidence type -1.88 16.32 .002 3.12 [1.54; 6.34]

Interaction

Confession type 1.47 7.06 .008 4.35 [1.47; 12.89]
Evidence type 1.66 8.17 .004 5.28 [1.69; 16.51]
Confession type X Evidence type -1.68 4.54 .033 0.19 [0.04.; 0.87]
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Note. When examining the interaction, we excluded the no-confession condition, because no 
participant thought that the suspect was guilty in the no-confession-exculpatory evidence condition. 

Verdict-Confidence Scores 
We created a scalar variable to analyze the confidence in guilty verdicts by multiplying each 

participant’s confidence rating (0-100%) for a ‘not guilty assessment’ by -1 and a ‘guilty assessment’ 
by +1. Thus, we assigned negative values to not-guilty verdicts and positive values to guilty verdicts. 
Scores could range from -100 to +100. We conducted a two-way ANOVA24 with confession type and 
evidence type as independent variables. The overall model was significant, F(5, 150) = 8.75, p < 
.001, ηp

2 = 0.23. The main effect of confession type was statistically significant, F(2, 150) = 12.37, p 
< .001, ηp

2 = 0.14. As expected, post-hoc tests using Bonferroni correction showed that participants in 
the retracted voluntary confession to protect a family member condition (M = 23.76, SD = 54.30) and 
the retracted coerced-compliant confession condition (M = 6.04, SD = 66.26) were more confident 
in their guilty verdicts than participants in the no-confession condition (M = -31.84, SD = 60.09), ps 
≤ .006, ds > 0.59. Unexpectedly, confidence ratings did not differ between the retracted voluntary 
confession to protect a family member and the retracted coerced-compliant confession condition, p 
= .280, d = 0.29. Thus, Hypothesis 1b was partially supported. The main effect of evidence type on 
confidence in guilty verdicts was also significant, F(1, 150) = 14.27, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.09. Supporting 
Hypothesis 2b, participants in the ambiguous evidence condition were more confident in their guilty 
verdict (M = 17.77, SD = 64.18) than participants in the exculpatory evidence condition (M = -10.06, 
SD = 60.39). 

The two main effects were qualified by a significant interaction, F(2, 150) = 4.70, p = .010, 
ηp

2 = 0.06, but the direction of the effect was different than expected. Unexpectedly, the simple main 
effect of confession type was non-significant for ambiguous evidence, F(2, 150) = 2.70, p = .071, ηp

2 
= 0.06 and significant for exculpatory evidence, F(2, 150) = 14.51, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.34. Specifically, 
confidence in guilty verdicts was significantly higher in the retracted voluntary confession to protect 
a family member condition (M = 25.18, SD = 48.87) than the retracted coerced-compliant confession 
condition (M = -20.70, SD = 61.05), p = .002, d = 0.84 and the no-confession condition (M = -63.65, 
SD = 26.22), p < .001, d = 2.08. Confidence in guilty verdicts was also higher for the retracted 
coerced-compliant confession condition than the no-confession condition, p = .016, d = 0.85. These 
findings are analogous to our findings on attributions of guilt.

To summarize, Hypotheses 1a and 1b were partially supported. Retracted voluntary and 
retraced coerced-compliant confessions led to stronger attributions of guilt and higher confidence in 
guilty verdicts than no-confessions. However, we did not find significant differences in attributions 
of guilt and confidence between these two conditions. Supporting Hypotheses 2a and 2b, attributions 
of guilt were stronger and confidence in guilty verdicts was higher in the ambiguous evidence 
conditions compared to the exculpatory evidence conditions. Contradicting Hypothesis 3, retracted 

24 We had only pre-registered a one-way ANOVA to analyze the influence of confession evidence on confidence 
in guilty verdicts, because only pre-registered Hypothesis 1a and 1b.
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voluntary confessions to protect a family member led to stronger attributions of guilt and higher 
confidence in guilty verdicts than coerced-compliant confessions in combination with exculpatory 
evidence but not when combined with ambiguous evidence. 

Our finding that retracted coerced-compliant confessions led to stronger attributions of guilt 
compared to no-confessions is in line with results from earlier studies (e.g., Kassin & Sukel, 1997), 
but in contrast to recent findings that participants did not demonstrate the correspondence bias in 
case of coerced-compliant confessions (Mindthoff et al., 2020; Woestehoff & Meissner, 2016). One 
reason for this finding could be that we did not describe the police interrogation in detail. Rather, 
the coercion was only claimed by the accused during her trial. Therefore, participants could not 
determine the veracity of this claim. Furthermore, the prosecutor had already pressed charges. Indeed, 
participants display a more guilt-confirming mindset after charges have been pressed compared to 
assessments before prosecution (Lidén et al., 2019).

One explanation for our finding that retracted voluntary vs. coerced confessions differentially 
affected attributions of guilt and confidence ratings in the exculpatory but not the ambiguous 
evidence conditions could be that our exculpatory evidence was not strong enough and perceived as 
ambiguous. More specifically, the case vignette only mentioned that a neighbor testified at trial that 
she saw the accused in her garden at the time of the crime and that no DNA evidence of the accused 
was found. The manipulation might have been more effective if the vignette mentioned that a DNA 
test returned a mismatch. At the same time, participants may have perceived the ambiguous evidence 
as a stronger indicator of guilt than intended, because both pieces of evidence suggested guilt: DNA 
and the neighbor’s statement.

Overall, Experiment 5 showed that participants trust confession evidence. To assess whether 
our findings generalize to another set of material and to address the limitations in Experiment 5 
(missing description of the suspect interview, clear exculpatory evidence), we conducted another 
experiment. In Experiment 6a, we created a more detailed and realistic casefile where participants 
read a transcript of the suspect interview that showed coercion in the retracted coerced-compliant 
confession condition. Furthermore, we only manipulated DNA evidence and strengthened the 
exculpatory DNA evidence condition. Moreover, the case was still under investigation and the 
participants were instructed to follow the steps of a prosecutor. We also included a manipulation 
check for the evidence conditions. 

EXPERIMENT 6a
Method

We pre-registered Experiment 6a at OSF using the template form “AsPredicted.org” (https://
osf.io/guc38). We pre-registered Hypotheses 1a, 1b, 2a, 2b and 3 for Experiment 6a.
Participants

An a priori power analysis using GPower for an F-test with six groups, df = 2, α = .05, an effect 
size of f = .201, and a power of .90 resulted in an aspired sample size of 317 participants. Overall, we 
tested 354 participants online using the software Qualtrics (https://www.qualtrics.com). Participants 
received 0.5 participation credits or no compensation in exchange for participation (in case they did 
not need participation credit). We excluded two participants because their z-standardized completion 
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time was greater than 3.29 (Field, 2009) and 34 participants because they gave the wrong answer to 
one or both attention check questions. The final sample consisted of 318 participants (219 female; 
99 male; Mage = 27.43; SDage = 10.50) who were mostly students (62.8%) or employed (33.5%). 
Participants’ native language was Dutch (45.6%), German (28.3%), English (12.3%), or a different 
language (13.8%). All participants were proficient in English and were tested in English. The study 
was approved by the standing Ethical Committee of the Faculty of Psychology and Neuroscience at 
Maastricht University. 
Design

We assigned participants randomly in a 3 (confession type: retracted coerced-compliant vs. 
retracted voluntary to protect a family member vs. none) x 2 (evidence type: exculpatory DNA vs. 
ambiguous DNA) between-subject design. As dependent variables, we measured attributions of guilt 
on a scale from 1 (not guilty) to 10 (guilty). Participants also indicated how confident they were in 
their guilty verdict on a scale from 0% (= not at all) to 100% (= very).
Materials
Casefile 

Following Luke and Alceste (2020), the three- to four-page (retracted coerced-compliant 
confession condition) casefile included a short investigative police report, a transcribed police 
interview, a statement of the suspect in both retracted confession conditions and a short report about 
the results of the DNA analysis. The casefiles for each condition are available on OSF (https://osf.
io/5aurs/files/osfstorage/6321c776582f8c0fc888c47b).

In all six conditions, the investigative police report introduced a burglary case (cf. Table 2). 
The perpetrator broke into a house and stole jewelry from the master bedroom. The house owner, 
Mr. Smith, stated that his neighbor, Ms. Jansen, knew about the jewelry and therefore she became a 
suspect and was questioned by the police. In the beginning of the transcribed police interview, the 
police officer asked Ms. Jansen what she did that evening and she stated that she was at home alone. 
At 10:30 pm, her husband and at 11:00 pm, her son had returned home. Ms. Jansen mentioned that 
Mr. Smith had ordered a new mattress last week. She had helped him carry the mattress. She also first 
mentioned in all conditions that she did not steal from him. In both retracted confession conditions, 
Ms. Jansen confessed in the end of the interview and said that she stole the jewelry because she had 
to pay a debt of €100.000 for her house and was hoping for a little extra money. 

Retracted Coerced-Compliant Confession. In the retracted coerced-compliant confession 
condition, Ms. Jansen first kept denying that she committed the crime. In the transcribed police 
interview, participants read that the police officer did not believe her. After 5.5 hours, the police 
officer told her that he won’t let her go until she told him what really happened. Then, Ms. Jansen 
said at one point that it was her. In the statement of the suspect, Ms. Jansen retracted her confession 
and stated that the police put enormous pressure on her by interviewing her for a very long time, even 
though she had stated a few times that she felt tired and wanted to stop the interrogation. She had 
heard about the case details from the police officer and therefore was able to replicate those in her 
false confession. Furthermore, she stated that the police deceived her by saying that they found DNA 
evidence of her on the broken window, which was not the case. After six hours, she falsely confessed 
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because the officer told her she could only leave when she confessed to the crime. 
Retracted Voluntary Confession to Protect a Family Member. In the retracted voluntary 

confession to protect a family member condition, Ms. Jansen confessed after a long silence pause 
when the police officer expressed concerns about her story. In the statement of the suspect, Ms. 
Jansen retracted her confession and stated that she falsely confessed to protect her son. She had 
talked to him that night after he was out with his friends. He seemed very nervous, and when she 
asked if something happened, her son did not want to talk about it. She also said that her son has a 
criminal record because he broke into houses a few times in the past. Ms. Jansen did not believe her 
son is guilty anymore because she talked to him and he promised her that he was at the skatepark 
with his friends.

Ambiguous DNA Evidence. In the ambiguous DNA evidence condition, the investigative 
police report stated that a forensic team processed the scene for evidence and found several DNA 
samples in the master bedroom and the rest of the house that were a possible match to Ms. Jansen. 
In the transcribed police interview, the police officer stated that he had concerns about the story of 
Ms. Jansen and that the police found DNA evidence of her in the master bedroom and the rest of the 
house. In both retracted confessions conditions, Ms. Jansen said in her statement that her DNA was 
found because she helped Mr. Smith to carry a new mattress in his bedroom. The short report about 
the DNA results at the end of the casefile stated that the DNA samples found in the master bedroom 
matched Ms. Jansen. 

Exculpatory DNA Evidence. In the exculpatory DNA evidence condition, the investigative 
police report stated that the forensic team found several DNA samples on the broken window. The 
short report about the DNA results at the end of the casefile stated that the DNA samples found at the 
broken window were not a match to Ms. Jansen. 

