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Abstract 

 

Unsolicited Confession of Deception in Romantic Relationships 

 

Kyle Daniel Kearns, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Matt McGlone 

 

We have long known that deception plays a consistent and complicated role in romantic 

relationships. Though social scientists have studied the discovery and detection of 

deception in couples, unprompted confession of deception has yet to be explored.  It is 

not yet known why people choose to confess their lies to significant others, nor how that 

confession affects relationships.  The present study surveyed 373 undergraduate students 

about their experiences both confessing to their romantic partner and being confessed 

to, and found that their likelihood to confess was positively associated with how 

discoverable they perceived the lie to be.  Those higher in commitment and with a more 

negative attitude toward deception were more likely to have plans to confess.  

Participants were questioned about the nature of each lie and how it affected their 

relationship in the short-term and long-term.  Their responses are categorized and 

discussed. 
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Chapter 1: Review of Literature 
 

 More than 90% of peoples admit to having lied to their romantic partner (Knox, Schacht, 

Holt, & Turner, 1993), but not all of these lies are successfully concealed.  Many of them come to 

light eventually, if not right away.  What happens, though, when the one who outs the deceiver 

is the deceiver?  Although it is discussed frequently, scholars have yet to examine this relational 

oddity.  Most would have us believe the guilt from lying to someone you love is too great to bear 

and the truth will come out eventually, due to nothing more than human decency, morality, and 

relational integrity.  This study, however, paints a more practical picture.  Perhaps, what we see 

as emotionally charged loyalty to one’s partner is simply individuals assessing their costs and 

benefits and choosing the lesser of two evils, with getting caught as the alternative.   

 Deception in relationships is almost globally condemned (West, 2006) despite the findings 

of many researchers that deception can be both functional (Kraus, 1981) and in some cases even 

serve to increase relational satisfaction (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 2006; Cole, 2000).  We know 

that couples have varying but often stringent sets of rules about deception (Roggensack & Sillars, 

2013) and that violations of these rules often end in discovery which can have significant 

consequences (McCornack & Levine, 1990), but social scientists have yet to explore confession 

as an alternative.  Thus, we do not yet know why some lies are confessed and others left for 

potential discovery, nor do we know what effect such decisions have on relationships.  This is an 

important topic for researchers who seek to explain why honesty is so important to romantic 

couples, how costs and benefits are weighed when making decisions in relationships, and how 

different types of transgressions affect trust and other variables in these couples.  This line of 

inquiry is also of great consequence to individuals in romantic dyads. Findings could provide 
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clarity for individuals wondering if they are being deceived and whether or not their partner will 

come clean if lying.  Deceivers may also be curious about what to expect when weighing the 

option to confess voluntarily or wait and risk discovery. 

DECEPTION 

 Not only does research show that people lie to their romantic partners- even spouses -

regularly, but that they in fact tell their worst lies to their significant others (DePaulo, Ansfield, 

Kirkendol, & Boden, 1997).  This seems counterintuitive because these same people who claim 

that trust is the foundation of any good relationship, break that trust frequently.  However, they 

seem to be blissfully unaware it is happening on the other end of their relationship as well.  In 

fact, a vast majority of people assume their partner is significantly less deceptive than they are 

(Cole, 2001).  This clearly cannot be the case, but people go on assuming they are the dubious 

member of their dyad and their partner is every bit the trustworthy person with whom they fell 

in love. 

Deception is still a hot button issue among couples.  In fact, individuals in dating 

relationships rate deception as the second “worst” transgression one can commit against a 

romantic partner (West, 2006).  It follows then that couples would set explicit and agreed-upon 

rules about lying to prevent ambiguity concerning what one should or should not disclose to a 

significant other.  However, research on the topic suggests that not only do couples not talk about 

it, but they might go their whole lives on different pages about expectations of honesty 

(Roggensack & Sillars, 2013).  Couples were questioned independently about the obligatory and 

discretionary rules of deception in their relationship, and then asked about their partner’s beliefs 

on the same subject.  It turns out that even when people are sure they and their partners agree, 
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the two have sizable, and potentially problematic, differences in their sets of rules.  Further, 

couples get more and more convinced they are in agreement as their relationship progresses, 

but their actual level of agreement does not change. 

So why would the person someone loves most be the person they most often deceive?  

Deception researchers have found several potential answers for this question.   Several are 

explained by a social exchange perspective (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978), discussed below, such as 

creating or preserving distance and withholding information as a resource in an unequal 

relationship.  In romantic or sexual relationships in particular, individuals can use deception as a 

form of impression management, making themselves seem more socially attractive, impressive, 

and desirable (DePaulo & Kashy, 1998).  An individual’s deceptive behavior in a close relationship 

may also be explained by his or her intimacy needs.   Using attachment theory, Cole (2001) found 

secure individuals were shown to lie the least.  Individuals who are high in anxious attachment 

may use deception to manage their fear of abandonment while the avoidantly attached are more 

likely to use deception as mentioned above, to preserve autonomy. 

One must keep in mind, however, that not all lies are necessarily destructive in 

relationships.  Indeed, many who study deception assert that in many cases the truth can do 

more harm to a relationship than a lie.  Some prosocial lies serve to avoid conflict, preserve peace, 

and create a more idealistic picture of both individuals and the relationship itself, which can lead 

to increases in satisfaction (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 2006).  In this line of thinking, the 

perception of both the partner and the relationship is more important than the truth.   

Of course, this argument hinges on the success of the deception.  Individuals who were 

completely misled by a partner’s positive deception have been shown to be more satisfied (Cole, 
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2001), but what happens when the lie is revealed?  Deceptions often come to light through 

contradictory facts, third party witnesses, confession, or other proof.  If the deceived party lives 

in blissful ignorance or semi-aware denial, they may not be looking for evidence to the contrary.  

