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Abstract
Previous studies suggest parents lack knowledge regarding child and adolescent lie-telling; however, no study to date has
examined children’s and parents’ reports of lying within parent–child dyads. The current study examined parents’
knowledge of and inﬂuence on children’s and adolescents’ lie-telling. Parent–child dyads (N = 351) completed self-report
surveys. Children (8–14 years, 52.3% children female) reported on prosocial and antisocial lie-telling. Parents (Mage = 41.68,
89.5% parents female) reported on their child’s lie-telling, as well as their own honesty-targeted parenting strategies and
modeling of dishonest behaviors. Parents’ reports were unrelated to children’s and adolescents’ reports of prosocial and
antisocial lie-telling. Additionally, parents’ honesty-targeted parenting strategies and modeling of dishonesty did not predict
children’s lie-telling. Parents’ behaviors predicted their reports of children’s lie-telling, suggesting parents’ behaviors bias
their reports. Parents’ biased perception of adolescents lie-telling may have negative implications for parent–child
relationships.
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Introduction
Trust is vital for healthy interpersonal relationships, with
violations of trust resulting in negative outcomes such as
poor relationship satisfaction (Conley et al. 2011) and
increased delinquency (Kerr et al. 1999). One of the key
pillars of a trusting relationship is honesty (Rotenberg
1994). Honesty is not only important for building trust
between parents and children, but parents are responsible
for socializing their children around the social norm of
honesty (Heyman et al. 2009). Yet, previous research has
demonstrated that adolescents regularly use deception,
particularly with their parents (Jensen et al. 2004). Thus, the
present study examined parents’ perceptions of and inﬂuence on their own children’s lie-telling.
According to the Speech Act Theory (Austin 1962;
Grice 1980; Searle 1969), the value of a speech act, such
as a lie, is determined by social and moral conventions
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(i.e., the conventionality component). One of the most
important conventions is the general cooperative rule
which states that the goal of a speech act is to help and not
harm, thus encouraging statements that help while discouraging statements that harm others (Sweeter and Holland 1987). Importantly, the context in which the
statement is made can inﬂuence the statement’s value. In
an informational setting the goal is to provide all relevant
information and, thus, honesty is integral in this setting
(Grice 1980). In a politeness setting the goal is to communicate in a manner that maintains social relationships,
and in some situations dishonesty can aid in that goal
(Lakoff 1973). Based on these rules and norms the conventionality component dictates whether lie-telling has a
positive or negative value, resulting in two types of lies:
antisocial and prosocial lies. Antisocial lies are typically
told in the informational setting and are told to beneﬁt the
self; these lies are typically deemed unacceptable as they
violate the general cooperative rule. In contrast, prosocial
lies are typically told within a politeness setting for the
beneﬁt of others (e.g., lying to protect someone’s feelings,
such as telling someone you like the gift they gave you
when in fact you do not like the gift to avoid hurting their
feelings) and are often deemed acceptable because they
follow the general cooperative rule.
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The inﬂuence of socialization around the conventionalities of honesty is evident during adolescence,
which is shown by the increasingly negative evaluations of
antisocial lies and positive evaluations of prosocial lies
compared to childhood (Bussey 1999; Genyue et al. 2011;
Lee and Ross 1997). While both types of lies have been
shown throughout childhood (Evans and Lee 2013; Evans
et al. 2011; Talwar and Lee 2002, 2008; Williams et al.
2017; Williams et al. 2016), research during adolescence
has primarily focused on antisocial lies (Evans et al. 2011;
Jensen et al. 2004) or overall rates of lie-telling without
distinguishing between prosocial and antisocial lies (Debey
et al. 2015). Given the differences in how adolescents
evaluate prosocial and antisocial lies, there may be differences in how often adolescents tell each of these lies. Thus,
research that examines both prosocial and antisocial lietelling during adolescence as distinct behaviors is warranted. Speciﬁcally, the present study asked parents and
adolescents to report on lies to protect others as a measure
of prosocial lying, given that this type of lie is commonly
told and evaluated positively in a western cultural context