Attention Check Questions. To be included in the dataset, participants had to respond 
correctly to two attention check questions. The first question asked participants who Ms. Jansen 
lived with. Possible answers were (a) her husband, (b) her husband and her son and (c) her son. The 
second question asked whether the DNA at the crime scene was a match to Ms. Jansen (yes vs. no). 
Furthermore, we included a timer when the casefile was shown to the participants to ensure that they 
read the casefile and could not just proceed without reading (retracted coerced-compliant confession 
condition: 240 seconds, retracted voluntary confession to protect a family member condition: 180 
seconds, no-confession condition: 120 seconds). 
Procedure

In the information letter, participants read that they would follow the steps of a prosecutor 
in the study by reading a casefile carefully. They were told that after a criminal act, a suspect is 
identified and possibly brought to trial. The prosecutor is asked to look at the casefile and decide if 
he or she wants to accept the case. Importantly, the prosecutor must objectively investigate not only 
the incriminating but also the exculpatory circumstances. After the information letter, participants 
provided consent and demographics. Then, participants were instructed to read the casefile with either 
a retracted voluntary confession to protect a family member, a coerced-compliant or no-confession 
that was presented with either ambiguous or exculpatory DNA evidence. Afterwards, participants 
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answered the control questions, made their attributions of guilt, rated their confidence in their guilty 
verdicts and read the debriefing statement. On average, participants took 9.11 minutes (SD = 8.00).

Results and Discussion
Effect of Confession Type and Evidence Type on Attributions of Guilt

The mean attribution of guilt was 4.19 (SD = 2.35; on a scale from 1 to 10). To test the effect of 
confession type, evidence type, and their interaction on attributions of guilt, we conducted a two-way 
ANOVA. The overall model was significant, F(5, 312) = 19.46, p < .001, ηp

2 = 0.24. We found a main 
effect of confession type, F(2, 312) = 5.00, p = .007, ηp

2 = .03, and evidence type on attributions of 
guilt, F(1, 312) = 83.80, p < .001, ηp

2 = .21. As expected, post-hoc tests using the Bonferroni correction 
indicated that attributions of guilt were significantly stronger in the retracted voluntary confession 
to protect a family member condition (M = 4.70, SD = 2.48) than in the retracted coerced-compliant 
confession condition (M = 3.90, SD = 2.33), p = .014, d = 0.33, and stronger in the retracted voluntary 
confession condition to protect a family member condition than in the no-confession condition (M 
= 3.96, SD = 2.15), p = .028, d = 0.32. Unexpectedly, attributions of guilt did not differ significantly 
between the retracted coerced-compliant confession and the no-confession condition, p > .999, d = 
0.03. Thus, Hypothesis 1a was partially supported. Supporting Hypothesis 2a, attributions of guilt 
were significantly stronger in the ambiguous DNA evidence condition (M = 5.23, SD = 2.27) than 
the exculpatory DNA evidence condition (M = 3.11, SD = 1.91). The interaction was non-significant, 
F(2, 312) = 1.90, p = .151, ηp

2 = .01. 
Verdict-Confidence Scores

To test the confidence in guilty verdicts, we first created a dichotomous variable for attributions 
of guilt (1–5 = not guilty; 6–10 = guilty).25 According to this new variable, 30.5% of participants 
thought the suspect was guilty. Then, we created a scalar variable analogous to Experiment 5 to 
analyze the confidence in guilty verdicts by multiplying ‘not guilty assessments’ with -1. 

We conducted a two-way ANOVA with confession type and evidence type as independent 
variables.26 The overall model was significant, F(5, 312) = 18.80, p < .001, ηp

2 = .23. We found a main 
effect of confession type, F(2, 312) = 5.45, p = .005, ηp

2 = .03 and evidence type, F(1, 312) = 78.48, 
p < .001, η2 = .20. As expected, post-hoc tests using Bonferroni correction showed that participants 
in the retracted voluntary confession to protect a family member condition (M = -11.10, SD = 68.39) 
were more confident in the suspect’s guilt than participants in the retracted coerced-compliant 
confession (M = -32.97, SD = 61.56), p = .014, d = 0.34, or no-confession conditions (M = -33.24, 
SD = 56.84), p = .013, d = 0.35. Unexpectedly, there was no difference in the confidence measures 
between the retracted coerced-compliant confession condition and the no-confession condition, p > 

25 This procedure is based on statistical considerations in order to calculate confidence in guilty verdicts. Empirical 
work found that laypeople in the absence of specific jury instructions are willing to convict when the probability of guilt 
is greater than .5 (Magnussen et al., 2014), which is in line with this cut-off value. Depending on the profession and the 
instructions of the participants, different thresholds for a guilty verdict are reasonable. 

26 We pre-registered two one-way ANOVAs because we had no interaction hypothesis about the influence of 
confession and evidence type on confidence in guilty verdicts. However, conducting one two-way ANOVA seemed more 
efficient after all. 
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.999, d = 0.01. Thus, Hypothesis 1b was partially supported. Supporting Hypothesis 2b, participants 
in the ambiguous DNA evidence condition were more confident in their guilty verdicts (M = 1.45, SD 
= 64.51) than participants in the exculpatory DNA evidence condition (M = -53.82, SD = 47.55). The 
interaction was non-significant, F(2, 312) = 2.37, p = .095, ηp

2 = .02. These findings are analogous to 
our findings on attributions of guilt.

To summarize, Hypotheses 1a and 1b were partially supported. Retracted voluntary 
confessions to protect a family member led to strongest attributions of guilt and highest confidence in 
guilty verdicts compared to retracted coerced-compliant confessions and the no-confession condition. 
In contrast to Experiment 5, there was no difference in attributions of guilt between the retracted 
coerced-compliant confession and the no-confession condition. In Experiment 6a, participants could 
verify the claims of coercion by the accused with the transcript of the police interview. This could 
be one reason why retracted coerced-compliant confessions did not lead to stronger attributions of 
guilt. Indeed, other experiments that found similar results included a description of the questioning 
of the suspect (e.g., the Detective suggested that the suspect would be better off confessing) or the 
interrogator himself testified that he used coercive tactics (Mindthoff et al., 2020; Woestehoff & 
Meissner, 2016). The results regarding the influence of evidence type on attributions of guilt and 
confidence in guilty verdicts were replicated in Experiment 6a and support Hypothesis 2a and 2b. We 
did not find a significant interaction in Experiment 6a, again disconfirming Hypothesis 3.

Overall, the results from Experiment 6a suggest that participants relied on DNA evidence in 
their guilt assessment – except when a retracted voluntary confession to protect a family member was 
present. To extend our findings and to strengthen our conclusions, we conducted another experiment 
that examined whether the effect of retracted voluntary confessions on attributions of guilt holds 
when people other than family members (i.e., group-members) are protected. Furthermore, based 
on the absence of the predicted interaction in Experiment 5 and 6a, we did not include ambiguous 
evidence. Rather, we manipulated two levels of exculpatory evidence, namely DNA vs. eyewitness 
evidence. Finally, we wanted to test whether the effect of retracted voluntary confessions to protect 
someone else on attributions of guilt also holds when participants imagine being a judge and the case 
is already at trial. 

EXPERIMENT 6b
Method

We pre-registered Experiment 6b at the OSF using the template form “AsPredicted.org” 
(https://osf.io/6qa7r). We pre-registered Hypotheses 4a, 4b, 5a and 5b for Experiment 6b.
Participants

An a priori power analysis using GPower for an F-test with eight groups, df = 3, α = .05, an 
effect size of f = .210 (based on Experiment 6a), and a power of .90 resulted in an aspired sample 
size of 326 participants. Overall, we tested 352 participants online using the software Qualtrics 
(https://www.qualtrics.com). Most participants received 0.5 participation credits or no compensation 
in exchange for participation (in case they did not need participation credit) and 116 participants 
were tested via prolific and received on average £10.73/hr. We excluded one participant because 
their z-standardized completion time was greater than 3.29 and 17 participants because they gave 
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the wrong answer to one attention check question, one manipulation check question or both. The 
final sample consisted of 334 participants (239 female; 88 male; 5 non-binary; 1 preferred not to 
say; 1 other; Mage = 30.82; SDage = 12.51) who were mostly students (47.0%) or employed (43.1%). 
The majority of participants spoke English (37.1%), Dutch (32.9%) or German (16.5%) as a native 
language. All participants were proficient in English and were tested in English. The study was 
approved by the standing Ethical Committee of the Faculty of Psychology and Neuroscience at 
Maastricht University. 
Design

We assigned participants randomly in a 4 (confession type: retracted coerced-compliant vs. 
retracted voluntary to protect a family member vs. retracted voluntary to protect a group-member 
vs. none) x 2 (exculpatory evidence: DNA vs. eyewitness) between-subject design. The dependent 
variables were the same as in Experiment 6a. For exploratory reasons and to better assess on which 
evidence participants primarily based their attributions of guilt, we asked them – depending on the 
condition – to what extent they used the presented evidence (confession, DNA, eyewitness statement) 
to determine suspect’s guilt on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 10 (very).27

Materials
Casefile

Participants read the same casefile as in Experiment 6a, with two exceptions: we changed the 
value of the jewelry from €5.000 to €15.000 and the debt of Ms. Weber from €100.000 to €50.000. 
Furthermore, we revised the casefile to improve ease of reading. The casefiles for each condition are 
available on OSF (https://osf.io/kp39c/files/osfstorage/6321c904582f8c0fc988c72e).

We used the same confession conditions as before and added one retracted voluntary 
confession to protect a group member condition. In this condition, only the statement of the suspect 
differed from the retracted voluntary confession to protect a family member. In this statement, Ms. 
Jansen retracted her confession and stated that she falsely confessed to protect Ms. Dijkstra who 
she knew through the arts and crafts club. Over the years, she had learned that Ms. Dijkstra had 
financial problems in the past. Recently, she had mentioned to Ms. Dijkstra that her neighbor [Mr. 
Smith] was not ready to pass his late wife’s jewelry on to his daughter yet. Ms. Jansen further stated 
that the police told her that she was the only one who knew about the jewelry besides Mr. Smith’s 
daughter. When she remembered that she had told Ms. Dijkstra about the jewelry, she was sure that 
Ms. Dijkstra had stolen it. She wanted to protect Ms. Dijkstra, because Ms. Dijkstra already had 
multiple police warnings that could have led to an arrest. Ms. Jansen did not believe that Ms. Dijkstra 
is guilty anymore because she talked to her and Ms. Dijkstra promised that she was at a dinner party 
the night of the break-in.

The exculpatory DNA evidence condition was the same as in Experiment 6a. In the exculpatory 

27 Participants in the three confession conditions were asked: To what extent did you use the confession evidence 
to determine Ms. Jansen’s guilt? Participants in the exculpatory DNA evidence condition were asked: To what extent did 
you use the DNA evidence to determine Ms. Jansen’s guilt? Participants in the exculpatory eyewitness condition were 
asked: To what extent did you use the eyewitness statement to determine Ms. Jansen’s guilt? 
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eyewitness evidence condition, the investigative police report stated that a team of officers questioned 
neighbors and that one of the neighbors, Ms. Peters, provided an eyewitness statement. At the end 
of the casefile, there was a witness interview with Ms. Peters who stated that she had heard glass 
breaking at the night of the break-in and went to her bedroom window to see what was going on. She 
saw a tall, slim man entering Mr. Smith’s house. Questioned by the police officer, she stated further 
that she was not sure how far away she was and that she thought it was around 15 to 20 meters. 
Furthermore, she said that it was quite dark, that she did not see him very well and that she did not 
see his face. However, she was absolutely sure that it was a man. 