However, when suspicion is aroused, couples become significantly better at knowing when their 

partner is lying or hiding something (Stiff, Kim, & Ramesh, 1992).  Suspicion is an important factor 

in the process of deception; it not only increases the likelihood that the deceived party will 

discover the deception, but also intensifies the response when the truth is discovered 

(McCornack & Levine, 1990).   This can come in the form of trait suspicion, which characterizes a 

person’s natural tendency toward distrust of people and situations, or state suspicion, which is 

aroused by a particular set of verbal, nonverbal, and circumstantial cues.  The presence of the 

latter is more significant to detect, but both can affect the reaction that the individual has to 

partner’s dishonesty. 

DISCOVERED DECEPTION 

The response of the partner is of paramount importance to a deceiver when considering 

outcomes of discovered deception.  Many factors affect the manner in which an individual will 

respond when becoming aware that his or her partner has lied.  First of all, the content of the lie 

is very important (McCornack & Levine, 1990).  For example, a lie that is relevant to the 

relationship –such as concealed infidelity- will likely be evaluated quite differently than an 

impression-management lie told about performance on a highs school football team.  In addition 

to suspicion and relevance, the size of the lie can play a factor in the emotional intensity of the 

reaction when the lie is discovered, or even the likelihood the discovery will result in termination 

of the relationship (McCornack & Levine, 1990).     
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Another variable for an individual to consider when weighing the costs of deception on a 

relationship is uncertainty.  Planalp and Honeycutt (1985) found that relational uncertainty was 

a strong predictor of relationship termination when considering the emotions associated with 

deception.  When an individual finds out he or she has been lied to, it is not a solitary act that 

causes uncertainty, but the re-evaluation of a set of past experiences as well as doubts about the 

future.  That is, a person may ask “If she has been lying about that, what else has she been 

keeping from me?”  Furthermore, a precedent for future actions has been set.  Things that 

someone may have taken at a partner’s word are now unsure.  “If he could lie so easily about 

that, why not this, or anything else?”  This uncertainty elevates the costs of the relationship more 

than any other factor we have thus far discussed.  This is in part because of the lasting and 

retroactive effects it has on the relationship.  One could also argue rewards are removed when 

deception is discovered, such as trust, comfort, positivity, and even benefits that were attached 

to the deception itself.  However, if the deceiver discloses his or her deception voluntarily, some 

of the trust may be salvaged.  That is, there is a different set of costs associated with discovery 

and confession, but one is certain and one is less so. Afifi, Falato, and Weiner (2001) found that 

when a person discovered a partner’s infidelity from their partner unprompted, the relationship 

suffered less than when they found out by other means (third party, caught in the act, etc.).  But 

how conscious are people of the differential risks, and would this information overshadow the 

hope that the truth never come out at all? It is this specific question that forms the basis for the 

present study. This study seeks support for the idea that this is the primary assessment in 

question when one decides whether to confess deception, or to risk its discovery.   
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While there has not been work on the voluntary confession of prior deception, there has 

been research on discovered deception that with some interesting implications for this line of 

inquiry.  Several have already been discussed, but an interesting set of findings gives us a window 

into the bad, good, and better strategies to use when one’s partner discovers a lie (Aune, Metts, 

& Hubbard, 1998).  Though perhaps somewhat intuitive, prosocial attempts to repair 

relationships did fare slightly better in terms of their effects on the relationship.  These involved 

apologies, invoking the relationship (e.g. “Our bond is strong enough to withstand this” or “Think 

of all we’ve been through together”), working on the relationship (spending more time together, 

trying to make it up to partner, or explaining ways one plans to improve), and so on.   

However, the more surprising finding- and the one more pertinent to the present 

investigation- is what the study found about the strategies they had predicted to be less 

constructive.  Though the power of the study is rather small, it did find those strategies 

hypothesized to be negatively associated with relational repair actually had better relational 

outcomes than using no strategy at all, that is, when the couple did not address the problem 

together but separately.  The authors’ concluded that even if the strategy for managing discovery 

of a transgression is poorly chosen or ill-executed, being present and active when the truth comes 

to light is still better than doing nothing at all.  This presents two additional reasons that 

confession may be preferred over discovery in addition to the reasons stated above. 

First, the stewing effect (Millar & Tesser, 1986) refers to the phenomenon in which the 

longer people are given to think about a problem, the more intense their emotional responses to 

it and the more polarized their opinions of it.  With this, one could imagine having any time 

between the discovery and the repair attempts would be detrimental to the deceiver, especially 
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if the significant other has a chance to speak to others about it before the deceiver.  A second 

potential reason considered in the present study is that when one confesses, he or she has 

control over the way their partner finds out about the deception.  Control over timing, 

preparation, framing of messages, and repair can be extremely important, in addition to the 

implications for trust and uncertainty mentioned above.  A final question that remains on the 

pre-emptive explanation of confession is the degree to which people in romantic relationships 

are conscious of these effects.  Are people in relationships aware of the dangers of allowing a 

partner to discover deception in their absence?  Further, is it necessary for people to be conscious 

of this effect for it to impact their decisions to disclose deception or other transgressions? 

COMMITMENT AND INVESTMENT 

Social exchange theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978) provides a useful perspective on the type 

of cost-benefit analysis proposed thus far in this study.  This theory posits that human beings 

seek relationships whose rewards outweigh their costs.  A person’s assessment of the advantages 

of a particular relationship is presumed to influence not only by profit in that relationship but 

also by the quality of the perceived alternatives the individual believes to have.  This theory 

presents a view of human beings as rational and largely motivated by self-interest.  One type of 

resource that can be exchanged in a social relationship is self-disclosure (Cline & Musolf, 1985).  

When people self-disclose, they are trading information and vulnerability which foster intimacy.  