(Heyman et al. 2009). To measure antisocial lie-telling,
parents and children reported on lies about serious transgressions because they are increasingly common during
adolescence, easily remembered, and may have more serious consequences (e.g., engaging in risk behaviors parents
would not allow; Gingo et al. 2017). Given these consequences, antisocial lies about serious transgressions are
important to avoid or discourage.
Self-report research indicates that lie-telling increases
throughout childhood, peaks during adolescence (13–17
years old, ~3 lies per day; Levine et al. 2013), then
decreases during adulthood (~1 lie per day; Debey et al.
2015). It is likely that lie-telling increases due to adolescents’ desire for autonomy from parental control. In fact,
adolescents often recommend, justify, and use lie-telling as
a means of controlling parents’ knowledge of their behavior
(Finkenauer et al. 2005; Smetana et al. 2009). Lies about
personal behaviors are most common (relationships, activities with peers) because they consider these behaviors to be
private and under their own jurisdiction, while lies concerning health and safety behaviors (e.g., alcohol consumption) are often told out of fear of punishment (Chan
et al. 2015). This increase in lie-telling is important to
continue to examine, particularly lies to parents because
parents need to be aware of adolescents’ behaviors for
safety and well-being. Additionally, parents are responsible
for teaching children the importance of honesty and trust in
interpersonal relationships (Heyman et al. 2009).
While self-report research indicates that lie-telling peaks
in adolescence, deception detection research and parent
reports suggest that parents are not always aware of their
children’s lies. Experimental lie-detection studies have
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found that parents tend to perform at chance levels in judging the veracity of their own children’s and adolescents’
statements and perform signiﬁcantly below chance at
detecting lies (Evans et al. 2016; Talwar et al. 2015). In fact,
parents demonstrate a strong truth bias when detecting their
own children’s lies, potentially reﬂecting a desire to trust
their own children (Evans et al. 2016). Further, while
parent-reports suggest a decrease in lie-telling starting in
late-childhood (Gervais et al. 2000), children and adolescents’ self-reports suggest that lie-telling peaks during
adolescence (Debey et al. 2015). The inconsistent developmental patterns reported by adolescents and parents are
likely a reﬂection of parents’ inability to detect their own
children’s lies due to the increased ability to avoid leaking
incriminating details (e.g., revealing knowledge that only a
transgressor would be aware of) during late-childhood and
adolescence; Evans et al. 2011). However, no study to date
has directly compared parents’ reports of their children’s
lie-telling to children and adolescents’ self-reported lietelling.
Despite parents’ potential lack of awareness of children
and adolescent dishonesty, they may still inﬂuence dishonest behaviors. For example, adolescents’ lying has been
found to be positively related to strict, low warmth parenting (Cumsille et al. 2010). While various aspects of
parenting, such as parenting style, have been shown to be
related to adolescents’ dishonesty, there is limited research
examining parenting strategies that speciﬁcally target dishonest behavior (i.e., honesty-targeted parenting strategies).
Laboratory-based studies can provide insight as to what
types of strategies might effectively discourage antisocial
lie-telling, such as focusing on the positive outcomes of
truth-telling rather than the negative outcomes of lie-telling
(Lee et al. 2014). For example, Lee and colleagues demonstrated that reading a moral story emphasizing the positive
outcome of honesty signiﬁcantly increased truth-telling rates
while emphasizing the negative consequences of lie-telling
did not inﬂuence children’s honesty (Lee et al. 2014). Furthermore, Talwar and colleagues have demonstrated that
more severe negative consequences for lie-telling, such as
highly punitive school environments, foster more frequent
and skillful lie-telling (Talwar and Lee 2011). Taken together, these studies suggest that parents who focus on the
beneﬁts of honesty, rather than the negative outcomes of
dishonesty, may be more successful in encouraging their
own children’s truth-telling. Previous research has focused
on how these techniques or disciplinary strategies affect
children’s antisocial lie-telling; however, given that lietelling increases during adolescence, parents would beneﬁt
from understanding which strategies effectively increase
honesty in adolescence. In particular, lies to parents about a
variety of topics and activities (including safety concerns
like drinking and sex) increase with age, therefore it is

Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2020) 49:49–59

important to examine parenting strategies that may assist in
effectively increasing honesty so adolescents are more
likely to disclose concerning behaviors.
Honesty promotion techniques have primarily been
examined in the context of antisocial lies (lies told to beneﬁt
the self, such as concealing a transgression). When it comes
to prosocial lies, parents may not have the same goals. In
fact, parents may choose to encourage prosocial dishonesty.
Speciﬁcally, as parents socialize children around the norms
of politeness settings, they may encourage children to lie if
it beneﬁts the lie recipient (e.g., protect the lie recipient’s
feelings; Bussey 1999; Sweeter and Holland 1987). Thus,
research is needed on parenting methods for socializing
children around when it is acceptable or unacceptable to
tell lies.
Another method that may inﬂuence children’s dishonesty
is modeling (Maccoby 1992). There are several ways that
parents may model that lie-telling is acceptable. First, when
children observe dishonesty, parents may implicitly teach
children that dishonesty is acceptable. For example, it is
common for parents to use lying as a strategy to correct,
control, or inﬂuence children’s behavior and emotions (e.g.,
telling children their dog went to live on a farm instead of
saying it died; Heyman et al. 2009). Thus, children whose
parents lie more often may learn that lying is an acceptable
behavior and in turn lie more often themselves. In fact,
adults who report that their parents used lying to manage
their behavior during childhood report lying more themselves in adulthood, despite also reporting that their parents
emphasized the importance of honesty (Heyman et al.
2009). Additionally, parents who consider lie-telling to be
acceptable in other ways, such as asking children to lie or
keep secrets for them, may also model to their children that
dishonesty is acceptable and indirectly encourage lie-telling.
However, no study to date has directly examined parents’
dishonest behaviors in relation to their children’s lie-telling
behavior.
Parents’ honesty-targeted parenting strategies and own
(dis)honest behaviors and attitudes may not only inﬂuence
their children’s lie-telling, but also how parents perceive
and report on children and adolescents’ lie-telling. Honestytargeted parenting strategies can either focus on the beneﬁts
or consequences of (dis)honesty, and parents’ use of these
strategies may also inﬂuence how they perceive their children’s lie-telling. Parenting strategies often reﬂect parents’
values (Padilla-Walker and Thompson 2005). The type of
parenting strategy used may be reﬂective of the value parents place on honesty or dishonesty, as well as indicate the
type of behavior they expect to observe in their children.
The value parents place on antisocial and prosocial lies
likely differs, given that Speech Act Theory suggests that
the value placed on a lie differs by context. For example, in
the context of antisocial lie-telling, parenting strategies used
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to encourage honesty place the focus or value on truthtelling, which may lead to parents’ perceiving their children
as more honest. In contrast, parenting strategies that discourage antisocial lie-telling place the focus on dishonesty,
which may lead to parents perceiving their children as
telling more lies. In the context of prosocial lie-telling,
focusing on the positive and negative outcomes would both
be used to encourage dishonesty because honesty may be
harmful to others while dishonesty may be beneﬁcial. Given
that both strategies may be used to encourage and value
prosocial dishonesty, it is likely that parents engaging in
either of these strategies expect their children to tell
prosocial lies.
Additionally, it is likely that parents own dishonest
behaviors and attitudes inﬂuence their perceptions of others’
dishonesty, including their children. Research suggests that
individuals are biased towards believing others behave in
similar ways to them (Mullen et al. 1985; Ross et al. 1977).
This may also be the case for lying, where those who
engage in more frequent dishonesty expect others to do so
as well. In fact, those who lie also perceive others as more
likely to be dishonest both in laboratory (Evans and Lee
2014) and day-to-day (Sagarin et al. 1998) contexts. This
may also be the case in parent–child relationships, where
parents who model and are more accepting of dishonesty
may also perceive their children as being more dishonest.
Given that previous research has not yet examined how
parents’ behaviors inﬂuence their reports of their children’s
lying, further examination of this relationship is warranted.

The Present Study
Given that parents perform below chance when detecting
their own children’s lies and the inconsistencies between
self- and parent-reports, it was hypothesized that parental
reports would not predict their children’s reports of prosocial lies, antisocial lies, or lies to parents. Regarding parents’ inﬂuence, it was expected that more frequent use of
parenting strategies that focus on honesty would predict less
frequent self-reported antisocial lying, while parenting
strategies that focus on the consequences of lie-telling
would predict greater self-reported antisocial lie-telling.
Given that parents likely encourage prosocial lie-telling,
both types of parenting strategies would be positive predictors of children’s prosocial lie-telling. Furthermore,
when parents report higher rates of dishonesty, their children will also report telling more prosocial and antisocial
lies (Heyman et al. 2009).
Regarding parental biases, it was predicted that parenting
strategies emphasizing the results of honesty would be
negatively associated with parental reports of children’s
antisocial lie-telling, as focusing on honesty would lead
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parents to perceive less frequent lie-telling. In contrast,
parenting strategies emphasizing the consequences of dishonesty would be positively associated with parental reports
of antisocial lie-telling, because focusing on dishonesty
would lead to perceptions of more frequent lie-telling.
Additionally, both honesty-targeted parenting strategies
would be positively associated with perceptions of prosocial
lying, because both strategies would be used to teach children when it is appropriate or necessary to tell prosocial
lies. Finally, parents who reported greater parental modeling
of dishonesty themselves would also report that their children lied more often.

lying to protect someone’s feelings (How often have you
told a lie to make someone feel good about themselves? E.
g., telling someone you like a gift they gave you even if you
don’t like it) on a 5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = 10 or more
times).

Method

Honesty-Targeted Parenting Strategies

Participants

Parents were asked to report on the frequency with which
they discuss the results of being honest (positive approach)
and the consequences of telling lies (negative approach) on
a four-point scale (1 = never, 4 = always).

The present sample was drawn from a larger 3-year longitudinal study examining risk behaviors. Measures in the
current study were only included in the ﬁrst year of data
collection, thus only year 1 data is presented. The present
sample consisted of 352 parent–child dyads. The child and
adolescent sample consisted of 352 students (Mage = 10.73,
SD = 1.71, range = 8–14 years old, 52.3% female) recruited from elementary schools in a mid-sized city in Southern
Ontario, Canada. Parent reports indicated that children’s
ethnicity was White (89.9%), Black (4.3%), Indigenous
(2.3%), Latin American/Hispanic (3.6%), Asian (1.6%), or
other (11.6%). One parent of each child also participated in
the study (N = 352, Mage = 41.68, SD = 5.71, range =
26–58, 89.5% female), and reported their ethnicity as White
(87.5%), Black (1.4%), Indigenous (1.7%), Latin American/
Hispanic (2.3%), Asian (14.8), or other (10.2%).