Control Questions. We used three different control questions to ensure that participants 
had read and understood the information in the casefile. All participants were asked what crime was 
committed (attention check question). They were given the answer options (a) break-in/burglary, (b) 
destruction of property (c) arson, and (d) armed robbery. As a manipulation check for the presented 
evidence, participants were asked what additional evidence in relation to Ms. Jansen’s guilt was 
presented to them (manipulation check evidence). They were given the following answer options:  (a) 
exculpatory (exonerating) DNA analysis, (b) incriminating DNA analysis, (c) no alternative evidence 
(d) exculpatory (exonerating) eyewitness statement, (e) incriminating eyewitness statement. Upon 
inspection of the data, it became apparent that 52 participants did not answer the question regarding 
the presented evidence correctly. There were indications that non-native English participants did not 
understand the words exonerating and incriminating (e.g., one participant indicated that it would be 
nice to have the meaning of the two words that differentiated between the DNA analysis). Furthermore, 
the correct answer was unclear when participants were in the no-confession condition: Arguable, it 
was correct when participants selected the answer option ‘no alternative’ evidence or depending on 
their condition ‘exculpatory (exonerating) DNA analysis’ or ‘exculpatory (exonerating) eyewitness 
statement’. We decided to keep those participants in the sample because the results did not differ 
when we excluded participants based on their answers to this question. Finally, participants were 
asked what the outcome of the interview with Ms. Jansen was (manipulation check confession). They 
chose from the following options: (a) Ms. Jansen stated that she was pressured into confessing, (b) 
Ms. Jansen stated that she confessed to protect her son, (c) Ms. Jansen stated that she confessed to 
protect Ms. Dijkstra from the arts and crafts club (d) Ms. Jansen stated that she confessed to protect 
her husband (e) Ms. Jansen didn’t confess. 
Procedure

First, participants learnt that they would follow the steps of a judge and that they should read 
the casefile carefully. The instructions read that a judge is presented with evidence related to a case 
and that in order for the trial to proceed in a just way, the judge should look at this evidence through 
an objective lens, rather than a subjective one. Following informed consent, participants provided 
demographic data and read the casefile with either a retracted voluntary confession to protect a family 
member, a retracted voluntary confession to protect a group member, a retracted coerced-compliant 
confession or no-confession. The confession evidence was presented with either exculpatory DNA 
or exculpatory eyewitness evidence. After reading the casefile, participants answered the control 
questions, rated their attributions of guilt, provided a confidence rating and assessed to what extent 
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they had used the presented evidence to determine suspect’s guilt. On average, participation took 
11.52 minutes (SD = 24.60).

Results and Discussion
Effect of Confession Type and Evidence Type on Attributions of Guilt

The mean attribution of guilt was 3.54 (SD = 2.09; on a scale from 1 to 10). To test the effect of 
confession type and exculpatory evidence on attributions of guilt, we conducted a two-way ANOVA. 
The overall model was significant, F(7, 326) = 5.85, p < .001, ηp

2 = .11. We found a main effect of 
confession type, F(3, 326) = 7.82, p <.001, ηp

2 = .07, and exculpatory evidence on attributions of 
guilt, F(1, 326) = 15.06, p < .001, ηp

2 = .04. Post-hoc tests using the Bonferroni correction indicated 
that attributions of guilt were significantly stronger in the retracted voluntary confession to protect a 
group member (M = 4.33, SD = 2.38) than in the retracted voluntary confession to protect a family 
member condition (M = 3.33, SD = 2.03), p = .009, d = 0.45, and stronger than in the no-confession 
condition (M = 2.89, SD = 1.61), p < .001, d = 0.72. Attributions of guilt did not differ significantly 
between the retracted coerced-compliant confession condition and all other conditions, ps ≥ .092, ds 
≤ 0.41. Thus, Hypothesis 4a was partially supported. In line with Hypothesis 5a, attributions of guilt 
were significantly stronger in the exculpatory eyewitness condition (M = 3.96, SD = 2.23) than in 
the exculpatory DNA evidence condition (M = 3.12, SD = 1.85). The interaction was non-significant, 
F(3, 326) = 0.83, p = .477, ηp

2 = .01. 
Verdict-Confidence Scores

Like in Experiment 6a, we first computed a dichotomous variable for attributions of guilt 
(1–5 = not guilty; 6–10 = guilty). With this new variable, 18.0% of participants thought the suspect 
was guilty. Then, we created a scalar variable analogous to Experiment 5 and 6a to analyze the 
confidence in guilty verdicts by multiplying ‘not guilty assessments’ with -1. 

We conducted a two-way ANOVA with confession type and exculpatory evidence as 
independent variables. The overall model was significant, F(7, 326) = 4.41, p < .001, ηp

2 = .09. 
We found a main effect of confession type, F(3, 326) = 6.00, p = .001, ηp

2 = .05, and exculpatory 
evidence, F(1, 326) = 11.31, p = .001, η2 = .03. Post-hoc tests using Bonferroni correction showed that 
participants in the retracted voluntary confession to protect a group member condition (M = -26.57, 
SD = 65.66) were more confident in the suspect’s guilt than participants in the retracted voluntary 
confession to protect a family member condition (M = -50.88, SD = 51.12), p = .018, d = 0.41, and the 
no-confession condition (M = -58.86, SD = 40.10), p < .001, d = 0.60. There was no difference in the 
confidence measures between the retracted coerced-compliant confession condition (M = -42.72, SD 
= 53.04) and all other conditions, ps ≥ .285, d ≤ 0.27. Thus, Hypothesis 4b was partially supported. 
In line with Hypothesis 5b, participants in the exculpatory eyewitness evidence condition were more 
confident in their guilty verdicts (M = -35.35, SD = 59.77) than participants in the exculpatory DNA 
evidence condition (M = -54.38, SD = 46.43). The interaction was non-significant, F(3, 326) = 0.70, 
p = .554, ηp

2 = .01. These findings are analogous to our findings on attributions of guilt.
Exploratory, Non-preregistered Analyses

For explorative purposes, we asked participants to what extent they used the presented 
evidence to determine suspect’s guilt. A one-way ANOVA with confession type as the independent 
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variable and the extent to which participants used confession evidence as the dependent variable was 
significant, F(2, 143) = 5.00, p = .008, ηp

2 = .07. Post-hoc tests using Bonferroni correction showed 
that participants in the retracted voluntary confession to protect a group member condition indicated 
stronger use of the confession to determine guilt (M = 6.24, SD = 2.28) than in the retracted voluntary 
confession to protect a family member condition (M = 4.85, SD = 2.70), p = .018, d = 0.55, and the 
coerced-compliant confession condition (M = 4.91, SD = 2.40), p = .026, d = 0.57.  

We conducted two paired samples t-tests to determine whether participants based their 
attributions of guilt mainly on exculpatory or on confession evidence. Participants indicated stronger 
use of exculpatory DNA evidence (M = 6.92, SD = 2.81) than confession evidence (M = 5.61, SD 
= 2.64) to assess guilt, t(70) = 3.15, p = .002, d = 0.38. Participants also indicated stronger use of 
exculpatory eyewitness evidence (M = 6.31, SD = 2.45) than confession evidence (M = 5.11, SD = 
2.41) to assess guilt, t(74) = 3.02, p = .003, d = 0.35.

To summarize, Hypotheses 4a and 4b were partially supported. Only participants in the 
retracted voluntary confession to protect a group member condition indicated stronger attributions 
of guilt and higher confidence in guilty verdicts compared to the no-confession condition. Retracted 
voluntary confessions to protect a family member and retracted coerced-compliant confessions did 
not lead to stronger attributions of guilt compared to the no-confession condition. This is in contrast 
to Experiment 5 and Experiment 6a where we found stronger attributions of guilt in the retracted 
voluntary confession condition to protect a family member than the no-confession condition. 
Replicating Experiment 6a, we found that participants did not commit the correspondence bias when 
presented with a retracted coerced-compliant confession suggesting that they were aware of the 
situational risk factors for coerced-compliant false confessions. This is also in line with findings 
from recent studies (Mindthoff et al., 2020; Woestehoff & Meissner, 2016). These results converge 
with our exploratory analyses that showed that participants indicated stronger use of the confession 
evidence in the retracted voluntary confession to protect a group member condition to determine guilt 
compared to other confession conditions. Supporting Hypotheses 5a and 5b, exculpatory eyewitness 
evidence led to stronger attributions of guilt and higher confidence in guilty verdicts than exculpatory 
DNA evidence. In sum, participants viewed exculpatory evidence as proof of innocence except when 
the retracted voluntary confession to protect a group member condition was presented.

General Discussion
Across three pre-registered experiments with over 800 participants, we investigated how 

people make attributions of guilt when different types of confessions are retracted and combined 
with ambiguous or exculpatory evidence. Our findings regarding attributions of guilt after retracted 
confessions were mixed. In Experiment 5 and 6a, attributions of guilt were strongest in the retracted 
voluntary confession to protect a family member condition compared to the no-confession condition, 
suggesting that the correspondence bias had an impact when assessing voluntary confessions to 
protect a family member (Gilbert & Malone, 1995; Ross, 1977). In contrast, in Experiment 6b, only 
retracted voluntary confessions to protect a group member led to higher attributions of guilt than no-
confessions. In line with previous findings (Mindthoff et al., 2020; Woestehoff & Meissner, 2016), 
our results show that participants were able to disregard coerced-compliant confessions when an 
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interrogation was described in detail. Furthermore, ambiguous evidence led to stronger attributions of 
guilt than exculpatory evidence and exculpatory DNA evidence had a stronger impact on attributions 
of guilt than exculpatory eyewitness evidence.
Guilt Assessment After Retracted Voluntary to Protect Someone Else and Retracted Coerced-
Compliant Confessions

As expected, retracted voluntary confessions to protect a family member led to stronger 
attributions of guilt and higher confidence in guilty verdicts than no-confessions in Experiment 5 and 
6a. Experiment 6b did not replicate this effect. Rather, only participants in the retracted voluntary 
confessions to protect a group member condition showed stronger attributions of guilt and higher 
confidence in guilty verdicts than participants in the no-confession condition. In other words, 
participants were able to discount a retracted voluntary confession to protect a family member in 
Experiment 6b but not in Experiment 5 and 6a. One explanation for this finding could be that the 
effect of confession type on attribution of guilt is not as robust as we thought. Indeed, in Experiment 
6a where we presented a detailed casefile, we only found a small effect of voluntary confessions 
to protect a family member on attributions of guilt compared to no-confessions (d = 0.32). The 
effect of voluntary confessions to protect a group-member, on the other hand, was medium sized in 
Experiment 6b (d = 0.72). Another explanation could be that we only presented exculpatory evidence 
in Experiment 6b and that this evidence trumped confession evidence – except in the retracted 
voluntary confession to protect a group member. Future research could test how robust the effect of 
retracted voluntary confession to protect a family member on attributions of guilt is.

Contrary to our expectation, retracted voluntary confessions to protect a group-member led to 
stronger attributions of guilt and higher confidence in guilty verdicts compared to retracted voluntary 
confessions to protect a family member in Experiment 6b. One reason for the difference in attributions 
of guilt between the two retracted voluntary confession conditions could be that participants were 
less able to imagine a situation where someone falsely confesses for a group member than for a close 
family member. This could have led to an attribution of the confession to dispositional motivations 
and a neglect of the situational factor group-membership (Woestehoff & Meissner, 2016). Future 
research could test what participants know about situational risk factors of voluntary false confessions 
to protect someone else and whether this knowledge influences their attributions of guilt. 