This is of particular interest here, because deception can be explained as a costly behavior that 

withholds both intimacy and information (Cole, 2001).   It would make sense, then, for an 

individual who becomes aware of his or her partner’s deception to retaliate in kind (withhold 

honesty), create distance, lower interdependence, or even end the now-costly relationship. 
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 An important branch of social exchange theory is the investment model (Rusbult & Buunk, 

1993).  The investment model shows that an individual’s commitment to a relationship is strongly 

related to the size of that person’s investment in the relationship in addition to satisfaction and 

perceived quality of alternatives.  Investments in a relationship can be tangible, such as finances 

or a shared living space.  However, investments also include abstract factors such as time, effort, 

affect, or a shared social network.  Individuals make a series of decisions throughout a 

relationship that either increase autonomy or benefit the couple by increasing interdependence, 

usually at the cost of alternate opportunities.  This explains why many people who are in 

relationships in which the costs outweigh the rewards will still make sacrifices for their partner 

or relationship.  Though the relationship is not profiting them at the moment, their investment 

size may be substantial, which influences their decisions heavily. 

 It is important to apply this concept to deception in romantic relationships.  In deception 

research employing the investment model, those with lower levels of commitment were shown 

to have a significantly higher frequency of using deception with their partner (Cole, 2001).  This 

makes sense, because those who have less invested in a relationship have less to lose from the 

detrimental effects of deception, but can easily achieve short-term gains through lying.  Equity 

theory (Adams, 1969) predicts that individuals who are underbenefited in a relationship will find 

ways to either distance themselves from that relationship partner or withhold certain resources.  

In this case, that resource is truthful disclosure, or perhaps personal vulnerability/trust.  Finally, 

lower levels of commitment have been shown in the investment model to predict the use of 

deception as social locomotion (Van Lange & Visser, 1999).  In locomotion, someone makes an 

intentional move toward or away from someone socially in a relationship.  Here, when a person 
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has low commitment, he or she uses deception as a means of creating autonomy and distance in 

the relationship that they perceive to be unbeneficial.  Conversely, highly committed individuals 

may forego short-term gains obtained through deception for the long-term payouts of honesty, 

while avoiding the potential long-term costs of deception. 
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Chapter 2: Rationale and Methods for the Present Study 

RATIONALE 

 The present study explores a gap in the literature on deception in romantic relationships.  

Specifically, I examine instances in which someone lies to a significant other and then confesses 

to the lie voluntarily without any prompting from the deceived partner or anyone else.  These 

lies could range from simple exaggerations about height to a lie concealing major criminal 

activity.  I hypothesized that the best predictor of whether or not a person will confess is the 

perceived discoverability of the original lie. 

 “Discoverability” is defined here as the degree to which the deceiver thinks it likely the 

deceived would or could find out the truth on his or her own.  It is not necessary to attempt to 

code the actual discoverability of the situation, because it is the perceived discoverability that 

will affect the behavior of the deceiver.  An example of a lie low in discoverability might include 

telling a date a similar experience happened to you after they’ve told a story so that it will seem 

like you have more in common or more to talk about.  This may be unlikely to come up again and 

even less likely to be verifiable or to arouse suspicion.  Conversely, a lie high in discoverability 

may be a lie about a night out with mutual friends or about one’s height or physical appearance 

(the latter perhaps more common for those meeting online). 

 As discussed, there are myriad reasons that a person might lie and just as many a person 

might wish to become truthful later on.  However, this situation presents people with a paradox.  

That is, in order to become more honest with someone, one has to become less honest in the 

eyes of that person.  Put another way, when an individual becomes more truthful through 

confession, their perceived truthfulness will decrease.  However, the perceived integrity does not 
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go down as much as it would if the lie were discovered through other means (Murray, Holmes, & 

Griffin, 2006).   

 It is for this reason that more intuitive variables may not predict the decision to confess 

in reliable ways.  That is, these variables affect the costs of both discovery and confession in 

similar ways.  One such variable is relationship-relevance.  This is the degree to which the topic 

of a lie is pertinent to an individual’s partner and their relationship rather than the individual 

alone.  Though relationship-relevance may certainly be consequential when considering the 

partner’s reaction to the deceptive act and potentially the impact it will have on the couple’s 

future partnership, would it significantly affect an individual’s decision to come clean? It may 

seem likely that a confession decision would be influenced by the increased guilt of withholding, 

say, a phone call with one’s ex or a period of doubting the future of the relationship over lies 

about less relationship-relevant issues such as the mental health of a family member or an issue 

with personal finances.  However, consider that this increase in a partner’s “right” to know the 

information would increase the severity of both the lie and its discovery.  Even though a partner 

might be more upset at finding out a relationship-relevant lie on their own, partners’ reactions 

to the confession could be equally amplified, although conceivably less costly overall, than a 

discovery.  Hence, a confession decision may still rest on the discoverability of that lie, making it 

unwise to confess the costly information if it is unlikely it will ever come up again. 

Similarly, the magnitude and valence of the deceptive information may have a bearing on 

many aspects of the situation.  One may posit that a more severe lie requires confession more 

than one that is inconsequential.  A lie told to conceal a transgression may seem more costly to 

conceal, but it is also more costly to confess.  Discoverability, then, is again the key to predicting 
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whether or not it is worth the gamble to let the lie remain concealed or wiser to confess and take 

the lighter consequences.  Therefore, a man might just as easily conceal a lie saying his wife’s bad 

cooking was delicious as he would a lie about finding other women attractive.  Both are equally 

unlikely to come out, although one is far more benign than the other. Hence, the first two 

hypotheses: 

H1: Confessed lies will be perceived as more discoverable than 

unconfessed lies. 

H2: Of lies not yet confessed, those who plan to confess will report higher 

discoverability than those who do not plan to confess. 

 

 Beyond the cost-benefit structure of the social exchange model, the investment model 

puts a larger emphasis on commitment as it relates to investment size.  Some may argue this 

variable does not impact confession for similar reasons to the ones mentioned above (i.e. while 

more committed individuals may have more desire to be truthful, they also have more at stake).  

However, the investment model points out that less committed individuals lie more, and, more 

importantly, that more committed individuals are more likely to make sacrifices that do not make 

sense in a cost-benefit analysis because of their investment size.  More invested individuals also 

tend to have more invested partners who would be less likely to terminate a relationship based 

on a transgression than a less invested partner.  Following this application of the model, the third 

hypothesis predicts this effect: 

H3: Individuals who plan to confess will report higher commitment than those 

who do not plan to confess. 