Measures
Self-Report Lying
Children were asked to report on a variety of lying behaviors reﬂecting in the previous year. First, children were
asked to report generally on lying to parents (How often
have you lied to your parents?) on a 5-point scale (1 =
never, 5 = 10 or more times). Additionally, children
reported their frequency of antisocial lying (How often have
you lied to your parents about something important?) on a
5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = 10 or more times). Given that
the measure for antisocial lie-telling was phrased more
generally (lied about something important), participants
were asked to provide an example of something they lied
about. These open-ended responses were coded thematically to assess the types of lies children were reporting.
Finally, children reported on the frequency of prosocial

Parent-Reported Lying
Parents were asked to reﬂect on the previous year and report
on how often their child told antisocial lies (My child lies to
hide something they have done wrong) and prosocial lies
(My child tells lies to protect other people’s feelings) on a
four-point scale (1 = never, 4 = always).

Parental Modeling of Dishonesty
Parents were asked how often they ask their child to keep a
secret on a 4-point scale (1 = never, 4 = always), and
whether they have ever told their child a lie about something important (1 = yes, 0 = no). Additionally, parents
reported whether they think it is sometimes okay to lie on a
ﬁve-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).

Procedure
Participants were recruited through visits to schools and
completed surveys during school hours. Participants provided informed assent and parents provided informed consent prior to commencing the study. Parents completed the
surveys at home and returned them to their school in sealed
envelopes. Participating children received gifts (e.g., backpacks) and parents received gift cards ($5) as compensation.

Missing Data
Across variables, 1.8% of responses were missing. Full
information maximum likelihood estimation was used to
address missing data. In this method, all existing values in
the variables of interest are used to estimate the values that
are missing.

Results
Children’s open-ended responses where they provided an
example of a lie to their parents about something important
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were analyzed to assess whether children’s antisocial lies
were similar to parent-reported antisocial lies (to hide
something they have done wrong). Approximately one third
of participants provided examples (n = 106). Of these
examples, the majority (65.1%) were to get out of trouble,
5.6% about school (poor performance, not doing homework), 7.5% about mental health/mood, 13.2% said they did
not remember what they lied about, and 8.5% other types of
lies. Thus, the majority of lies reported by children were lies
to hide something they have done wrong, and this interpretation was consistent across age (r = 0.026).
Preliminary hierarchical regression analyses were performed for each research question. First, sex was included
as a covariate in all analyses, but was not a signiﬁcant
predictor and thus was excluded from ﬁnal models. Additionally, these preliminary analyses assessed whether
interaction terms (age by lie type/parent behavior) would
contribute to the models. Interaction terms did not signiﬁcantly contribute to the models; thus, the best ﬁtting
models are presented without interaction terms. See Table 1
for descriptive statistics. All variables were treated as continuous in the preliminary and primary analyses.
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics for study variables
Variable

Mean (SD)

Children’s reports
Antisocial lies

1.75 (1.08)

Prosocial lies

2.23 (1.21)

Parents’ reports
Children’s antisocial lies

1.65 (0.59)

Children’s prosocial lies

1.81 (0.61)

Discussing results of honesty

3.08 (0.78)

Discussing consequences of lie-telling

3.11 (0.80)

It is sometimes okay to lie

3.08 (1.02)

Asked child to keep a secret

1.55 (0.50)

Told a lie about something important (% yes)

27%

Table 2 Parent reports predicting children’s self-reported lying to
parents
Variable
Age

b

SE b
0.12

0.04

β

t

p

0.19

3.55

<0.001

PR antisocial lies

0.29

0.10

0.15

2.83

0.005

PR prosocial lies

−0.03

0.10

−0.01

−0.26

0.794

Predicting Children’s Self-Reported Lie-Telling
Lying to Parents

Table 3 Parent reports predicting children’s self-reported antisocial
lie-telling

A regression predicting children’s self-reported lying to
parents in general (How often have you lied to your parents?) was performed, with age and parents’ reports of
children’s prosocial and antisocial lying as predictors. The
model was signiﬁcant, F(3, 348) = 6.25, p < 0.001, R2 =
0.05. Age was a signiﬁcant positive predictor, such that as
age increased, participants reported signiﬁcantly more lies
to parents. Additionally, antisocial lie-telling was a signiﬁcant positive predictor, such that parents’ reports of
greater antisocial lie-telling predicted greater children’s selfreported lying to parents. Parent-reported prosocial lietelling was not signiﬁcantly related to children’s selfreported lying to parents (see Table 2 for full model results).