Our experiments showed that participants were able to disregard retracted coerced-compliant 
confessions when the interrogation was described in detail. This is in line with recent studies that 
also did not find stronger attributions of guilt in cases with retracted coerced confessions compared 
to cases without confessions (Mindthoff et al., 2020; Woestehoff & Meissner, 2016). It seems that 
participants were aware of the risk factors of coerced-compliant confessions and able to consider 
those when evaluating guilt and did therefore not commit the correspondence bias (Gawronski, 
2004). One explanation for this relatively new finding is that coerced-compliant false confessions 
have received a lot of public attention in the last years (e.g., in the Netflix series When they see us) 
and therefore people might now be more aware of this phenomenon than previously (e.g., Mindthoff 
et al., 2018). 

Guilt Assessment After Retracted Confessions 
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Confessions vs. Other Types of Evidence
Confirming Hypotheses 2a and 2b, attributions of guilt were stronger and confidence in guilty 

verdicts was higher in the ambiguous evidence condition than in the exculpatory evidence condition. 
The effect size was small to moderate in Experiment 5, where we primarily presented eyewitness 
evidence, and large in Experiment 6a, where we presented DNA evidence. This is consistent with 
earlier work (Appleby & Kassin, 2016; Experiment 1), where participants relied on DNA evidence 
when assessing guilt. As predicted by Hypothesis 5a, Experiment 6b showed that participants relied 
more on exculpatory DNA evidence than exculpatory eyewitness evidence. Overall, these findings 
are in line with previous research showing that DNA is highly persuasive and a stronger indicator of 
guilt than other evidence types such as eyewitness evidence (Henkel et al., 2008; Lieberman et al., 
2008; Mindthoff et al., 2018; Schweitzer & Nuñez, 2018). 

We tested whether the effect of confession evidence was moderated by the ambiguity of 
evidence, because ambiguous evidence is particularly susceptible to confirmation bias (Ask et al., 
2008). Contrary to our expectations and previous findings on the forensic confirmation bias (e.g., 
Elaad et al., 1994), we did not find that confession evidence influenced attributions of guilt when 
combined with ambiguous evidence but not with exculpatory evidence. In Experiment 5, we observed 
high attributions of guilt in all confession conditions that were combined with ambiguous evidence. 
This probably led to a ceiling effect and therefore a discrimination between the conditions was not 
possible. However, when we refined the ambiguous evidence condition in Experiment 6a, evidence 
type did not differentially affect the effect of confession type. It is possible that participants perceived 
the ambiguous DNA evidence as a strong indicator of guilt and that it therefore trumped confession 
evidence in the same way as conclusive DNA evidence (Appleby & Kassin, 2016). Another explanation 
for the absence of an interaction effect could be that the instruction to objectively investigate not only 
the incriminating but also the exculpatory evidence led to a more accurate and systematic processing 
of the case information. This is in line with the finding that certain instructions such as ‘consider the 
opposite’ can have a debiasing effect (e.g., Fahsing et al., 2021). Future studies could investigate 
whether such instructions actually have a debiasing effect on guilt assessments in the presence of 
confession evidence. Moreover, future experiments could assess individual participant factors, such 
as need for cognition (Cacioppo & Petty, 1982) that has been shown to affect juror’s motivation to 
reach a just verdict (Sommers & Kassin, 2001).
Limitations

This work has several limitations. First, the amount of information that participants received 
was not comparable to real cases. Especially in Experiment 5, participants only read a one-page 
summary of a case. In Experiment 6a and 6b, we made the case material more realistic and included 
a short investigative police report, a transcribed police interview, a statement of the suspect in 
the retracted confession conditions and a short report about the results of the DNA analyses or a 
transcribed eyewitness statement. Still, real casefiles usually contain more information. For example, 
it is possible that more information about the relationship between the accused and the potential 
perpetrator would reduce the effect of retracted voluntary confessions to protect someone else on 
attributions of guilt. Second, we asked participants how guilty they thought the suspect is. This 
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question could have been understood in two ways in the retracted voluntary confession conditions: 
it could be that participants attributed guilt concerning (a) the crime in the case description or (b) 
the accused because she deliberately lied. Future research should be more precise when asking 
participants to rate guilt. Third, we did not test judges or prosecutors. Those professionals are trained 
to weigh incriminating and exculpatory circumstances of cases and it is possible that confessions that 
are not corroborated by other evidence would not influence their attributions of guilt. Furthermore, 
it is possible that they would be familiar with voluntary false confessions to protect someone else 
and that they do not demonstrate the correspondence bias when confronted with a case where such 
a confession seems likely. Therefore, we cannot conclude how those professionals would decide in 
such a case. Nevertheless, we think that our results can help to enrich the literature about jurors’ guilt 
assessment after retracted confessions. Furthermore, previous studies in the field of memory show 
that believes of laypeople vs. legal professionals do not necessarily differ (Magnussen & Melinder, 
2012).
Conclusion

Across three pre-registered experiments, we investigated how people make attributions of 
guilt when different types of confessions are retracted and combined with ambiguous or exculpatory 
evidence. Our findings regarding attributions of guilt after retracted voluntary confessions to protect 
a family member are mixed. Experiments 5 and 6a suggested that retracted voluntary confessions to 
protect a family member lead to stronger attributions of guilt compared to no-confessions, whereas 
there was no such difference in Experiment 6b. Only retracted voluntary confessions to protect a 
group-member led to stronger attributions of guilt than no-confessions in Experiment 6b. Our findings 
also speak to attributions of guilt in cases of coerced-compliant confessions and replicated earlier 
findings that participants can actually disregard coerced-compliant confessions when an interrogation 
is described in detail. This speaks to the idea of training and informing jurors about risk factors of 
coerced-compliant and voluntary false confessions. Furthermore, this line of research showed that 
ambiguous evidence can lead to stronger attributions of guilt than exculpatory evidence and that 
exculpatory DNA evidence has a stronger impact on attributions of guilt than exculpatory eyewitness 
evidence. To conclude, this work provides evidence that people may consider situational risk factors 
for coerced-compliant confessions and base their attributions of guilt mainly on exculpatory DNA 
evidence. Situational risk factors for false confessions outside of the interrogation (e.g., a close 
relationship to the real perpetrator, group-membership) are not always considered when assessing 
guilt.
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Aims and Summary of the Present Dissertation
Inspired by individual cases of voluntary false confessions (Mielke, 2005), self-report studies 

(e.g., Willard et al., 2015), and experiments (Pimentel et al., 2015; Willard et al., 2016; Willard & 
Burger, 2018), this dissertation studied risk factors for voluntary false confessions to protect someone 
else and their influence on guilt assessment with nine experiments. Experiment 1b examined the 
influence of guilt feelings towards the guilty person on blame-taking (Chapter 2). Participants in 
the guilt induction group answered difficult questions and every time they gave a wrong answer, 
the confederate had to eat ‘hot chili sauce’. Later, the confederate cheated in a game and asked 
participants to take the blame. Unexpectedly, blame-taking rates did not differ between the guilt 
induction group and the no-guilt induction group. Experiments 2a, 2b, and 3 examined the influence 
of relationship status on willingness to voluntarily take the blame (Chapters 3 and 4). Participants 
in all experiments read a scenario where a previous imagined person asked them to take the blame 
for a traffic offence. I manipulated the relationship status of the imagined person and participants 
thought about either (a) a close family member (b) a close or their best friend, or (c) an acquaintance 
or a stranger. The results regarding kinship show that willingness to take the blame was higher for 
family members than for close friends at the same level of emotional closeness (Experiments 2a and 
2b). Focusing on non-kin relationships, willingness to take the blame was higher for a close friend 
than for an acquaintance and higher for a best friend than for a stranger (Experiments 2a and 3). Only 
in Experiment 2b, willingness to take the blame did not differ for close friends and acquaintances. 
Experiments 2a and 2b also examined the influence of incentives (Chapter 3). Unexpectedly, social 
incentives did not increase willingness to take the blame. Furthermore, relationship status did not 
moderate the effect of incentives on intended blame-taking. Experiments 4a and 4b tested the influence 
of group membership on blame-taking (Chapter 4). In both studies, an experimenter approached 
participants and asked them to commit insurance fraud for a broken camera. As expected, members 
of the experimenter’s in-group, namely students from the same department, were more likely to 
sign an insurance form and take the blame to help the experimenter than students from another 
department. Table 6.1 gives an overview of actual blame-taking and willingness to take the blame for 
each condition across all experiments.

General Discussion
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Table 6.1
Actual Blame-Taking Rates and Willingness to Take the Blame for Each Condition Across all 
Experiments in This Dissertation
Experiment n Blame-taking rate 95% CI

Experiment 1b (N = 108)a

Guilt induction 50 .38 [.24; .52]
No-guilt induction 58 .34 [.22; .47]

Experiment 2a (N = 211)b

Relationship status

Close family member 70 .84 [.76; .93] 
Close friend 74 .64 [.52; .75]
Acquaintance 67 .24 [.13; .34]

Incentives

Social incentives 71 .61 [.49; .72]
Financial incentives 71 .58 [.46; .70]
No incentive 69 .55 [.43; .67]

Experiment 2b (N = 232)b

Relationship status 

Close family member 68 .53 [.41; .65]
Close friend 82 .32 [.21; .42]
Acquaintance 82 .23 [.14; .32]

Incentives (n = 164)

Social incentives 45 .31 [.21; .42]
Financial incentives 50 .38 [.27; .49]
No incentive 69 .35 [.25; .46]

Experiment 3 (N = 130)b

Close friend 130 .61 [.52; .69]
Stranger 130 .08 [.04; .13]

Experiment 4a (N = 60)a

In-Group 29 .48 [.29; .68]
Out-Group 31 .23 [.07; .38]

Experiment 4b (N = 89)a

In-Group 45 .47 [.32; .62]
Out-Group 44 .20 [.08; .33]

Note. CI = confidence interval 
a The dependent variable was actual blame-taking. 
b The dependent variable was willingness to take the blame.
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Experiments 5, 6a, and 6b examined how confession and evidence type influence attributions 
of guilt (Chapter 5). In Experiments 5 and 6a, participants read a case with either a retracted voluntary 
confession to protect a family member, a retracted coerced-compliant confession, or no confession 
that was combined with exculpatory or ambiguous evidence. In Experiment 6b, I added a condition 
with a retracted voluntary confession to protect a group-member and only manipulated exculpatory 
evidence (DNA vs. eyewitness). Participants did not always consider situational risk factors for 
voluntary false confessions such as a close kin relationship to the perpetrator or group-membership 
when assessing guilt but considered situational risk factors for coerced-compliant confessions when 
the interrogation was described in detail. Moreover, they based their guilt assessments primarily on 
exculpatory DNA evidence. 

In sum, the conducted experiments showed that interpersonal factors such as a close kin 
relationship, a close non-kin relationship and group-membership increase willingness to take the 
blame and that laypeople do not always consider those risk factors when assessing guilt. In the 
following, the main findings of this dissertation will be discussed. Then, further research, and 
directions for future research will be presented. Finally, I will discuss the limitations of the present 
findings and practical implications will be derived. 
Discussion of the Main Findings 

In contrast to surveys that suggested that people take the blame more often for friends than 
for kins (Gudjonsson et al., 2007; Willard et al., 2015), Experiments 2a and 2b revealed that kinship 
plays a crucial role when deciding to take the blame. Furthermore, the results showed that kinship 
had an effect on willingness to take the blame beyond emotional closeness (Hackman et al., 2015). 
This is in line with Kin Selection Theory and Kinship Premium (Curry et al., 2013; Rachlin & Jones, 
2008). Future research could examine why kinship increased willingness to take the blame when 
controlling for emotional closeness. In the case of non-kin relationships, Experiments 2a and 3 
showed that emotional closeness increased willingness to take the blame (Chapters 3 and 4). This is 
in line with the Close Relationship Model (Korchmaros & Kenny, 2006) that suggests that emotional 
closeness promotes helping behavior. Furthermore, it is in line with research findings that emotional 
closeness is a key mediator of increased helping among non-kin (e.g., Hackman et al., 2015; Willard 
et al., 2016). This is also supported by the finding that most blame-takers in Experiments 2a and 
3 indicated that they took the blame because they liked the other person or felt empathy towards 
them. Furthermore, Experiments 2a and 3 replicated the results from previous studies that found that 
participants were more willing to take the blame for close than casual friends (Willard et al., 2016; 
Willard & Burger, 2018). The reasons why willingness to take the blame did not differ between close 
friends and acquaintances in Experiment 2b could be that participants felt substantially closer to the 
acquaintances than in Experiment 2a due to a modified description of the acquaintance. Thus, the 
difference in emotional closeness was probably not big enough. 