This might be exemplified in the popular characterization of a one-night-stand versus a 

long term partner, or a “fling” versus a “relationship.”  Popular wisdom states that individuals 
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will say anything to get someone into bed if they are looking for a short term (low commitment) 

relationship and will be sincere when looking for a more serious (high commitment) relationship.  

In the case of the former, the lies one tells need not be sustainable, merely ones that won’t be 

discovered before the tryst ends.  If that interaction were to unexpectedly evolve into a long term 

dating relationship however, you might both need and want to tell your partner the truth. 

 A final variable that may be consequential in predicting confession is an individual’s 

attitudes toward deception. Though social exchange theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978) 

characterizes humans as highly rational and relatively self-serving when it comes to relationships, 

this may not account for the guilt one feels at the basic “wrongness” of the deception in general 

(or in specific contexts).  Surely, there are individuals for whom the pressure to confess comes 

not from an analysis of the costs and benefits to self and relationship, but from a genuine guilt 

stemming from the belief that all deception is intrinsically wrong, even lies which might make a 

romantic couple happier than the truth.  Though many who profess this might either be 

misattributing or misrepresenting the influence that morality may have on their behavior, there 

must still exist a group for whom even the most secret lies require confession.  Participants with 

a stricter moral view of deception would have a separate factor urging them to be truthful to 

their partners, and this may have an effect on their likelihood of confession. 

H4: Individuals who plan to confess will report a lower moral tolerance to 

deception than those who do not plan to confess. 

As this is a somewhat exploratory study of this topic, a qualitative aspect may prove 

advantageous.  Since so little is known about the lies we confess, the lies we don’t, and how we 

go about doing either, some open ended questions will be included so that the development of 
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a conceptual framework or typology can begin.  This would not be the first study, however, to 

attempt to categorize lies and their motives. Metts (1989) classified lies by their reasons using 

four categories: teller-focused, partner-focused, relationship-focused, and issue-focused. A 

similar classification has been used by scholars in the following decades who separated into those 

that were self-oriented, partner-oriented, or relationally oriented (DePaulo, Kashy, Kirkendol, 

Wyer, & Epstein, 1996; O’Haire & Cody, 1994).   

It is conceivable that a similar set of motivations could emerge when exploring the 

reasons individuals confess (or do not confess) lies to their romantic partners.  However, each of 

these studies that began with this typology, found between twelve and twenty-two 

subcategories of lies in their post hoc analyses.  However, complicated the motivations for lying 

and confessing, it remains necessary to connect the two.  That is, do similar factors predict 

confession, and are those factors related to any other dimensions of the lie or relationship?  A 

good first step will be probing participants’ motivations for confessing, as well as withholding 

confession.  To examine this, the following research questions are posed: 

RQ1: What reasons will people give for (a) confessing or (b) not confessing their 

lies? 

RQ2: Under what circumstances would individuals confess their unconfessed lies? 

 Finally, it is not only of concern to know why and when people confess to their 

romantic partners, but also the outcome.  If individuals truly are deciding to confess or 

not confess based on an appraisal of the risks and potential benefits, are they finding their 

appraisals accurate?  A handful of studies have looked at the effects of discovered 

deception on personal relationships.  Aune et al. (1998) found that when liars used 
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management strategies that included apology, discussion, soothing partner, and 

relational work resulted in more favorable outcomes for both partners and the 

relationship.  McCornack and Levine (1990) found that both the valence and the intensity 

of the partner’s response was influenced by the content of the lie discovered and the 

importance that the couple places on honesty in their relationship.  Neither of these 

studies, however, looks at the effect of discovery method on the reaction of the partner 

nor on the impact on the relationship.  

 One could see several factors of the situation and relationship influencing the 

impact of the lie, beyond the content of the lie itself.  For example, those high in relational 

commitment may be more forgiving than the uninvested.  However, one could argue that 

those highly invested in a relationship may react more harshly to finding out that the one 

to whom they have committed is deceiving them.  Commitment could also differentially 

affect the immediate reaction of the relational partner and the long-term outcomes on 

the relationship itself.  It may seem logical that someone high in relational commitment 

will have a similar reaction to those low in commitment but adjust better in the long run 

with more investment and more motivation to see the relationship succeed.  It might 

even be that those high in commitment have even more negative reactions than less 

committed individuals due to reasons mentioned above, but be more forgiving and willing 

to work on the relationship moving forward.  With insufficient prior research with which 

to formulate hypotheses, the following research questions are posed: 

RQ3: What will be the (a) short-term and (b) long-term relational outcomes of 

confessed deception? 
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RQ4: Will commitment levels be associated with (a) reaction valence and (b) 

relational outcomes? 

METHOD 

Participants 

 This study recruited 373 undergraduate students from communication studies courses at 

a large southwestern university, and were given class credit for their participation.  The sample 

consisted of 90 males and 283 females, and their ages ranged from 18 to 34 (M = 20.5, SD=1.7).   

The majority of the sample reported on heterosexual dating relationships, with 4% reporting on 

same-sex partners.  The sample was 62% Caucasian, 20% Hispanic, 11% Asian, 5% African 

American, and 2% other.  The average length of time that the participants had been in a 

relationship with their significant other was 1.63 years (SD=1.45) and ranged from 1 month to 8 

years.  154 participants (41%) stated that they had terminated their romantic relationship since 

the confession incident. These couples were excluded from analyses involving plans to confess 

and under what circumstances one would confess. 

