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ABSTRACT

Dishonesty occurs frequently in romantic relationships. Although previous research has already described its different forms,
motives, and consequences, we herein strengthen respective research by providing an inductively derived, broad framework
of the forms, content, dominant motives, and consequences of dishonesty in romantic relationships. To this end, participants
(N=656) were asked to describe the most vivid, common, or recent incident when they were dishonest to their current (n =455) or
former (n=175) romantic partner, or what they might be dishonest about in a hypothetical future romantic relationship (n =26).
Based on content analysis, augmented with latent content analysis for the motives and consequences of dishonesty, we find
support for the existence of four forms (active deception, lies, withholding information, and infidelity), eight content areas (e.g.,
finances, sexuality), and two dominant motives of dishonesty in romantic relationships, self and (alleged) partner protection.
Finally, we find support for 18 kinds of perceived and narrated consequences of dishonesty in romantic relationships (e.g., The
Vicious Cycle).

1 | Introduction 179), and important for well-functioning romantic relationships
(Reinhardt and Reinhard 2023).

Dishonesty—broadly understood as any kind of deceptive

behavior deviating from one's true beliefs, feelings, knowl-
edge, and thoughts (e.g., Pittarello and Motro 2023; Sakama
et al. 2015)—occurs in virtually all settings of human interac-
tions. Instances of dishonesty span across academia, families,
friendships, work, and strangers. Whereas dishonesty is an
omnipresent phenomenon, one area in which honesty has re-
peatedly been emphasized as crucial is romantic (also termed
intimate) relationships. For instance, honesty is highly valued
as a characteristic of one's (ideal) partner (Liu et al. 2018), a
fundamental “relationship rule” (Roggensack and Sillars 2014,

Romantic relationships offer many opportunities to engage
in dishonesty, though. This includes comforting one's part-
ner with “white lies” or lying about not having an affair. In
turn, many studies have investigated dishonesty and the
different forms it may take in romantic relationships (e.g.,
DePaulo et al. 2004; Hart et al. 2014; Peterson 2010; Rodriguez
et al. 2018). Herein, we aim to strengthen existing knowledge
by providing an inductively derived, broad framework of dis-
honesty in romantic relationships. Specifically, based on a
large-scale content analysis of participants’ descriptions of
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being dishonest to their current, former, or hypothetical part-
ner, we introduce a framework classifying the different (1)
forms (i.e., what kinds of dishonest behavior exist), (2) content
(i.e., what partners are dishonest about), (3) dominant motives
(i.e., why individuals are dishonest to their partners), as well
as (4) the perceived and narrated consequences of dishonesty
in romantic relationships.

To this end, we first review relevant literature on (dis)honesty in
romantic relationships. Then, we describe the conducted study,
its methodology, sampling approach, and procedures. Following
this, we describe the data analyses and results, providing both
a written and visual overview. This includes defining the forms
of dishonesty and related sub-forms (e.g., active deception),
the content of dishonesty (e.g., sexuality), the consequences of
dishonesty (e.g., The Strained Bond), and ultimately the dom-
inant motives (self-protective and (alleged) partner-protective).
Finally, we discuss the key findings, strengths, limitations, and
implications of our research.

1.1 | Dishonesty in Romantic Relationships

Dishonesty occurs in romantic relationships frequently.
Prior research has shown, for instance, that many col-
lege students lie at least once a day to their romantic part-
ner (Guthrie and Kunkel 2013), that individuals tend to tell
more serious lies in the context of romantic relationships
compared to other types of relationships (Cole 2001; DePaulo
and Kashy 1998), and that keeping secrets from one's partner
is common (Bianchi et al. 2024). Relatedly, cheating in ro-
mantic relationships is more common than individuals tend
to believe (Watkins and Boon 2016), and the growing body
of research on online infidelity suggests that partners have
increased opportunities to engage in behaviors that may be
considered unfaithful in the context of a committed relation-
ship (e.g., flirtatiously texting with someone else; Vossler and
Moller 2020).

Although dishonesty often occurs in romantic relationships,
this starkly contrasts individuals' reported values. Several stud-
ies found that individuals have strong expectations for honesty,
authenticity, fidelity, and openness in romantic relationships
(Watkins and Boon 2016). Moreover, trustworthiness is con-
sidered to be one of the defining features of a relationship, and
individuals generally endorse the view that complete honesty
is paramount to a well-functioning relationship (Mogilski
et al. 2019).