Experiments 2a and 2b found that relationship status did not moderate the effect of incentives 
on willingness to take the blame. This contradicts the Empathy Altruism Hypothesis (Batson, 1991) 
stating that people estimate costs and benefits before helping when they do not feel empathy towards 
the person in need. A reason for the missing interaction could be that even participants who thought 
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about an acquaintance had a weak communal relationship with the imagined person and felt some 
empathy towards them (Clark & Mills, 1993). In fact, strangers in real life are willing to take over 
points from the Central Card-Index for Traffic Violation in exchange for monetary incentives as 
offered on German websites. Furthermore, other forms of prosocial behavior such as blood donations 
where incentives increased helping behavior do not involve a relationship between the helper and 
the person in need (Lacetera et al., 2014). Future experiments could therefore examine whether 
incentives have a positive effect on blame-taking when there is no relationship between the blame-
taker and the person in need.

Experiments 4a and 4b showed that people take the blame more often for in-group members 
than out-group members, even when there is no direct benefit for themselves. This suggests that 
people’s social identity has an impact on voluntary blame-taking and is in line with Social Identity 
Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and Self-Categorization Theory (Turner et al., 1987). The most frequent 
reason for signing the insurance form was that the participant felt for the experimenter, suggesting 
that participants acted out of empathy towards her. In line with this, research found that higher rates 
of helping behavior for in-group members can be mediated by stronger feelings of empathy for 
in-group members compared to out-group members due to similarity (e.g., Park & Schaller, 2005; 
Stürmer et al., 2005). Another explanation for the increased blame-taking behavior for in-group 
members could be that participants indicated higher levels of trust in the experimenter compared 
to non-blame-takers in the current experiments. Such group-based trust was also found in other 
studies (Foddy et al., 2009). Future research could test the underlying psychological mechanisms for 
increased blame-taking towards in-group members. 

Other factors that are known to increase prosocial behavior did not increase willingness 
to take the blame in the current experiments. It remains unclear whether stronger guilt feelings in 
closer relationships that entail future contact would increase blame-taking. Similarly, the results did 
not show that social incentives increase willingness to take the blame, which suggests that social 
incentives might only work when the helping behavior does not entail negative consequences for the 
helper and has a positive effect on the self-image (Lacetera et al., 2014).

Apart from situational risk factors for voluntary blame-taking behavior, it is also relevant to 
examine how guilt is assessed after those confessions are retracted. Previous research and real cases 
showed that confessions can be highly persuasive and enhance guilty verdicts even when they were 
perceived as coerced (e.g., Henkel, 2008; Kassin & Sukel, 1997). Yet, under some circumstances, 
participants were able to disregard a confession. For example, guilty verdicts in a retracted confession 
condition were not increased compared to a no-confession condition when a juvenile was obviously 
interrogated under pressure (Mindthoff et al., 2020). However, very little is known how retracted 
voluntary confessions to protect someone else influence attributions of guilt and to what extent 
confessions have a guilt biasing effect when presented with ambiguous evidence. Experiments 5, 6a, 
and 6b addressed this research gap. 

As expected, attributions of guilt were stronger in the retracted voluntary confession to protect 
a family member condition compared to the no-confession condition in Experiments 5 and 6a. This 
effect was not replicated in Experiment 6b. Here, only retracted voluntary confessions to protect a 
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group-member but not retracted voluntary confessions to protect a family member elicited stronger 
attributions of guilt compared to no-confessions. It could be that the effect of family membership 
on attributions of guilt is not as robust as Experiments 5 and 6a suggest. Indeed, Experiment 6a that 
used the same casefile as Experiment 6b only found a small effect on attributions of guilt compared 
to the no-confession condition (d = 0.32). Future research is needed to test how robust the effect is 
and whether there is a difference in attributions of guilt for different types of voluntary confessions 
to protect someone else (e.g., protecting a family member vs. friend vs. group member) 

Experiments 6a and 6b showed that participants were able to disregard a coerced-compliant 
confession when the interrogation was described in detail. This suggests that laypeople are capable 
of considering relevant situational risk factors and is in line with recent findings (Mindthoff et al., 
2020; Woestehoff & Meissner, 2016). One explanation for this finding is that participants are well 
informed about coerced-compliant false confessions due to the extensive media coverage in the last 
years (e.g., in the Netflix series When they see us). Future research could test participants’ knowledge 
about risk factors for coerced-compliant and voluntary false confessions and whether this influences 
their attributions of guilt. 

In contrast to the findings that ambiguous evidence is particular susceptible to forensic 
confirmation bias (Ask et al., 2008; Elaad et al., 1994), evidence type did not moderate the effect 
of confession type on attributions of guilt. It is possible that participants interpreted the ambiguous 
evidence as a strong indicator of guilt that trumped confession evidence in the same way as conclusive 
DNA evidence (Appleby & Kassin, 2016). Another explanation for the missing interaction effect 
could be the instruction to objectively investigate not only the incriminating but also the exculpatory 
evidence. This could have led to a more accurate and systematic processing of the case information. 
In fact, research shows that instructions such as ‘consider the opposite’ can have a debiasing effect 
(e.g., Fahsing et al., 2021). 

Overall, this dissertation is a first step to better understand under which relational circumstances 
people voluntarily take the blame and how guilt is perceived when those confessions are retracted. 
The experiments were based on well-established theories of prosocial behavior and cognitive 
psychology. Experiments 2a, 2b, 3, 4a, and 4b strengthen the findings that close relationships and a 
common group membership can bring people to help others even when there are no direct benefits 
for themselves. Furthermore, the results are in line with the phenomenon of Kinship Premium and 
showed that in cases of voluntary blame-taking emotional closeness is not sufficient when explaining 
prosocial behavior among close relatives. Furthermore, Experiments 5, 6a and 6b revealed that people 
do not always consider situational risk factors outside of the interrogation when assessing guilt. 
However, when they were able to determine whether the claim of coercion was true, they showed no 
correspondence bias (Gawronski, 2004). 
Further Research on Risk Factors Based on This Dissertation 

As this dissertation is a first step examining situational risk factors that increase voluntary 
blame-taking, it has stimulated further research. I will shortly outline the results from two experiments 
that examined the risk factors responsibility for the offence and consequences for the guilty person.

General Discussion
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Responsibility for the Offence
One factor that could also influence voluntary blame-taking behavior is the guilty person’s 

responsibility for the offence. According to the Attribution-Affect Model of Helping Behavior, the 
subjective assessment of responsibility influences whether a person feels sympathy or anger towards 
the person in need. This in turn affects willingness to help and actual helping behavior (Weiner, 1980b). 
For example, the attribution of a person’s need to a controllable cause such as being drunk should 
elicit anger and inhibit helping. An uncontrollable cause such as having a physical handicap, on the 
other hand, should elicit sympathy and increase helping. Indeed, the controllability of a behavior has 
an effect on helping behaviors such as willingness to borrow class notes or helping someone in the 
subway and is, at least partially, mediated by anger or sympathy (e.g., Betancourt, 1990; Reisenzein, 
1986; Schmidt & Weiner, 1988). In the context of blame-taking, willingness to take the blame was 
lower when participants imagined a situation where the guilty person attempted to steal an item while 
shopping compared to a situation where the guilty person pulled into traffic while distracted and hit 
another car (Willard et al., 2016). One reason for this result could be that participants thought that the 
guilty person was more responsible for the offence in the stealing scenario than in the driver scenario. 

To follow up on this, we conducted an online experiment and tested whether responsibility 
for a traffic offence affects willingness to take the blame and whether this effect is mediated via anger 
and sympathy (Schneider & Flarup, 2021). Based on Weiner’s Attribution-Affect Model of Helping 
Behavior, we expected that higher perceived responsibility for an offence leads to less willingness 
to take the blame for the guilty person. More specifically, we expected that higher perceived 
responsibility triggers more anger and less sympathy, which in turn leads to less intended blame-
taking. We also expected a partial mediation, that is, a direct effect of perceived responsibility on 
intended blame-taking.

Participants (N = 148; Mage = 22.41; SDage = 5.2) thought about a close friend and read a 
scenario where they took the perspective of a co-driver who was in a car with the imagined person. 
The imagined person ran over a red light and injured a pedestrian. In the low responsibility condition, 
the imagined person was distracted by a wasp and in the high responsibility condition, the imagined 
person was distracted by their ringing cellphone. The consequences for the traffic offence included a 
one-month driving ban, two points in the Central Card-Index for Traffic Violation, a fine of €320 and 
a fine for the negligent physical injury. Because the injured pedestrian mistakenly believed that the 
participant was the driving person, participants were placed in a position where they could take the 
blame for the imagined person relatively easily. Furthermore, the driving ban represented a greater 
restriction in everyday life for the imagined person than for the participants. The imagined person 
would pay the fines but the participants would need to take over the points and the one-month driving 
ban. After reading the scenario, participants indicated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 10 
(strongly agree) whether they would take the blame for the offence, and were then asked about their 
anger and sympathy towards the imagined person on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 10 (very much). 
As a measure for perceived responsibility for the offence, participants answered two manipulation 
check questions. 

As expected, participants in the high responsibility condition indicated higher perceived 
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responsibility (M = 8.74; SD = 1.24) than participants in the low responsibility condition (M = 5.79; 
SD = 2.06), t(121.82) = 10.61, p < .001, d = 1.73. To test the hypothesis that high responsibility for 
an offence triggers more anger and less sympathy, which in turn lowers willingness to take the blame, 
a parallel mediation analysis was calculated using PROCESS (model 4, 10000 bootstrap samples) 
in SPSS (Hayes, 2018). Figure 6.1 shows the mediation model with the unstandardized regression 
coefficients obtained in the mediation analysis. As expected, a statistically significant direct effect 
of responsibility for the offence on willingness to take the blame was found, b = -0.906, p = .043. 
Unexpectedly, we did not find a total effect of responsibility for the offence on willingness to take the 
blame nor an indirect effect mediated by sympathy or anger.

Figure 6.1
Examination of the Mediation Model in Predicting Willingness to Take the Blame
 

Note. Significant paths are displayed in black and non-significant paths in gray. * p < .05, **p < 
.01.

To summarize, this study found that high responsibility for an offence had a direct negative 
effect on willingness to take the blame. Furthermore, higher responsibility for an offence predicted 
more anger and less sympathy towards the guilty person. However, in contrast to the Attribution-Affect 
Model of Helping Behavior and our expectations, anger and sympathy did not predict willingness 
to take the blame. One reason for the missing mediation effect could be that the scenario did not 
evoke strong emotional responses and, in such cases, the direct effect of attribution of responsibility 
on helping behavior might be more important (Zucker & Weiner, 1993). Indeed, participants only 
indicated their feelings of anger on a low to medium level (low responsibility: M = 3.69; high 
responsibility: M = 4.95). Future experiments could examine whether the expected mediation can be 
found when applying scenarios with more serious offences that cause stronger emotions. 