Procedure 

 Participants completed an anonymous online survey that required them to answer 

several open ended questions, one relational measure, one attitude scale, and basic 

demographic information. The demographic section asked participants to indicate their race, age, 

sex (of self and partner), and length of relationship, and each item included the option to decline 

to answer the question.   
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Open-Ended Questions 

The first item asked participants to describe a lie they have told their romantic partner in 

the past six months which they later admitted to without prompting (from their partner in the 

form of suspicion or from outside sources such as third parties or being caught).  The next section 

consisted of six follow-up questions, including “Why did you confess?” and “Why at that point in 

time?” as well as several questions regarding the events that followed the confession.  These 

included “W-hat was your partner’s reaction to your confession” and “How (if at all) has your 

relationship with your partner been affected since your confession?” The last two follow-up 

questions in this section pertained to the discoverability of the confessed lie.  Participants were 

asked how likely they think it was that their partner would have discovered their deception had 

the participants not confessed (using a scale of 0 to 100 percent chance), and why they thought 

so.  Participants were asked to use at least 350 characters in the initial description and at least 

150 characters in each of the follow-up questions to provide sufficient detail for analysis.  

Participants were reminded of their right to end the survey at any time if they did not feel 

comfortable responding to one of the questions. Twenty-two participants who started the survey 

chose to terminate their participation before completing the survey, and they were not included 

in descriptive statistics above. 

The next section asked them to recall another lie they have told their partner that they 

have not confessed to at the time of the study, followed by similar follow-up questions such as 

“Why haven’t you told your partner the truth?” “Do you plan to confess?” and “When/Under 

what circumstances would you confess your lie?”  Both lie-sections also asked the participants to 

rate the probability that their partner will/would have discovered the deception on their own 
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(without confession), on a scale of 0 to 100 percent, with 100 being a sure thing and 0 being no 

chance. 

Commitment Measure 

Participants were then asked to complete the relational commitment subscale from the 

Investment Model (RCS; Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998).  This is a seven-item Likert-type 

measure that is part of a set of four scales (the others being measures of satisfaction, quality of 

alternatives, and investment size) used to measure the factors in the investment model. Here 

commitment is conceptualized as “a sense of allegiance that is established with regard to the 

source of one’s dependence” (Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998, p. 360) and those high in 

commitment have the inclination to persist with a partner with whom they consider themselves 

part of a unit.  They consider the implications of their actions on both their partner and the future 

of their relationship with that partner.  Each of these items asked participants to respond to a 

statement on a scale of 1 to 9 (1 being completely disagree and 9 being completely agree). This 

subscale has been used independently to measure relational commitment in several of the 

studies cited above.  This measure includes items such as “I feel very attached to our relationship 

and very strongly linked to my partner” and reverse-coded items such as “It is likely that I will 

date someone other than my current partner in the next year.”  Because responses on each items 

are summed, commitment scores can range from 7 to 63.  In this study, scores ranged from 12 

to 63 (M = 51.9, SD = 11.6) and the scale was found to have high reliability (α = .90). 

Attitude Toward Deception 

This study operationalized participants’ attitudes toward deception using a modified 

version of a measure employed by Seiter, Bruschke, and Bai (2002). In this measure, participants 
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were given nine classes of lies (e.g. “Benefit self and harm other,” “Impression management,” or 

“Protection of privacy”), and were asked to rank each on a 9-point Likert-type scale (completely 

unacceptable to completely acceptable).  Examples for each type of lie were given.  The responses 

were summed to give a score for each participant such that a lower score would reflect someone 

with a more negative view on deception (i.e., believing lying is always a bad thing), while a higher 

score would be indicative of someone more tolerant of deception (i.e., believing that lying is 

permissible or even preferred in certain situations).  Responses are summed to produce a total 

score which can range from 9 to 81. In this study, scores ranged from 16 to 69 (M = 38.7, SD = 

7.5). 
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Chapter 3: Results 

HYPOTHESES 

 The hypotheses were tested using pairwise sample t-tests based on the responses to the 

measures in the survey.  H1 asserted that perceived discoverability of the lies an individual 

chooses to confess is greater than the perceived discoverability of lies that remain unconfessed.  

A significant difference was found in scores for discoverability of confessed lies (M = 50.0, SD = 

39.4) and unconfessed lies (M = 27, SD = 31.1); t(371) = 7.8, p < 0.01, d = .65.  This provides 

support for H1. H2 predicted that individuals will make plans to confess lies perceived as 

discoverable but be less likely to do so for lies they see as less discoverable. A significant 

difference was found for discoverability of lies individuals planned to confess (M = 47.1, SD = 

38.1) and lies they did not plan to confess (M = 18.4, SD = 22.2); t(371) = 6.5, p < 0.01, d = .92. 

Thus H2 was supported. 

Commitment scores were compared to test H3’s claim that those higher in commitment 

will be more likely to plan to confess. A significant difference was found between those who 

planned to confess to their partners (M = 56.3, SD = 8.4) and those who did not (M = 51.4, SD = 

11.6); t(219) = 2.91, p < 0.01, d = .47.  Finally, H4 predicted that the more an individual sees 

deception as acceptable behavior, the more likely they will be to plan to confess lies they told. 

The scores on moral attitudes toward deception were compared to test this, finding a significant 

difference between those who plan to confess (M = 35.2, SD = 6.9) and those who do not plan to 

(M = 39.1, SD = 7.8); t(219) = 3.33, p < 0.01, d = .53. 

 

 



 

21 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Confessed 

RQ1a asked what participants’ professed motives would be for confessing a lie they told 

their romantic partners.  To answer this, the survey included an open-ended question asking 

participants to explain their reasons for confessing to their partners.  After reviewing a subset of 

the responses, five major categories of confession reasons were established.  The reasons were 

coded into these mutually-exclusive categories, and in the few responses that mentioned more 

than one reason, the primary reason for confession was used. A research assistant blind to the 

purpose of the study was given the coding categories and a random sampling of 20% of the 

responses.  Interrater reliability was high, (k = 0.84), and all discrepancies were discussed. 

Unsurprisingly, 36.3% of participants cited guilt as their primary reason for confessing (“I felt 

guilty for keeping something from him because he wouldn’t do that to me” or “I felt bad for lying 

to him, and it was eating me up inside”).  The second most common response given (18.7%) was 

the claim that confession would be good for the relationship (“I want us to have an honest 

relationship, where we can tell each other everything” or “I wanted her to know how I felt, so 

that we could grow from it”).  