Variable

Antisocial Lying
A regression predicting children’s self-reported antisocial
lying (How often have you lied to your parents about
something important?) was performed, with age and parents’ reports of children’s antisocial lying entered as predictors. The model was signiﬁcant, F(2, 349) = 8.50, p <
0.001, R2 = 0.05. As age increased, children reported signiﬁcantly more antisocial lies. Consistent with predictions,
parent-reported antisocial lie-telling was not signiﬁcantly
related to children’s self-reported antisocial lie-telling (see
Table 3 for full model results).

b

SE b

β

t

p

Age

0.13

0.03

0.21

3.95

<0.001

PR antisocial lies

0.15

0.10

0.08

1.58

0.116

Prosocial Lying
A regression predicting children’s self-reported prosocial
lying (How often have you told a lie to make someone feel
good about themselves?) was performed, with age and
parents’ reports of children’s prosocial lying entered as
predictors. The model was signiﬁcant, F(2, 349) = 14.31,
p < 0.001, R2 = 0.08. As age increased, participants reported
signiﬁcantly more prosocial lies. However, consistent with
predictions, parents’ reports did not predict children’s
reports of prosocial lie-telling (see Table 4 for full model
results).

Parent Behaviors Predicting Children’s Self-Report
Lie-Telling
Lying to Parents
A regression predicting children’s self-reported lying to
parents (How often have you lied to your parents?) was
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Table 4 Parent reports predicting children’s self-reported prosocial lietelling
Variable

b

SE b

β

t

p

Age

0.19

0.04

0.27

5.30

<0.001

PR prosocial lies

0.05

0.10

0.02

0.47

0.639

Table 6 Predicting children’s self-reported antisocial lie-telling using
honesty-targeted parenting strategies and parental modeling of
dishonesty
Variable

b

Age

SE b β
0.13 0.03

Discussing results of honesty −0.10 0.13
Table 5 Predicting children’s self-reported lying to parents using
honesty-targeted parenting strategies and parental modeling of
dishonesty
Variable
Age
Discussing results of honesty
Discussing consequences of
lie-telling
Asked child to keep secret

b

SE b β
0.12 0.04

−0.08 0.13
0.12 0.13
0.11 0.12

t
0.18

p

t
0.21

p
3.90 <0.001

−0.08 −0.81

0.417

Discussing consequences of
lie-telling

0.18 0.12

0.14

1.47

0.144

Asked child to keep secret

0.12 0.12

0.05

1.00

0.320

0.00

0.04

0.966

−0.01 −0.20

0.846

Lied to child
Sometimes okay to lie

0.01 0.13
−0.01 0.06

3.32 0.001

−0.06 −0.62 0.538
0.09

0.95 0.343

0.05

0.87 0.388

Table 7 Predicting children’s self-reported prosocial lie-telling using
honesty-targeted parenting strategies and parental modeling of
dishonesty

Lied to child

−0.00 0.14

−0.00 −0.02 0.983

Variable

Sometimes okay to lie

−0.06 0.06

−0.05 −0.89 0.372

Age

performed, with age, honesty-targeted parenting strategies,
and parental modeling entered as predictors. The model was
signiﬁcant, F(6, 345) = 2.16, p = 0.047, R2 = 0.04. As age
increased, participants reported signiﬁcantly more lies to
parents. Contrary to predictions, neither parenting strategies
nor parental modeling predicted children’s self-reported
lying to parents (see Table 5 for full model results).

b

SE b β
0.19 0.04

Discussing results of honesty

0.17 0.14

Discussing consequences of
lie-telling

−0.15 0.14

t

p

0.27

5.24 <0.001

0.11

1.18

0.239

−0.10 −1.09

0.278

Asked child to keep secret

−0.04 0.13

−0.02 −0.28

0.779

Lied to child

−0.15 0.14

−0.06 −1.05

0.293

Sometimes okay to lie

0.04 0.07

0.03

0.55

0.584

Parents’ Behaviors Predicting Parents’ Perceptions
of Lie-Telling

Antisocial Lying
Antisocial Lying
A regression predicting children’s self-reported antisocial
lying (How often have you lied to your parents about
something important?) was performed, with age, honestytargeted parenting strategies, and parental modeling entered
as predictors. The model was signiﬁcant, F(6, 345) = 3.03,
p = 0.007, R2 = 0.05. As age increased, children were signiﬁcantly more likely to tell antisocial lies. Contrary to
predictions, neither parenting strategies nor parental modeling predicted children’s self-reported antisocial lie-telling
(see Table 6 for full model results).
Prosocial Lying
A regression predicting children’s self-reported prosocial
lying (How often have you told a lie to make someone feel
good about themselves?) was performed, with age, honestytargeted parenting strategies, and parental modeling entered
as predictors. The model was signiﬁcant, F(6, 345) = 5.16,
p < 0.001, R2 = 0.08. As age increased, children were signiﬁcantly more likely to tell prosocial lies. Contrary to
predictions, neither parenting strategies nor parental modeling predicted children’s self-reported prosocial lie-telling
(see Table 7 for full model results).