Another explanation for the missing mediation effect could be that participants were willing 
to help the other person because they had a close relationship independent from their feelings of 
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sympathy and/or anger. Previous experiments that examined the Attribution-Affect Model of Helping 
Behavior have primarily focused on helping towards strangers (e.g., Corrigan et al., 2003; Weiner, 
1980a) or close others (e.g., Dooley, 1995). Experiments that did examine relationship status as 
contributing factor to helping behavior next to attribution of responsibility reported mixed results. 
For example, perceiving depression as the fault of a person reduced sympathy and increased 
anger which in turn inhibited willingness to social support regardless of whether the person was 
an acquaintance or a close other (Muschetto & Siegel, 2019). In another study, relationship status 
influenced willingness to help and people were more willing to help a responsible sibling than a non-
responsible acquaintance in life-death situations (Greitemeyer et al., 2003). For future experiments it 
could therefore be interesting to manipulate relationship status and examine whether this moderates 
the effect of responsibility mediated through anger and sympathy on voluntary blame-taking. 
 Consequences for the Guilty Person 

Another factor that could influence voluntary blame-taking is the difference in consequences 
for the guilty person compared to the blame-taker. According to Social Exchange Theory, it can be 
assumed that people help more when the consequences for the person in need are worse than for 
themselves because they could expect higher benefits for themselves in the future (Homans, 1961). 
For example, the person in need would have greater feelings of gratitude towards the helper and 
would therefore be more willing to reciprocate the helping act. In the context of blame-taking, two 
experiments that are part of this dissertation asked participants for their reasons to take the blame. 
Most blame-takers indicated that they would take the blame because the guilty person would have 
more consequences to fear (E2a: 85.2%; E2b: 69.1%; Chapter 3). In line with these findings, blame-
taking was often reported in a survey with 193 imprisoned male adolescents when the perpetrator 
had more consequences to fear (Malloy et al., 2014). Similarly, in another survey with college 
students, blame-takers mentioned in an open response question that they took the blame because 
they anticipated less trouble for themselves than for the actual perpetrator (Willard et al., 2015). Yet, 
in the same survey more participants indicated on a closed item that they took the blame than not 
when they had more consequences to fear than the perpetrator. Furthermore, in one experiment in 
this dissertation (Experiment 1b; Chapter 2), only 7.7% of blame-takers indicated that they took the 
blame because they had less severe consequences to fear than the guilty person. 

In light of these contradicting findings, we examined in an online experiment whether different 
consequences for the guilty person affect willingness to take the blame (N = 209; Mage = 28.67; SDage 
= 12.17; Schneider, Wilmes, & Vogler, 2021). We expected that participants were more willing to 
take the blame when the actual perpetrator had more consequences to fear than the participant. We 
assigned participants randomly to a condition where the guilty person had more consequences to 
fear than the participant or the same consequences to fear when taking the blame for the offence.28 

28 I only focus on the influence of differences in consequences for intended blame-taking. Participants, however, 
were randomly assigned in a 3 (relationship status: close friend vs. close family member vs. romantic partner) x 2 (se-
riousness of the offence: minor vs. severe) x 2 (consequences for the guilty person compared to the blame-taker: more 
consequences vs. same consequences) between-subject design.  
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Participants thought either about a close friend, a close family member or a romantic partner. Then, 
participants read a scenario in which the imagined person stole either headphones worth €18.50 
or an iPhone 12 worth €949.99. When the imagined person and the participant left the store, the 
alarm went off and both were escorted to the office of the store detective. While they waited for 
the store detective, the imagined person said to the participant, that they were sorry, that it was a 
mistake and asked the participant to take the blame. In the condition with the same consequences, 
the imagined person added that they had never stolen before like the participant and in the condition 
with more severe consequences for the guilty person, the imagined person added that they had been 
caught stealing before and that the participant would definitely get a lighter punishment. At the end 
of the scenario, the consequences for the offence were shortly described: For the headphones, it 
stated that criminal charges would probably be dropped and that no or minor criminal consequences 
were to be expected. For the iPhone, it stated that criminal charges would be filed and that criminal 
consequences would follow. After reading the scenario, participants indicated whether they would 
take the blame for the imagined person (yes vs. no), and indicated their reasons for their decision by 
selecting one or more reasons for taking or not taking the blame. 

Overall, 46.4% (n = 97) of all participants were willing to take the blame for the imagined 
person. Unexpectedly, the willingness to take the blame did not differ between the condition where 
the guilty person had more consequences to fear than the participant (50.0%) and the condition 
where the guilty person had the same consequences to fear as the participant (42.7%), χ2(1, N = 209) 
= 1.11, p = .291, ϕ = -.07. However, an exploratory analysis showed higher willingness to take the 
blame when the guilty person had more severe consequences to fear compared to the condition with 
the same consequences for the severe offence (iPhone), χ2(1, N = 101) = 4.03, p = .045, ϕ = -.20 
but not for the minor offence (headphones), χ2(1, N = 108) = 0.23, p = .629, ϕ = .05. In the severe 
offence condition, 40.0% of participants were willing to take the blame when the guilty person had 
more consequences to fear compared to 21.6% of participants when the guilty person had the same 
consequences to fear.  

One explanation for this finding could be that in the scenario with the minor offence, it was 
stated that the criminal charges would probably be dropped and therefore no or minor criminal 
consequences were to be expected. It is possible that participants thought that the imagined person 
would have no consequences to fear regardless of their decision to take the blame. In the condition 
with the severe offence, however, it was stated clearly that criminal consequences would follow and 
therefore the manipulation of the consequences was probably successful. Future experiments should 
therefore include a manipulation check to control whether the manipulation of the consequences was 
successful. Furthermore, another condition where the consequences for the blame-taker are more 
severe than for the guilty person could be included. 
Future Directions 

This dissertation is a first examination of situational risk factors that increase voluntary 
blame-taking and how guilt is perceived when those confessions are retracted. Other situational risk 
factors such as reciprocity and gratitude, however, could also increase blame-taking. Furthermore, 
this dissertation only focused on situational risk factors, whereas individual risk factors such as the 
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personality of the blame-taker could also influence the decision to voluntarily take the blame. In the 
following, I will shortly outline future directions to examine those factors.
Reciprocity and Gratitude 

When people receive a small favor from a confederate such as a soft drink or a package of 
M&M’s®, they are more likely to act in a reciprocity act of complying with subsequent requests 
from the confederate such as buying raffle tickets from them (e.g., Burger et al., 2006; Regan, 1971; 
Whatley et al., 1999). The literature discusses two explanations why people show increased helping 
after receiving a favor. One explanation is that people feel obligated to repay. This norm of reciprocity 
holds that people are expected to help others who have helped them and they should not injure those 
who have helped them (Gouldner, 1960). Another explanation is that people comply out of gratitude 
for the person who offered the favor (Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006). Only few experiments tested these 
two alternative explanations against each other and found support for the gratitude explanation 
(Barlett & DeSteno, 2006; DeSteno et al., 2010; Goei & Boster, 2005). 

In the context of blame-taking, one experiment examined the impact of reciprocity on blame-
taking behavior and did not find an effect (Pimentel et al., 2015). Participants witnessed a confederate 
cheat and were later accused of this transgression. In the reciprocity condition, participants had 
previously received a glass of soda from the confederate. One reason why no effect emerged could 
be that the favor was too small to influence participants’ decision to falsely take the blame. Although 
receiving a glass of soda has an influence on helping behavior such as buying raffle tickets from the 
confederate (Regan, 1971), it may not influence the decision to take the blame which also implies 
negative consequences for the blame-taker (i.e., not receiving the research credit). Future research 
could therefore increase the magnitude of the reciprocity act. For example, the confederate could 
share a monetary gain with the participant. Furthermore, it would be interesting to measure whether a 
bigger favor increases feelings of obligation or gratitude to examine underlying psychological states 
of blame-taking after receiving a favor.
Individual Risk Factors: Suggestibility, Compliance and Personality 

Surveys have found that individuals who claimed to have made a false confession showed 
higher rates of compliance (Gudjonsson et al., 2021; Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 1996b), a more 
delinquent lifestyle, a greater likelihood of being victimized (Gudjonsson, Sigurdsson, Sigfusdottir, 
et al., 2008) and lower ratings of agreeableness and conscientiousness (Steingrimsdottir et al., 2007) 
than individuals who had not made a false confession. It is unclear whether these results apply 
to people who voluntarily take the blame. Separate analyses for individuals who confessed due to 
police pressure and others who confessed to protect someone else were not conducted despite the 
fact that often half of the false confessors indicated they wanted to protect the real perpetrator (e.g., 
Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 1996b). It is, however, plausible that different individual factors underly 
voluntary blame-taking behavior because people decide voluntarily to take the blame for someone 
else, which is in contrast to situations where people are coerced to confess. Only two surveys assessed 
individual risk factors for student participants who indicated that they had taken the blame before 
(Gudjonsson et al., 2007; Willard et al., 2015).

Suggestibility and Compliance. Especially the two individual risk factors suggestibility and 
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compliance have been linked to coerced false confessions (for an overview see Otgaar et al., 2021). 
The assumption is that suggestible individuals can be influenced to a higher extent by suggestive 
questions and external suggestions and are therefore more likely to falsely confess than non-suggestible 
individuals. The Gudjonsson Suggestibility Scale (GSS) can be applied to measure interrogative 
suggestibility with two scores (Gudjonsson, 1984). The yield score measures the tendency to give in 
to suggestive or leading questions and the shift score refers to people’s tendency to shift their answers 
after applied interpersonal pressure. Another factor that is believed to increase the probability of 
coerced false confessions is compliance or the tendency of people to give in to leading questions 
even when they know their answer is incorrect. The Gudjonsson Compliance Scale (GCS) measures 
how participants report their reactions when they are pressured by authorized people (Gudjonsson, 
1989). 

Compliance is more relevant for coerced-compliant false confessions than for coerced-
internalized false confessions because in these cases people falsely confess to end the interrogation 
even though they know that they are confessing to something they did not do (Gudjonsson, 1989). 
Suggestibility, on the other hand, is more relevant to coerced-internalized false confessions because 
people who are highly suggestible might start to imagine how they could have been the perpetrator 
(Gudjonsson et al., 2014; Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 1996b). Surveys consistently found that high 
levels of suggestibility and compliance were related to false confessions (e.g., Gudjonsson, 1991). 
Experiments that included suggestibility and compliance measurements found an association between 
suggestibility and false confessions (Otgaar et al., 2021).  

In the context of voluntary false confessions, compliance rather than suggestibility could also 
increase the probability of blame-taking, when the guilty person pressures another person to take the 
blame (Gudjonsson et al., 2021). One survey asked 1,432 students in higher education about their 
blame-taking behavior along with different personality tests, the GCS, and a specially constructed 
Motivation for Taking Blame Scale (Gudjonsson et al., 2007). Blame-takers and non-blame-takers 
did not score differentially on the GCS. However, the study did not differentiate between respondents 
who took the blame voluntarily and respondents who were pressured to taking the blame by the 
guilty person. Future surveys and experiments could examine whether compliance measured with the 
GCS is associated with blame-taking when pressured by the guilty person. 