 15.5% of participants said they confessed to accomplish a goal of some kind (“If I didn’t 

tell him his spaghetti was bad, he was going to make it for my parents” or “I wanted to make him 

feel jealous, so I told him I had been texting my ex all along”).  Fear of discoverability nearly tied 

the previous reason (15.2%; “I would rather her find out from me than accidentally through 

someone else” or “I was worried someone might post a picture on Instagram that would make 

him question me”). Finally, 14.3% of participants stated that they confessed because the lie itself 
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was insignificant and thus not worth concealing (“It was a stupid thing to lie about in the first 

place, and not worth maintaining” or “Now that enough time has passed, I knew he would find it 

funny”).  

Unconfessed 

Participants were also asked about their reasons for not confessing to their partner, in 

reference to RQ1b.  62 of the participants reported that they could not recall a lie that they had 

not confessed to their romantic partner, and so percentages are based on the subset of 

participants who could.  The reasons for not confessing were much more varied than the reasons 

given for confessing deception.  Categories were developed after surveying a subset of the 

responses and used to code the rest of the responses, including an “other” category.  Interrater 

reliability between the researcher and the research assistant on a random segment of 20% of 

responses was high, (k = .81). 

By a slight margin, the most common reason (19.8%) given for not confessing was not 

wanting to hurt a partner’s feelings (“Because I know he would be very hurt if he knew how I 

felt”). The second most common reason cited (19.3%) was an attempt to avoid conflict or 

confrontation with a partner (“It would only start a fight” or “He would get worked up and angry 

over nothing).  The third most common reason (16.5%) was one that also came up in the 

confessed lie responses, insignificance.  Many reported that they will not confess their lie because 

it does not matter enough, isn’t worth discussing, or is not large enough to require a confessing.  

The next most frequent explanation (10.7%) was the claim that one’s partner did not “need” to 

know or does not have the right to know something that the lie was told to conceal (“It is my 

private information and not something my partner needs to know about” or “It happened before 
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we met so I don’t feel the need to tell her about it”). A similar number of participants (10.3%) 

said that they have not confessed to their romantic partners because they did not want their 

partners to think less of them. 8.9% of respondents stated that the reason they have not 

confessed to their romantic partner that it simply “was not the right time.” Many of these 

responses contained references to their partner’s current emotional state or the current state of 

the relationship.  Finally, 6.9% reported that they had chosen not to confess to their partner to 

keep from influencing certain actions (“I do not want my opinions to influence his career 

decisions” or “If she knew the truth about my roommate she might not feel comfortable spending 

as much time here”).  The remainder of the responses (8.9%) fell into the “other” category. 

(Figures to not add exactly to 100 because of rounding) 

 RQ2 inquired under what circumstances individuals would be willing to disclose the lies 

they have not confessed.  Participants were asked under what circumstances they would confess 

the unconfessed lie they had described, and categories were created after coding a subset of the 

responses.  As before, the 62 participants who said they could not recall an unconfessed lie were 

excluded from these figures.  Interrater reliability was high between the researcher and research 

assistant for the 20% subset of the responses (k = .83). The category with the most responses 

were those who cited an increase in discoverability; 31% said they would only come clean to their 

partner if events occurred that would make discovery more likely.  24.1 % said that they would 

tell their partners the truth if they ever ask directly.  13.7% said they planned to confess if their 

relationship escalated to a certain point (engagement, marriage, “if we get serious,” etc.).  12.6% 

said they would never confess under any circumstances.  4.6% said that they were either unsure 

or did not need any specific circumstances but may confess in the future.  Finally, 3.5% said they 
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would confess their deception if their partner made a similar disclosure. All responses given were 

coded into one of the seven categories and these categories were mutually exclusive. 

Outcomes 

RQ3 asked how what the short-term and long-term effects of confessed deception would 

be on participants’ relationships.  Participants were asked both how their partners reacted to 

their confession and what effect the incident has had on their relationship since the confession.  

Initial reactions were coded for valence (positive, negative, or neutral/no reaction). For 

outcomes, three initial categories were posited (improved, damaged, and no effect). However, 

after reviewing a subset of the responses, a fourth category was added to include those 

individuals who reported temporary stress or tension in their relationship that resolved shortly 

thereafter with no lasting effects on their relationship or partner, termed the “short-term 

damage” group.  The outcomes were coded into the following mutually-exclusive categories: 

improved relationship, no effect, short-term damage, and lasting damage. Interrater reliability 

was substantial between the researcher and research assistant on a 20% subset of responses for 

both initial reactions (k = .73) and long-term outcomes (k = .75). 

33.2% reported a positive reaction from their partner (“He laughed and said I didn’t need 

to feel bad about it”).  21.4% reported neutral or mixed reactions (“She said she was upset I had 

lied but was glad I told her the truth” or “She just said it wasn’t a big deal and changed the 

subject”). And 45.3% reported negative reactions (“He got angry and started yelling”). In regards 

to outcomes, however, only 13.9% reported lasting negative effects (“He hasn’t trusted me since 

then” or “We haven’t been as close since I told her”), 12.3% reported temporary problems with 

no lasting effects (“He was distant for about a week and then things returned to normal and have 
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been fine ever since”), 45.8% said the confession had no effect on their relationship, and 27.9% 

claimed the experience improved their relationship (“She was glad I told her the truth and we 

have grown closer because of the experience”).  

Commitment and Outcomes 

Finally, RQ4 asked about a relationship between commitment and the valence of a 

partner’s reaction to the confession (RQ4a) and the effects on the relationship moving forward 

(RQ4b).  One-way ANOVA’s provided significant results for both parts of the research question.  