A regression predicting parents’ reports of children’s antisocial lying was performed, with age, honesty-targeted
parenting, and parental modeling entered as predictors. The
model was signiﬁcant, F(6, 345) = 4.28, p < 0.001, R2 =
0.07. Age was not signiﬁcant; unlike child reports, parents
did not report an increase in children’s antisocial lie-telling
with age. Consistent with predictions, parenting about the
consequences of lying was a signiﬁcant positive predictor,
such that as the frequency of engaging in this parenting
strategy increased, parents reported signiﬁcantly greater
antisocial lie-telling. Parenting about the results of honesty
and parental modeling of dishonesty did not emerge as
signiﬁcant predictors (see Table 8 for full model results).
Prosocial Lying
A regression predicting parents’ reports of children’s prosocial lying was performed, with age, honesty-targeted
parenting, and parental modeling entered as predictors. The
model was signiﬁcant, F(6, 345) = 6.42, p < 0.001, R2 =
0.10. Unlike children’s self-reports, parents did not report
that prosocial lie-telling increased with age. Parenting about
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Table 8 Predicting parents’ perceptions of antisocial lie-telling using
honesty-targeted parenting strategies and parental modeling of
dishonesty
SE b β

t

p

Table 9 Predicting parents’ perceptions of prosocial lie-telling using
honesty-targeted parenting strategies and parental modeling of
dishonesty
Variable

b

SE b β

Variable

b

Age

−0.03 0.02

−0.09 −1.74

0.084

Age

0.02 0.02

0.04

0.84 0.401

Discussing results of honesty −0.13 0.07

−0.17 −1.90

0.059

Discussing results of honesty

0.13 0.07

0.16

1.81 0.072

−0.08 0.07

t

p

−0.10 −1.11 0.268

Discussing consequences of
lie-telling

0.24 0.07

0.33

3.16 <0.001

Discussing consequences of
lie-telling

Asked child to keep secret

0.11 0.06

0.09

1.73

0.084

Asked child to keep secret

0.654

Lied to child

0.19 0.07

0.14

2.66 0.008

0.135

Sometimes okay to lie

0.08 0.03

0.14

2.55 0.011

Lied to child
Sometimes okay to lie

−0.03 0.07
0.05 0.03

−0.02 −0.45
0.08

1.50

the results of honesty and the consequences of dishonesty
were not signiﬁcant predictors. Consistent with predictions,
parental modeling behaviors were signiﬁcant positive predictors. Parents who frequently asked their child to keep a
secret, lied to their child about something important, or
more strongly agreed that lie-telling is acceptable reported
greater prosocial lies (see Table 9 for full model results).

Discussion
Parents are responsible for socializing their children around
the norms of honesty, such as teaching children in what
contexts a lie may be more appropriate than the truth. Given
that lie-telling increases during adolescence, parents would
beneﬁt from knowing what behaviors and parenting strategies are most effective for encouraging honesty in adolescents. Previous research has focused on the extent to which
various honesty promotion techniques inﬂuence younger
children’s antisocial lie-telling in laboratory contexts. The
current study is the ﬁrst to assess parents’ knowledge of,
inﬂuence on, and biases regarding adolescents’ daily lietelling. Although the ﬁndings showed that parents were not
consistent with children’s reporting and did not appear to
inﬂuence their children’s lie-telling, parents’ own behaviors
biased their reports of their children’s lie-telling.
First, in line with predictions, parents’ reports were not
consistent with children’s reports of prosocial and antisocial
lies. These ﬁndings are consistent with previous studies
demonstrating that parents are poor at identifying the
veracity of children’s reports in lie-detection studies and
that parents’ and children’s reports of children’s lie-telling
across studies reveal inconsistent developmental trends
(Evans et al. 2016). These ﬁndings are the ﬁrst to examine
parent and child reports of lie-telling in the same study,
revealing that these inconsistent patterns are not due to
differences across studies but indeed represent different
perceptions of the self-reported behavior. It is likely that
parents’ reports were unrelated to children’s self-reports
because children’s lies become increasingly sophisticated