Personality. In surveys that do not discriminate between coerced false confessions and 
voluntary false confession to protect someone else, different personality factors were related to 
respondents who indicated that they had falsely confessed before. For example, in one survey, prison 
inmates who claimed that they had falsely confessed scored higher on psychoticism and neuroticism 
and lower on social desirability on the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (Eysenck & Eysenck, 1975) 
compared to non-false confessors (Sigurdsson & Gudjonsson, 1996b). In another survey, students 
who claimed that they made a false confession to parents or teachers scored lower on agreeableness 
and conscientiousness on the NEO Five-Factor Inventory (Costa & McCrae, 1992) than non-false 
confessors (Steingrimsdottir et al., 2007). 

In the case of voluntary blame-taking, different associations with personality factors were 
found. Blame-takers in a substance abuse treatment sample reported higher levels of extraversion 
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than non-blame-takers but in the college student sample, there was no difference in personality when 
comparing blame-takers with non-blame-taker (Willard et al., 2015). In another survey with students, 
blame-takers had more antisocial personality characteristics and were more extraverted than other 
respondents (Gudjonsson et al., 2007). Overall, results from surveys suggest that different personality 
factors are relevant when looking at coerced false confessions than voluntary false confessions to 
protect someone else. For a more comprehensive picture, future surveys could compare personality 
factors of self-indicated ‘blame-takers’ with ‘coerced false confessors’ and ‘non-confessors/
non-blame-takers’. Moreover, future experiments could include personality measurements when 
examining voluntary blame-taking behavior.
Limitations

There are several limitations of the research conducted in this dissertation that need to be 
discussed. First, in Experiments 2a/2b (Chapter 3) and in Experiment 3 (Chapter 4), I used hypothetical 
scenarios that only reflect self-reported willingness to take the blame but not actual blame-taking 
behavior. In contrast to Experiment 1b (Chapter 2) and Experiments 4a and 4b (Chapter 4), participants 
did not have to sign a confession in front of an experimenter or another student. A comparison 
of blame-taking rates shows that blame-taking rates were lower when participants actually had to 
confess to the transgression. Experiments 1b, 4a, and 4b that measured actual blame-taking found 
similar blame-taking rates of 36.0%, 35.0%, and 33.7.%. In contrast, Experiments 2a and 3 that only 
used hypothetical scenarios found higher intended blame-taking rates (E2a: 57.8%; E3: 60.8%). Only 
Experiment 2b found a similar rate (34.9%) to the blame-taking rates in the experiments measuring 
actual behavior. Overall, the results show that blame-taking rates were higher when hypothetical 
scenarios were used. Yet, all experiments found substantial rates of blame-taking.

Second, the consequences for taking the blame were not as severe as the consequences 
innocent suspects face in real life such as a possible penalty, a guilty verdict, or a prison sentence. 
Research found that with increasing consequences false confession rates dropped (Horselenberg et 
al., 2006). Therefore, it is likely that blame-taking rates are lower in real life.  Yet, the experiments 
from the current dissertation are a valid means to examine the influence of situational risk factors. 

Third, the experiments that examined risk factors for voluntary blame-taking primarily tested 
(psychology) student samples and the results cannot directly be generalized to the general or criminal 
population. Surveys suggest that false confessors and blame-takers have both a more delinquent 
lifestyle than non-confessors and non-blame-takers (e.g., Gudjonsson et al., 2007; Gudjonsson, 
Sigurdsson, Sigfusdottir, et al., 2008; Willard et al., 2015). Furthermore, in Experiments 5, 6a, and 
6b that examined guilt assessment after retracted confessions, I only tested laypeople and did not 
examine professionals who work in the criminal justice system such as prosecutors or judges. It 
could be that professionals are trained to weigh incriminating and exculpatory circumstances of 
a case and that confessions that are not supported by incriminating evidence would not influence 
their attributions of guilt. However, previous studies in the field of memory showed that believes of 
laypeople vs. legal professionals do not necessarily differ (Magnussen & Melinder, 2012) and that 
legal professionals and other forensic experts are not immune against all kinds of biases (e.g., Elaad 
et al., 1994; Lidén et al., 2019; Meterko & Cooper, 2022).
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Another limitation is that in Experiment 1b (Chapter 2), the experimenter applied interrogation 
strategies on participants when accusing them of cheating. Therefore, the likelihood of a pressured 
false confession to protect someone else was increased. Indeed, another experiment found that only 
17% of participants took the blame immediately after the experimenter accused them (Pimentel et al., 
2015). After interrogation, this blame-taking rate increased to 48%. Future experiments should not 
apply any interrogation techniques to ensure that blame-taking is completely voluntary. For example, 
in Experiments 4a and 4b, the decision to sign the insurance form was fully up to the participants and 
they were not accused of breaking the camera by an authority figure, qualifying this work as the first 
to test actual voluntary blame-taking. Furthermore, future research could include different conditions 
that compare blame-taking rates and the influence of risk factors when interrogation strategies are 
applied and not applied.

When looking at the casefiles that participants read in Experiments 5, 6a, and 6b (Chapter 5), 
it is important to consider that the amount of information that participants received in order to make 
a guilt assessment is not comparable to real cases. In Experiment 5, participants only read a one-page 
case summary. In Experiments 6a and 6b, we included an investigative police report, a transcribed 
police interview, a statement of the suspect in the retracted confession conditions and a short report 
about the results of the DNA analyses or a transcribed witness interview and tried to make the material 
more realistic. However, real casefiles are still more detailed and often include more information. For 
example, it could be that a casefile contains information about the relationship of the suspect with 
other potential perpetrators which could reduce the influence of retracted voluntary confessions to 
protect someone else on attributions of guilt. 
Practical Implications

There are several practical implications that can be derived from this dissertation. First, the 
findings of this dissertation can be implemented into basic and further education of legal professionals 
and police. More specifically, the results can help raise awareness of potential risk factors and 
circumstances that foster voluntary false confessions to protect someone else. It is also important 
to educate public prosecutors, criminal judges, lawyers, and police officers about the difficulties in 
recognizing those confessions. Awareness of potential risk factors outside of the interrogation such 
as a close relationship to the real perpetrator may lead to better assessments of confession evidence. 
These findings might also be relevant for practitioners in the areas of administrative offences, 
misconducts in general or insurance fraud.

Another practical implication is that legal professionals and police can use the findings 
about risk factors of voluntary blame-taking to derive hypotheses when investigating criminal cases. 
This can be helpful in preventing wrongful convictions due to voluntary false confessions, such 
as in the case of Günther Kaufmann, as described in the General Introduction in this dissertation. 
Cognitive biases and heuristics can lead people to only consider evidence indicating guilt if not all 
hypotheses are (a) identified and formulated and then (b) tested (e.g., Fahsing et al., 2021). Two 
methods of testing hypotheses can be differentiated that can also be applied in the context of criminal 
investigations (Trope & Liberman, 1996). The pseudodiagnostic approach only focuses on one 
chosen hypothesis and ignores alternatives hypotheses, whereas the diagnostic approach describes 
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an analysis of the central hypothesis and its alternative hypotheses. The pseudodiagnostic approach 
is highly problematic in criminal investigations because it increases the risk for confirmatory-biased 
testing of the chosen hypothesis while ignoring other alternative hypotheses. It is therefore essential 
to identify and explicitly formulate all reasonable hypotheses because unformulated hypotheses 
cannot be tested against the available data (Fahsing et al., 2021). However, it can be difficult for 
investigators to formulate alternative hypotheses and often they prefer crime-related hypotheses (e.g., 
Fahsing & Ask, 2016). The findings of this dissertation could therefore help to formulate alternative 
hypotheses when investigating criminal cases with suspects who possibly want to protect each 
other or in structures of organized crimes (e.g., a suspect wants to protect his older brother). These 
hypotheses can help to plan further investigations in order to actively obtain information to test these 
hypotheses. For example, investigators could ask suspects to tell them about their relationship with 
their brother or about their role inside an organization. Then, investigators could try to find other 
evidence that corroborates or contradicts the obtained information such as other witnesses who can 
also give information about the relationship and test this hypothesis against the available information. 
Even if the suspect refuses to testify, this approach can open new pathways for investigations. For 
example, if investigators consider the hypothesis that a suspect falsely confessed to fraud in order to 
protect his colleague, investigators should consider the relationship of the two. Although, this may 
sound simple, it is essential to consider this hypothesis because otherwise the questioning of the 
colleague probably only occurs by chance and relevant information might not be obtained. 
Conclusions

The main aim of this dissertation was to examine (a) how situational risk factors influence 
voluntary false confessions to protect someone else and (b) how such confessions influence the 
attribution of suspects’ guilt after they are retracted and combined with exculpatory or ambiguous 
evidence. Experiment 1b suggested that weak guilt feelings towards others who are not very close 
do not increase blame-taking (Chapter 2). Experiments 2a and 2b highlighted the importance of kin 
relationships for decisions to take the blame for others and showed that social and cash incentives 
do not increase willingness to take the blame (Chapter 3). Experiment 3 showed that individuals are 
more willing to take the blame for close friends than strangers and Experiments 4a and 4b found 
that individuals were more likely to take the blame for someone from their in-group than out-group. 
Finally, Experiments 5, 6a and 6b suggested that attributions of guilt were strongest and confidence 
in guilty verdicts was highest when a casefile contained a retracted voluntary confession to protect 
someone else compared to the same casefile without a confession when combined with exculpatory 
or ambiguous DNA evidence (Chapter 5). All these findings can be helpful when educating and 
training legal professionals and police. In particular, the knowledge about risk factors for voluntary 
false confessions to protect someone else and the knowledge about the difficulties in recognizing 
such confessions can be helpful to formulate and test alternative hypotheses stating that suspects 
might have falsely confessed to protect someone else.
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Summary
Researchers have extensively examined coerced-compliant false confessions (for an overview 

see Gudjonsson, 2003; Kassin et al., 2010). In contrast, voluntary false confessions to protect someone 
else (voluntary blame-taking) received very little attention. However, surveys with students and 
prisoners show that they occur at least as often as coerced-compliant false confessions (e.g., Volbert 
et al., 2019; Willard et al., 2015). This dissertation examined (a) how situational risk factors influence 
blame-taking and (b) how such confessions influence the attribution of suspects’ guilt.

Based on theories of prosocial behavior and real-life cases, I examined the situational risk 
factors guilt feelings, relationship status, incentives and group membership. Chapter 1 introduces 
the topic and describes the underlying theories in detail. Chapter 2 describes a laboratory experiment 
(NE1b = 108) that tested whether guilt feelings towards the guilty person would increase blame-taking. 
Guilt manipulations did not influence blame-taking rates. Chapter 3 presents two online-experiments 
that examined the influence of relationship status and different types of incentives on willingness to 
take the blame (NE2a = 211; NE2b = 232). The results highlight the importance of kin relationships for 
decisions to take the blame, whereas social and cash incentives did not increase willingness to take 
the blame. Chapter 4 examined in an online-experiment the influence of non-kin relationship status 
on willingness to take the blame (NE3 = 130). Participants were more willing to take the blame for 
their best friend than for a stranger. Chapter 4 further examined whether group membership affects 
voluntary blame-taking behavior in two field experiments. Participants (NE4a = 60; NE4b = 89) were 
more likely to take the blame for an in-group member than an out-group member. Chapter 5 presents 
three online-experiments (NE5 = 153; NE6a = 318; NE6b = 334) that examined how retracted coerced-
compliant and retracted voluntary confessions to protect someone else influence attributions of guilt 
with varying evidence. Overall, participants were able to consider situational risk factors for coerced-
compliant confessions and primarily based their attributions of guilt on exculpatory DNA evidence. 
However, situational risk factors for voluntary false confessions (e.g., a close kin relationship to the 
perpetrator, the same group-membership) were not always considered when assessing guilt. 