Specifically, analysis for RQ4a found reaction valence was associated with commitment levels at 

the p < .05 level [F(2, 219) = 6.96, p = .001]. Post hoc comparisons shows those whose partners 

responded positively scored significantly higher in commitment (M = 54.94, SD = 9.86) than those 

whose partners had no reaction or mixed reactions (M = 52.83, SD = 10.24) who scored 

significantly higher on commitment than those whose partners reacted negatively (M = 50.52, 

SD = 12.18).  Analysis for RQ4b also found a significant effect of commitment for relational 

outcomes [F(2, 219) = 10.278, p < .001].  Post hoc comparisons showed that commitment scores 

did not differ between the improved-relationship group (M = 53.82, SD =10.13) and the no-effect 

group (M = 54.48, SD = 10.40), but these groups were significantly higher than the temporary-

damage group (M = 49.88, SD = 10.86) which was significantly higher in commitment than the 

lasting-damage group (M =45.63, SD = 12.12). 
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Chapter 4: Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to address a gap in the interpersonal research literature 

concerning unsolicited confession of deception in romantic deception.  Specifically, this analysis 

aims to uncover both the reasons people give for confession or concealing a lie and what 

predictors can be found for whether or not confession of deception will occur.  Finally, this study 

probed the immediate and long term effects that confession has on both partners and their 

relationship.  This study found support for all four if its hypotheses.  The lies individuals confessed 

to their partners were those they think their partner had a higher probability of finding out on 

their own at some point.  Further, when people in relationships withhold a lie, they often make 

plans on whether or not they will confess it to their partner eventually.  This study found that this 

decision is related to both the degree of commitment an individual feels toward his or her 

partner, as well as that person’s attitude toward the acceptability of deception in general.   

However, the effect was very small, suggesting that discoverability is still a much stronger 

predictor of confession. Whether or not these two factors predict the actual confession of a lie 

remains to be seen.   

 This study is an effort to probe an issue in both relationships and deception that has thus 

far remained unexplored.  In this framework, individuals perform a cost-benefit analysis to 

determine whether or not the preemptive confession of a lie would be worth the lesser 

consequences as compared to the discovery of the lie, given the perceived probability of its 

discovery.  Individuals seek to determine which set of costs and benefits for their partner would 

most predict endurance of the relationship.  That has an interesting implication, in that some 

may rationalize forgoing confession of a discoverable lie and risking discovery in the hopes that 
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future levels of investment will be able to withstand the revelation of the lie, should it come out. 

Findings from RQ4 suggest that this may be a valid strategy, since those with higher commitment 

had more favorable reactions from partners as well as more positive effects on the future of the 

relationship. However, it should be noted that the direction of this effect cannot be determined 

with cross-sectional data, and it is possible that commitment levels increased or decreased as a 

result of the confession outcome, rather than influencing it. Furthermore, the investment model 

(Rusbult & Buunk, 1993) would be supported in both the explanation of the lie itself, and its 

management.  Individuals may lie early on in a relationship when commitment is low, and then 

prefer the truth later on when commitment is high.   

 The categories that emerged from the confession reasons may have interesting 

implications for future research.  First, though only 15.2% of participants cited discoverability as 

a reason they confessed, these data suggest that discoverability may have been a factor for many 

participants who claimed other reasons.  In other words, though we tell ourselves we are 

choosing to confess a lie because lying is wrong or because we love our partners, we may simply 

be weighing the odds and preempting the inevitable (or the probable) and telling ourselves we 

are doing so for benevolent ends.  This is supported by the fact that the most common criterion 

given for future confession (31%) was circumstances that would make the lie more discoverable.  

It is important to note here, that even among individuals who claimed they had no plans to 

confess to their partner, increase in discoverability was still the most common category for 

responses.  This may contribute to the assertion that even those who rationalize their maintained 

deception in other ways are affected (not necessarily consciously) by discoverability.  As a final 

note on this idea, though 15.2% of respondents said that potential discovery was their primary 
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reason for confessing, discoverability did not show up in their reasons for not confessing the lie 

they had not yet revealed.  One might have expected a category of individuals who said that they 

hadn’t confessed to their partner because their partner would not find out, but its absence 

further supports that notion that the effect of discoverability is often dressed up as something 

more socially desirable in the mind of the deceiver, a construct that is relaxed slightly when 

appraised in hindsight. 

 Secondly, there are some interesting similarities between the themes found in response 

to the question “Under what circumstances would you confess?”  those found by Vangelisti, 

Caughlin, and Timmerman (2001) when studying family secrets.  These researchers created and 

tested a typology for the criteria under which people with family secrets would reveal them to a 

potential target.  Of the ten major criteria they identified, seven are represented in the present 

data set.  The categories included urgency (if the circumstances became more severe), 

conversational appropriateness (if the subject came up), family membership, relational security, 

intimate exchange (similar disclosure), exposure (discoverability), and never.  The other three 

were acceptance, important reason, and permission from a family member.  These three that 

were unrepresented may be unique to family secrets. 

These overlaps draw attention to further potential application of the secrets literature to 

relational deception.  After all, the decision to maintain a lie to a romantic partner could be 

reframed as a decision to continue keeping a secret, the truth.  Afifi and Caughlin (2006) 

examined both the predictors and outcomes of revealing secrets in relationships.  They found 

that self-esteem and identity concerns increased rumination, which in turn predicted revelation.  

Also, revelation increased self-esteem and decreased rumination but only if the partner’s 
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reaction was not negative.  This study looked at both reactions and revelation, but focused on 

relational rather than psychological predictors and consequences.  Perhaps further predictors 

can be found for confession when considering internal factors that have been found to be linked 

to disclosure of secrets, such as burden, which has been found to cause physical and mental 

complications when an individual is concealing a secret—effects that disappear when the secret 

is revealed (Slepian, Masicampo, & Ambady, 2014).  Similarly, the moderating effect found by 

Afifi and Caughlin (2006) that the partner’s reaction had on personal outcomes may have 

implications here.  Perhaps beyond the content and circumstances of a lie, the predicted reaction 

(and perhaps past reactions to deception or transgressions) of partner may be an important 

predictor.   