0.21 0.06

0.17

3.29 0.001

with age (Evans et al. 2011). According to the activationdecision-construction model of lie-telling, working memory, inhibitory control, and planning are necessary executive functioning skills for lie-telling. Children’s executive
functioning abilities improve with age, which results in
children’s lie-telling becoming more sophisticated. Thus, as
children and adolescents become more skilled at telling lies,
their lies become more difﬁcult to detect. Further, parents
have demonstrated a truth bias in lie detection research,
where they are more likely to believe their child is telling
the truth (Evans et al. 2016). Parents may fail to consistently
identify their own children’s dishonesty; however, this may
serve to protect the trust foundation in parent–child relationships. When parents are unaware of their children’s
dishonesty, their lies cannot impact their relationship.
While parents’ and children’s reports of prosocial and
antisocial lying were not consistent, parents’ reports of
antisocial lie-telling did predict children’s reports of lying to
their parents more generally. This may be because when
parents remember children lying to hide something they
have done wrong, this would most likely refer to lies their
children have told parents to avoid punishment for a rule
they have broken. Parents may be more accurate in
detecting lies told directly to them, and less accurate in
assessing general lie-telling. Our measure of parent-reported
antisocial lie-telling did not speciﬁcally ask about lies told
to parents, therefore future studies should ask parents and
children about lie-telling using the same questionnaires to
ensure that both are reporting on the same lies.
Contrary to predictions, parents’ behaviors and attitudes
were not related to children’s lie-telling regardless of lie
type. Parenting strategies focused on (dis)honesty may have
more of an immediate rather than a lasting effect on lietelling. Effective experimental honesty promotion techniques are employed after a transgression has occurred but
before the lie is told (e.g., Lee et al. 2014); however, parenting about lie-telling may only be occurring after parents
suspect that their child has lied to them. Thus, instead of
approaching conversations ﬁrst by highlighting the importance of honesty, they may react to dishonesty by discussing
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the importance of being honest or the consequences of
being dishonest. Future studies should ask parents about
how they engage in parenting strategies surrounding honesty, and speciﬁcally assess whether they typically talk
about honesty in response to suspected/detected dishonesty
or if they are proactive when engaging in these discussions.
Additionally, it would be interesting for future research to
ask children about the ways in which their parents discuss
(dis)honesty. Perhaps children’s perceptions of parenting
strategies or the extent to which children believe their parents value honesty would be more important for or have a
stronger relationship with their lie-telling than parental
reports of their own parenting strategies.
Although it was predicted that children would report
greater lie-telling if their parents modeled greater dishonesty, this prediction was not supported. Parents were
asked about three speciﬁc aspects of dishonesty. First,
parents reported whether they asked their child to keep a
secret, which may model dishonesty but may also demonstrate the importance of secret keeping for building trusting
relationships. For example, perhaps conﬁding secrets to the
child builds trust; children at this age often report that
secret-keeping is a vital quality of close relationships (Villalobos Solis et al. 2015). Thus, secret-keeping between
parents and children may improve parent–child trust and
teach the importance of keeping secrets for building trust
with others, rather than encouraging lie-telling more generally. Second, parents reported whether they lied to their
children. The lack of relation between children and parents’
lie-telling may be due to children’s lack of awareness of
their parents’ lies, much like parents are not able to detect
their own children’s lies. To examine this possibility, future
studies could ask for children’s perceptions of their parents’
lying to assess whether children are identifying their parents’ lies, and whether this knowledge is inﬂuential on
children’s behaviors. Finally, parents reported whether they
sometimes consider lying to be acceptable. While parents’
opinions on lie-telling may not have been related to children’s lie-telling, research has often found that children’s
own evaluations of lie-telling are unrelated to their actual
lie-telling behaviors (e.g., Talwar et al. 2002). Thus, had
children reported on their own opinions of whether lietelling was sometimes acceptable, parents and children’s
evaluations may have been similar but not related to their
behaviors. To address this possibility, future research
should ask parents and children not only about their lietelling, but also about their evaluations of the acceptability
of lie-telling. Additionally, asking adolescents to report on
their own and their parents’ lie-telling may provide greater
insight into how parents’ behaviors inﬂuence adolescent lietelling. Adolescents’ perceptions of their parents prosocial
and antisocial lies are likely more inﬂuential than parents
actual lie-telling.
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Neither parenting strategies nor parents’ own dishonesty
appear to inﬂuence children and adolescents’ lie-telling. If
parents’ behaviors do not inﬂuence children and adolescent
lie-telling, what other variables may be inﬂuential on dishonesty? Previous research on this topic has found that
adolescents often report using dishonesty as a method of
obtaining autonomy from parents (Smetana et al. 2009).
When greater autonomy has been established in early
adulthood, lie-telling is less frequent (Jensen et al. 2004).
There may be other explanations for this increase as well.
For example, trust and communication decrease while
conﬂict and inconsistency increase in the parent–child
relationship with age (Nickerson and Nagle 2005). Adolescents may lie more often to their parents because they are
less trusting of their parents, and to avoid the increased
conﬂict that can occur during this developmental period.
Future research could ask adolescents to report on their
motivation for lying to their parents to understand why lietelling increases in this relationship.
Finally, consistent with predictions, parents’ behaviors
predicted their reports of their children’s lie-telling. This
suggests that parents’ reports are biased by their own
behaviors. For example, parents who reported talking
about the consequences of lying were signiﬁcantly more
likely to report higher rates of their children’s antisocial
lie-telling. Similarly, parents’ reported rates of modeling
dishonesty positively predicted their reports of children’s
prosocial lies. These ﬁndings may be due to the ways in
which parents teach children about antisocial and prosocial