Finally, Chapter 6 discusses the most important findings of the current research and presents 
the results of two further studies. Moreover, the chapter provides suggestions for future research 
and discusses practical implications of the research findings. The knowledge about risk factors for 
voluntary false confessions to protect someone else and the difficulties in recognizing such confessions 
can help police officers, public prosecutors, judges and lawyers when assessing confession evidence. 
In particular, the findings can help to formulate and test alternative hypotheses stating that suspects 
might have falsely confessed to protect someone else.
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Zusammenfassung
Forschungsarbeiten untersuchten vielfach vernehmungsbedingte falsche Geständnisse 

(für einen Überblick siehe Gudjonsson, 2003; Kassin et al., 2010). Wenig beachtet wurden bisher 
freiwillige falsche Geständnisse, die abgelegt werden um andere Personen zu schützen (freiwillige 
Schuldübernahme). Selbstberichtsstudien unter Studierenden und Strafgefangenen deuten jedoch 
darauf hin, dass diese mindestens ebenso häufig vorkommen wie vernehmungsbedingte falsche 
Geständnisse (z. B. Volbert et al., 2019; Willard et al., 2015). Diese Dissertation untersuchte, (a) 
wie situative Risikofaktoren freiwillige falsche Geständnisse zum Schutz einer anderen Person 
beeinflussen und (b) wie solche Geständnisse die Schuldeinschätzung von Verdächtigen beeinflussen.

Basierend auf Theorien prosozialen Verhaltens und realen Fällen habe ich die situativen 
Risikofaktoren Schuldgefühle, Beziehungsstatus, Anreize und Gruppenzugehörigkeit untersucht. 
Kapitel 1 führt in das Thema ein und beschreibt detailliert die zugrunde liegenden Theorien. In Kapitel 
2 wird ein Laborexperiment (NE1b = 108) beschrieben, in dem getestet wurde, ob Schuldgefühle 
gegenüber der schuldigen Person die Wahrscheinlichkeit der Schuldübernahme erhöhen. Es 
zeigte sich kein Einfluss von Schuldgefühlen auf die Häufigkeit der Schuldübernahme. Kapitel 3 
beschreibt zwei Online-Experimente (NE2a = 211; NE2b = 232), die den Einfluss des Beziehungsstatus 
und verschiedener Arten von Anreizen auf die Bereitschaft der freiwilligen Schuldübernahme 
untersuchten. Die Ergebnisse unterstreichen die Bedeutung von Verwandtschaftsbeziehungen für 
die Entscheidung, die Schuld für andere auf sich zu nehmen. Sie zeigen außerdem, dass soziale 
und finanzielle Anreize keinen Einfluss auf die Bereitschaft der Schuldübernahme hatten. Kapitel 
4 untersuchte in einem Online-Experiment den Einfluss von nicht-verwandten Personen auf die 
Bereitschaft der freiwilligen Schuldübernahme (NE3 = 130). Versuchspersonen waren eher dazu 
bereit die Schuld für ihre*n besten Freund*in zu übernehmen als für eine fremde Person. In Kapitel 4 
wurde außerdem in zwei Feldexperimenten untersucht, ob die Gruppenzugehörigkeit einen Einfluss 
auf die freiwillige Schuldübernahme hat. Die Versuchspersonen (NE4a = 60; NE4b = 89) nahmen eher 
die Schuld für eine Person aus ihrer Eigengruppe auf sich als für eine Person aus der Fremdgruppe. 
Kapitel 5 beschreibt drei Online-Experimente (NE5 = 153; NE6a = 318; NE6b = 334), die untersuchten, 
wie widerrufene vernehmungsbedingte Geständnisse und widerrufene freiwillige Geständnisse 
zum Schutz einer anderen Person die Schuldeinschätzung beim Vorliegen unterschiedlicher 
Beweise beeinflussen. Die Versuchspersonen waren in der Lage, situative Risikofaktoren für 
vernehmungsbedingte Geständnisse zu berücksichtigen und stützen ihre Schuldzuweisungen in erster 
Linie auf entlastende DNA-Beweise. Situative Risikofaktoren für freiwillige falsche Geständnisse 
(z. B. eine enge Verwandtschaftsbeziehung zum/zur Täter*in, die gleiche Gruppenzugehörigkeit) 
wurden bei der Beurteilung der Schuld nicht immer berücksichtigt.

Abschließend werden in Kapitel 6 die wichtigsten Ergebnisse diskutiert, sowie zwei 
weiterführende Studien vorgestellt. Darüber hinaus werden Vorschläge für künftige Forschungsarbeiten 
gemacht und praktische Implikationen der Forschungsergebnisse diskutiert. Das Wissen über die 
Risikofaktoren für freiwillige falsche Geständnisse zum Schutz einer anderen Person und über die 
Schwierigkeiten beim Erkennen solcher Geständnisse kann Polizeibeamt*innen, Staatsanwält*innen, 
Richtern/Richterinnen und Rechtsanwält*innen bei der Beurteilung von Geständnissen helfen. 
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Insbesondere können die Ergebnisse dabei helfen alternative Hypothesen zu formulieren und zu 
prüfen, die besagen, dass Verdächtige zum Schutz einer anderen Person falsch gestanden haben 
könnten.

Zusammenfassung
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Valorisation Addendum
In this impact chapter, I will first elaborate on why my research is innovative, then I will 

explain the relevance of the current findings, the target groups for whom my findings are relevant, 
which specific activities may be useful to involve the target groups and what I already implemented. 
Note that many of these aspects have been mentioned in previous chapters of this dissertation, but 
will be presented here again in condensed form. 
Innovation

In contrast to voluntary false confessions, researchers have extensively examined risk factors 
for coerced-compliant false confessions and how guilt is assessed when such confessions are retracted 
and claimed to be false (for an overview see Gudjonsson, 2003; Kassin et al., 2010). Experimental 
research on risk factors of voluntary false confessions to protect someone else is rare although 
surveys suggest that taking the blame for minor offences occurs at a high rate (e.g., Gudjonsson 
et al., 2007; Willard et al., 2015). Prior to this dissertation, there were only three experiments that 
examined possible risk factors of voluntary false confessions to protect someone else (Pimentel et 
al., 2015; Willard et al., 2016; Willard & Burger, 2018). In these experiments, people were more 
likely to take the blame for close friends than for casual friends and adolescents took the blame more 
often than adults. However, researchers have neglected to further examine potential risk factors and 
guilt assessment after voluntary confessions to protect someone else. Inspired by individual cases 
of voluntary false confessions (Mielke, 2005), results from surveys (e.g., Willard et al., 2015) and 
previous experiments (e.g., Willard et al., 2016; Willard & Burger, 2018), this dissertation aimed 
to fill the knowledge gap about risk factors of voluntary false confessions to protect someone else 
and their influence on guilt assessment. For example, the experiments in this dissertation were 
the first that examined situational risk factors such as guilt feelings, kinship, incentives and group 
membership on voluntary false confessions to protect someone else and the influence of retracted 
voluntary confessions on guilt assessment. The experiments showed that kinship, close relationships, 
and group membership increase voluntary blame-taking behavior and that laypeople do not always 
consider those risk factors when assessing guilt.
Relevance and Target Groups

The main message of this thesis is that important situational risk factors for false confessions 
outside of the interrogation room include a close relationship to the real perpetrator and common 
group membership. The findings can help to raise awareness of (a) potential risk factors that foster 
voluntary false confessions to protect someone else and (b) the difficulties in recognizing those 
confessions. This is important for public prosecutors, criminal judges and police officers because 
knowledge on potential risk factors may lead to an appropriate assessment of confession evidence. In 
the criminal context, legal professionals and police officers investigate criminal cases and cognitive 
bias and heuristics can lead to only consider evidence indicating guilt if not all hypotheses are (a) 
identified and formulated and then (b) tested (e.g., Fahsing et al., 2021). Knowledge on potential risk 
factors can help to formulate alternative hypotheses when investigating criminal cases with suspects 
who might want to protect each other (e.g., a suspect wants to protect his older brother in structures 
of organized crimes). These hypotheses can help to further plan investigations such as suspect and 
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witness interviews in order to actively obtain information to test these hypotheses. Furthermore, the 
findings could also help defense lawyers to explain why a suspect might have offered a voluntary 
false confession. They may also be helpful to establish evidence-based practice and are therefore 
relevant for expert witnesses who apply scientific knowledge in the field. Furthermore, the results 
can be relevant for practitioners in the areas of administrative offences (e.g., exceeding the speed 
limit), misconducts in general (e.g., cheating in school) or insurance fraud.

Next to the practical relevance, the research findings are also relevant for the scientific field. 
While research in the area of voluntary false confessions is scarce, the findings of this dissertation are 
a foundation for future research to further examine potential risk factors and how guilt is assessed after 
such confessions are retracted. Finally, they can help individuals who took the blame for someone 
else to understand the underlying psychological processes. 
Activities 

There are several options to make the knowledge obtained in this dissertation accessible 
and applicable for legal professionals and police. First, articles need to be published in discipline-
specific journals. Especially in Germany, legal professionals or police often do not read research 
articles published in English language. Second, interview trainings should be conducted that 
include information about risk factors of voluntary false confessions to protect someone else 
and the difficulties in recognizing such confessions. Third, the findings need to be presented at 
interdisciplinary conferences. 

To reach lecturers, researchers and expert witnesses it is important to publish scientific papers. 
Furthermore, psychology and law students can be informed about voluntary false confessions to 
protect someone else. Thereby, the next generations of possible practitioners (police officers, public 
prosecutors, judges, lawyers, expert witnesses) as well as researchers are already informed. 
Implementation

To inform legal professionals and police officers about false confessions in general and 
about voluntary false confessions to protect someone else in particular, I co-authored two overview 
articles about false confessions: One article was published in a German criminal law journal (May 
& Schneider, 2022) and one book chapter will be published in a German police handbook (May 
& Schneider, in press). Furthermore, I was involved in a position paper that highlighted the need 
for a critical examination of lie detection and interrogation/interview tactics that was published in 
four different German journals (May et al., 2022). Finally, I conduct interview trainings for police 
practitioners, public prosecutors and judges that also focus on potential risk factors for voluntary 
false confessions to protect someone else. The training includes interactive elements to minimize the 
gap between theory and practice. 

I was also involved in educating university students. I gave two practical seminars for 
psychology students about the topic of voluntary false confessions and supervised Bachelor’s and 
Master’s students with their thesis about voluntary false confessions. Moreover, I co-authored a 
German article in a student law journal that outlined a German false confession case (Schneider & 
May, 2022). To inform the public and laypeople about (voluntary) false confessions and wrongful 
convictions, I published – together with colleagues – three blog articles and one article in the German 
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online journal In-Mind (Schell-Leugers & Schneider, 2016; Schell-Leugers & Schneider, 2018; 
Schneider & Sauerland, 2016; Schneider, Schell-Leugers & Sauerland, 2021). 

Finally, to promote research on the topic of voluntary false confessions to protect someone 
else and to make it easier to replicate experiments, materials, procedure and data should be made 
available. Furthermore, scientific publications should be open access so that practitioners and 
researchers without access to journal subscriptions can access these as well. Therefore, all manuscripts 
that are included in this dissertation are open access. Furthermore, I made the data of the experiments 
in Chapter 2 and 3 publicly available. 

Valorisation Addendum
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