Mirroring the contrast between individuals highly valuing
honesty but the frequent occurrence of dishonesty in roman-
tic relationships, several studies have shown that dishon-
esty harms relationships, deteriorating both key relationship
quality indicators and personal well-being (e.g., Bianchi
et al. 2024; Previti and Amato 2004). Among other aspects,
dishonesty threatens trust between romantic partners, is as-
sociated with decreased relational commitment, feelings of
closeness, and satisfaction, and may ultimately culminate in
the termination of a romantic relationship (e.g., Cole 2001;
Hart et al. 2014).

1.2 | Existing Frameworks of Dishonesty in
Romantic Relationships

We next present a snapshot of psychological frameworks on dis-
honesty (in romantic relationships). To start with, previous re-
search has developed a framework encompassing the frequency,
forms, and reasons for using deception as a strategy to control in-
formation in conversations (Turner et al. 1975). In a similar vein,
Lippard (1988) examined interpersonal deception, focusing on the
forms, motives, and recipients. Although these studies aimed at
understanding deception in general, a stream of research focus-
ing on dishonesty in romantic relationships has emerged more
recently, often concerned with lying. For instance, studies have
framed lies according to the type: white, trivial, or everyday lies
(DePaulo and Kashy 1998) in contrast to subjectively more seri-
ous forms of lies (DePaulo et al. 2004). The former are untruths of
minimal importance and often involve trivial subject matter, such
as saying that one's partner looks great in an outfit one does not
find flattering (Kaplar 2006). The latter are perceived as threats,
transgressions, and betrayals, which endanger individuals' reputa-
tions and often specifically result in relationship problems. Other
studies have classified lies based on the motives behind them:
When lies are “other-benefiting” (Guthrie and Kunkel 2013, 143)
or aimed at protecting one's partner, they are considered altruis-
tic or prosocial (Kaplar and Gordon 2004). In contrast, lies that
are considered to benefit the agent of dishonesty are labeled self-
serving or self-centered (Levine and Knapp 2018).

Peterson (2010) introduced a broader classification of deception
in romantic relationships, which encompasses six categories:
omission, distortion, half-truths, blatant lies, white lies, and
failed lies. They proposed that withholding information is a
broad phenomenon that can take different forms (such as omis-
sion or half-truths) and that research should investigate this
further. Following this, we use withholding information as an
umbrella term referring to non-disclosure of information while
considering infidelity or other forms dishonesty may take in a
more straightforward manner.

Moving to infidelity, previous studies have mainly focused on
sexual infidelity (McQueen 2021). However, extradyadic involve-
ment can include a wide range of behaviors, including nonsex-
ual ones (Wilson et al. 2011). For instance, cheating may not
merely include sexual behavior but also emotional or romantic
involvement with someone other than the primary partner or
more ambiguous behaviors (e.g., fantasizing about others), along
with deceptive behaviors to conceal such extradyadic involvement
(Rodriguez et al. 2018). This conceptualization differs from a bi-
nary distinction between sexual and emotional infidelity and in-
cludes a variety of behaviors that research could explore further.

Beyond different forms of dishonesty, research, although scarce
to date, has investigated the content of what individuals are
dishonest about to their partners. DePaulo et al. (2004), for
instance, found that individuals mainly lied about their af-
fairs, health, identity, misdeeds, or personal facts and feelings.
Jeanfreau et al. (2020) aimed to examine financial infidelity in
more detail. Yet, participants reported being dishonest about
matters other than their finances, such as aspects of their past,
being with someone who is not their partner, or their location.
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1.3 | The Present Investigation

Herewith, we contribute to existing knowledge on dishonesty
in romantic relationships theoretically and methodologically.
Theoretically, the different forms or content of dishonesty in
romantic relationships have largely been studied in isolation.
We aim to derive a broad framework that defines distinctive
features of each form of dishonesty in romantic relationships
and examines the content, motives, as well as perceived and
narrated consequences connected to different expressions
thereof.