Finally, the reactions and outcomes of the relational partners may speak to the most 

practical application of this line of research. Though the nature of the effect confession has on a 

relationship is still largely unclear, this study expands on the findings of Afifi et al. (2001) 

concerning the comparatively mild effects that unsolicited confession may have over other types 

of discovery. The most notable finding was that although nearly half (45.3%) or respondents 

experienced negative reactions from their partner, only 13.9% reported any non-temporary 

negative effects on their relationship.  It is impossible to say at this point exactly how these 

outcomes compare to those of discovered deception or to the state of the relationship had the 

lie remained unconfessed.  However, it does suggest fairly positive implications for those who 

plan to confess, with 27.9% claiming it actually improved their relationship.  Perhaps, as stated 

above, trust is gained through confession if the partner feels confident that the confessor is likely 

to confess again in the event of future transgressions or lies, while they may become suspicious 
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if they discover through other ways.  This presents a final complication in the mind of the 

confessed-to partner, who is addressing two stimuli simultaneously: the deception and the 

confession.  Would it be better to react harshly and punish the confessor for the lie in to 

discourage future deception, or would it prove more advantageous to be more understanding 

and positive so as not to discourage future confession? 

LIMITATIONS 

 Testing these types of hypotheses and research questions involves several 

methodological challenges.  This may be why researchers have yet to give such a common and 

consequential phenomenon the attention it merits.  First of all, this type of data must rely entirely 

on self-report of participants.  Though all self-report data is vulnerable to biases, items that ask 

participants to predict future or imagined behavior are more so.  Furthermore, social desirability 

biases may be of a particular concern since this self-report data involves a three very salient 

concepts in an individual’s life: deception, moral identity, and romantic relationships.  Responses 

may also be subject to order effects, as the confessed lie was always described before the 

unconfessed lie. Here counterbalancing the two might have prevented this possibility.   

 Another major limitation of this methodology is the hindsight nature of the appraisals of 

discoverability.  That is, individuals may rate lies as more discoverable after confession than they 

would have had they been asked before the confession.  Conversely, they may underestimate 

the discoverability of a lie they are still trying to keep secret. Research shows people selectively 

remember events from the past consistent with what they know to be true in the present, and 

thus create a narrative that makes sense of the information they currently have (McFarland & 

Ross, 1987). When people can produce this narrative easily, they interpret it to mean the 
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outcome must have been foreseeable. Furthermore, research suggests people have a need for 

closure which motivates them to see the world as orderly and predictable and to do whatever 

they can to promote a view of themselves as aware of this “world order” (Fischoff & Bayth, 1975; 

Roese & Vohs, 2012).  As it applies to the current context, hindsight bias might drive down a 

person’s retrospective account of a confessed lie’s discoverability to make the recollection 

consistent with her decision to have confessed it; on the other hand, the bias might boost the 

perceived discoverability of a lie not yet confessed. Here again, longitudinal data will be 

necessary to determine whether or not perceptual biases are at play and how they affect 

participants’ responses. 

 Lastly, this study looks only at relational factors that involve confession of specific 

falsehoods in romantic relationships.  It is not yet certain if these same findings would hold true 

in other kinds of relationships (family, coworkers, friendships) or other types of deception 

(omission, equivocation, exaggeration).  Differences in the relational implications of both of these 

variables has been shown in deception research (Seiter, Bruschke, & Bai 2002; Metts, 1989) and 

may have bearing on confession as well. 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

 The first and most important next step in this line of research is the collection of 

longitudinal data.  We need to figure out what factors predict actual confession, rather than mere 

retrospective intent to confess. Though people rate their confessed lies as more discoverable 

than their unconfessed lies, it could be that their perception of discoverability changes with 

hindsight.  That is, maybe participants perceived their confessed lies as less discoverable before 

they confessed them. Similarly, though commitment, attitudes toward deception, and 
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discoverability predict plans to confess, it is unknown which if any of these variables predicts 

eventual confession.  As a final note on this idea, it is also unclear whether or not participants are 

accurate in predicting the circumstances under which they would confess.   They may fail to 

confess after the given event occurs or decide to confess for an entirely different reason. 

 Another fertile area for future research is the strategies people use when confessing 

deception to their romantic partners.  It would be important to see if individuals use similar 

methods to those used in managing discovered deception.  It may also be interesting to see what 

responses and outcomes follow each type of confession.  That is, maybe some strategies or 

reasons for confession result in more favorable consequences for the relationship than others.  

An individual’s motivation for confessing may also predict his or her strategy.  For example, 

maybe people who confessed to accomplish a goal or because the lie was discoverable will use 

more indirect strategies, but use more direct strategies when confessing due to guilt or because 

it is good for the relationship.  Further, it seems logical that the strategy used (or best used) may 

vary according to the type of lie told.  For example, one may use apology or gifts when dealing 

with concealed infidelity but use humor when disclosing an early lie about one’s past romantic 

prowess. Such questions would require more extensive qualitative analyses to provide a better 

look at what one of these confessions actually looks like.   

 As mentioned before, this could be an interesting aspect of online dating relationships. 

Online, most of the people with whom someone starts a conversation will not go anywhere (very 

low commitment), and a person has a very limited number of resources with which to attract a 

mate.  It would be interesting to see how deception on the internet is dealt with as couples move 

offline and into a more interdependent relationship.  
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 There could also be more ways to deal with prior deception, other than simply confessing 

or not confessing.  Perhaps an individual could adjust the information without admitting he or 

she lied.  This could be accomplished by insisting someone misunderstood or making part of the 

lie true.  There may be strategies for dealing with this that do not fit in these two rigid camps. 

 Though this area research still contains many unanswered questions, this study makes an 

important step in exploring the nature of voluntary confessions of deception in romantic 

relationships.  In particular, the consequential role that perceived discoverability plays in 

confession is worth noting and exploring further.  Further, the effect of discovery is not 

represented in the given reasons for confessing, and this disparity may have more to say about 

the nature of deception in romantic dyads.  Future studies, particularly those with longitudinal 

data, can build on these findings to illuminate the nature of the relationship between 

discoverability, the decision to confess, and the outcomes of confessing deception to one’s 

romantic partner. 
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