lie-telling. Parents likely explicitly teach their children that
antisocial lie-telling is wrong, thus their perceptions are
inﬂuenced by their engagement in more direct parenting
strategies. In contrast, parents may teach about prosocial
lies more implicitly, such as through modeling behaviors
that indicate prosocial lying is acceptable. Generally,
reports are often biased by one’s own behaviors; people
assume others exhibit the same behaviors they tend to
engage in (Mullen et al. 1985; Ross et al. 1977). As such,
both parenting and modeling appear to bias parents’
responses of their children’s lie-telling. Not only do parents hold a truth bias, where they think their children lie
less than they actually do, their reports of lie-telling reﬂect
their own reported values and behaviors rather than their
children’s. Thus, parents’ trust in their children may be
more affected by their own behaviors rather than by their
children’s actual dishonesty. If parents lie more themselves, this may result in them being less likely to trust
their children. Previous research has found that parents
who perceive greater levels of concealment in their children are less accepting, less involved, and less knowledgeable, regardless of children’s actual concealment
(Finkenauer et al. 2005). Parents should be cautious in
assuming that their perceptions of their children’s
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dishonesty are accurate. Parents would also beneﬁt from a
greater understanding of how their own behaviors might
bias their perceptions, and thus avoid negatively impacting
their relationship with their child. Given that the majority
of the parent sample was mothers, future research would
beneﬁt from asking both parents to provide reports on lietelling and parenting to assess the home environment more
broadly.
There are a number of limitations of the current study
that should be noted. First, the questions were adjusted to be
age-appropriate to ensure children’s understanding. Asking
parents and children different questions regarding the same
type of lie may have led to some discrepancies. Coding the
open-ended responses revealed that children and adolescents were mainly reporting on lies told to get out of
trouble; however, future research should aim to replicate
these ﬁndings while asking parents and children the same
questions that are more similar and appropriate for all age
groups. Additionally, questions in future studies could
ensure that all questions ask about lies to the same recipient
and avoid overlapping in the types of lies being reported to
avoid potential overlap in responses. Finally, participants
were asked to recall lies told over the previous year. As a
result, participants’ reported lie-telling likely reﬂect more
serious or important lies that are more impactful for the lieteller and thus more likely to be remembered over the oneyear period. Future studies could ask about lie-telling within
a shorter time frame to assess whether similar patterns are
found with more minor lies and whether the same biases
hold within a shorter time frame.
The current study has several implications for the
parent–child context. Parents’ inability to detect their children’s lies may serve a protective function. Lying damages
trust in relationships, therefore parents’ inaccuracy may be
beneﬁcial for preserving the quality of the parent–child
relationship (Rotenberg 1994). Future studies could continue to understand this by asking parents and adolescents to
report on their own and each other’s lie-telling as well as
relationship quality to understand this relationship further.
Parents’ biases may also be harmful towards their relationship; their own dishonesty may lead to greater perceptions of dishonesty in their children, thus decreasing trust in
their relationship (Sagarin et al. 1998). Another extension of
this work applies to educating parents on effective methods
of parenting about honesty. This research may provide
parents with insights into particular strategies that are
effective, or ineffective, in promoting honesty. For example,
encouraging parents to praise honesty rather than responding punitively when adolescents disclose undesirable
behaviors may encourage honest and open communication
in the parent–child relationship.
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There are several ways in which future research could aid
in our understanding of parenting and adolescent dishonesty.
For example, asking adolescents to report on their parents’ lietelling behavior would further the current understanding of
parents’ inﬂuence on dishonesty. Adolescents may be more
aware of their parents’ prosocial lie-telling than antisocial (or
vice versa), and this awareness may lead to different inﬂuences on adolescents’ lying. Further, adolescents may have
different evaluations of lies parents tell them. Adolescents
may view all lies told by parents as harmful or unacceptable,
rather than understanding that parents use lies as a strategy to
control behavior or avoid negative emotional experiences
(such as the death of a pet), or that parents also tell lies in
speciﬁc social contexts. Future research could ask adolescents
to report on and evaluate their parents lies to understand how
parents’ lie-telling might be inﬂuencing adolescents’ behavior. Longitudinal research would be valuable in assessing the
direction of effects found in the present study. For example,
does engaging more frequently in an honesty-targeted parenting strategies lead to perceptions of more frequent lietelling, or do their perceptions lead to greater use of certain
parenting strategies? Examining these variables across time
would allow us to understand how these different behaviors
are inﬂuencing one another and to make recommendations to
parents as to which behaviors or strategies may be most
effective. Additionally, given that lie-telling has been shown
to increase generally rather than only to parents, it would be
interesting for future research to ask adolescents about lies
told to other recipients as well, such as peers.

Conclusion
The marked increase in lie-telling during adolescence
makes this developmental stage an important period for
understanding (dis)honesty. Parents play a key role in
socializing children and adolescents around the norms of
honesty; however, limited research to date has examined
parents’ awareness of and inﬂuence on children’s lie-telling
behaviors. The current study examined parents’ knowledge
of, inﬂuence on, and biases regarding adolescent lie-telling.
Parents’ reports were inconsistent with adolescents’ reports
of lie-telling; however, parents’ lack of awareness of adolescent lie-telling may serve to protect trust in the
parent–child relationship. While parenting about and modeling of dishonesty did not inﬂuence lying, parents’ behaviors did predict parents’ reports of adolescent lie-telling.
Increasing parents’ awareness of their biases towards adolescent dishonesty may be crucial in preventing parents’
behaviors from causing conﬂict or damaging trust in the
parent–child relationship during adolescence.
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