Methodologically, studies on dishonesty in romantic relation-
ships have largely taken a mixed-method approach, pairing
qualitative responses (e.g., narratives) with quantitative survey
questionnaires. This is especially the case for studies focusing
on developing classifications of dishonesty or providing a defi-
nition for different types of dishonesty (e.g., DePaulo et al. 2004;
Peterson 2010). Studies that focus on the consequences of
dishonesty have typically taken a quantitative approach, in-
vestigating the effect of dishonesty on intimate relationships
cross-sectionally, experimentally, or longitudinally (e.g., Hart
et al. 2014). However, these studies often involve small and
specific samples (e.g., college students), which may have ham-
pered the development of broader perspectives. To complement
existing research, we thus employ content analysis to data gen-
erated from a large-scale, qualitative study from a more socio-
demographically diverse sample. At this juncture, we limit the
sample to one country (US-based), allowing for a clearer inter-
pretation of the findings within a specific sociocultural context,
given that norms around honesty and romantic relationships
can vary widely across cultures.

Specifically, this study examines the forms of dishonesty in ro-
mantic relationships, its content, its consequences, and the (al-
leged) motives behind it. A qualitative approach is well suited for
developing a broad framework for a multifaceted phenomenon
(Power and Velez 2022). Content analysis based on individuals'
descriptions of their dishonesty experience in romantic relation-
ships helps detail core aspects of this phenomenon, how these
core features are interconnected, and how this documentation
might generate and guide future research.

2 | Method
2.1 | Participants

The study was preregistered (https://aspredicted.org/349s-hgsp.
pdf). Data were collected on May 22 and 23, 2023. We recruited
a US-based sample (N=897) via Prolific. Participants had to be
at least 18years old and fluent in English. Two hundred forty-
one participants were excluded from the analyses, because they
did not answer the study questions meaningfully (n=14), did
not understand the instructions (n=6), or did not complete the
study (n=221). The final sample included N=656 participants
(self-identified 41.92% male, 55.95% female, 1.83% non-binary;
M, =37.67, SD=13.01, range =18-83 years). A majority of the
participants (75.61%) indicated that they were heterosexual, and
a majority (73.47%) indicated that they were, at the time of the
study, in a relationship that had lasted a minimum of 4 months.

An overview of all assessed demographic information can be
found in Table S1.

2.2 | Design

We obtained ethical approval for the study from the Ethical
Review Board at the University of Copenhagen (IP-EC-160523).
We gathered data using open-ended questions regarding expe-
riences of dishonesty from an agent perspective and multiple-
choice questions for consent and demographic information.!
Participants were split into three groups (A, B, and C) as well
as further assigned to the three conditions (Vivid, Recent, and
Common) to widen the breadth of our data.

Group A (n=455, self-identified 40.66% male, 57.58% female,
1.76% non-binarys; Mage =38.32, SD=12.14, range = 18-80years)
included participants who were, at the time of the study, in a ro-
mantic relationship that had lasted for a minimum of 4 months.
Considering relationship duration, it is important to distinguish
between participants who have some relationship history and
those who have little to no experience. Aligned with previous
research (Zoppolat et al. 2024), we used the cutoff point of
4months. Group B (n=175, self-identified 43.43% male, 54.29%
female, 1.71% non-binary, 0.57% preferred not to disclose;
Mage =35.28, SD=14.30, range =18-83years) included partici-
pants who had been in a romantic relationship for a minimum of
4months at least once in their life. This group included mainly
participants who were single and a small percentage of individu-
als who were in a relationship at the time of the study but for less
than 4months. At last, Group C (n=26, self-identified 53.85%
male, 38.46% female, 3.85% non-binary, 3.85% preferred not to
disclose; M, =25.18, SD =6.25, range =19-51years) included
participants who had never been in a relationship that lasted for
a minimum of 4 months.

2.2.1 | Procedure

The study lasted approximately 20min and participants re-
ceived 3.75USD as compensation. First, participants provided
informed consent and demographic information: age, gender,
highest completed education, employment status, sexual ori-
entation, relationship status, relationship duration, and rela-
tionship type (i.e., monogamous, non-monogamous, other).
Subsequently, they were split into three groups (A, B, or C),
depending on their stated relationship status and duration. In
each group, participants were given the following definition of
dishonesty: “We define dishonesty as any behavior, verbal or
nonverbal, which intentionally deceives another person. In the
case of romantic relationships, dishonesty may include lying to
one's partner, withholding relevant information from them, or
infidelity (i.e., cheating on them with someone else).” Group A
was asked to recall an episode in which they were dishonest to
their current partner, and Group B was asked to recall an epi-
sode in which they were dishonest to a former long-term part-
ner. Participants in Groups A and B were randomly split into
one of the three conditions and asked to recall the most vivid
occurrence (vivid condition), the most recent occurrence (recent
condition), or the most common example of being dishonest
to their current or former partner (common condition). We set
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up these three conditions to facilitate breadth and depth of our
data; studies on memory recall show that the vividness of an
event often correlates with emotional intensity, which can influ-
ence the accuracy and depth of recollection, whereas recalling
recent events can provide a more immediate and accurate reflec-
tion of behavior, and focusing on common examples can reveal
patterns of habitual dishonesty (e.g., Mufioz Garcia et al. 2023;
Talarico and Rubin 2003). In both Groups A and B, participants
were asked to describe what they were dishonest about, under
which circumstances, the reasons why they were dishonest, and
how their dishonest behavior affected themselves, their partner,
and their relationship.

Participants in Group C were asked to imagine what they could
be dishonest about to a potential future partner the motives be-
hind it, and what consequences it could entail for themselves,
their partner, and the relationship. Respective responses might
reflect individuals' desires or fears about future relationships
and could provide information about values individuals endorse
before entering a relationship.

In each group and condition, participants were asked to describe
adishonesty episode following two open-ended questions, which
are shown in Table S2. The first instruction focused on the con-
tent, forms, context, and motives of dishonesty, and the second
on the consequences of the dishonesty episode. Participants were
required to write at least 200 words for the first question and 100
for the second to ensure sufficient narrative completeness for
reliable coding. Following these two questions, we asked partic-
ipants if their partner learned about their dishonesty (and, if so,
to briefly explain how).

2.3 | Data Analysis

We developed our framework through reflexive and iterative en-
gagement with the data. Emerging insights were initially guided
by open-ended coding. These insights were then developed
through further inductive and deductive coding. This iterative
process involved cycles of coding, comparison between ana-
lytic insights, and theoretical reflection in relation to previous
frameworks and was further supported by group discussion to
ensure analytical rigor and interpretive depth. Ultimately, the
framework represents a synthesis of data-driven insights and
theoretical understanding, serving as a coherent structure to
help comprehend our data.

In more detail, we conducted a content analysis of the data de-
rived from the open-ended qualitative questions, which helps
explore the nature, pinpointing key characteristics and deepen-
ing understanding of the phenomenon at hand (Schreier 2012).
Informed by an open coding of pilot data collected before the
main study (Group A: n=36; Group B: n=17; Group C: n=2) to
learn whether the questions evoked comprehensive descriptions
as well as by coding 50 entries of the main study (randomly cho-
sen across groups and conditions), a codebook was created by
first analyzing the answers to the open-ended questions induc-
tively by the first two authors. This involved a close and repeated
reading of all entries, first creating and then refining initial
codes. Next, the first two authors checked that this framework
was applicable to the text in the first 50 entries. At this stage,

all authors made minor adjustments to the codebook so that the
framework meaningfully captured participants’ reported expe-
riences of dishonesty, and all authors finally settled on a frame-
work that seemed to encompass the broad swath of participants’
text. The framework ended up comprising four parts: (1) the
forms, (2) content, (3) consequences, and (4) dominant motives
of dishonesty. The first author then applied the codebook to the
entire dataset.

We analyzed the forms and the content of dishonesty at a de-
scriptive level, portraying what forms and content of dishonesty
participants described in their responses. For the motives and
the consequences, we augmented our content analysis with la-
tent content analysis to more meaningfully comprehend this
particular segment of the data. This allowed us to account for
subcategories that did not immediately stand out from the data
but required some level of interpretation, as well as for codes
that were intertwined and could pertain to more than one cate-
gory (Lindgren et al. 2020), and finally for identifying patterns
and gaining some latent analytic insights.

3 | Results

Based on the content and latent content analyses, we developed
a framework of dishonesty in romantic relationships, encom-
passing its different (1) forms, (2) content, (3) consequences,
and (4) dominant motives (see Figure 1). Next, results are pre-
sented by both quoting participants and summarizing their
views. Findings are presented across groups, as well as genders
and ages, because no large-scale differences among groups were
observed.

3.1 | Forms of Dishonesty

We could identify four main forms of dishonesty, character-
ized by distinctive attributes: active deception, lies, withhold-
ing information, and infidelity (see Table S3). The different
forms often occurred together, for example, participants de-
scribing that they showed infidelity to their partner and lying
about it.

3.1.1 | Active Deception

We term the first form of dishonesty commonly described
by participants as active deception to underscore the active
intention to deceive when behaving dishonestly, even if the
behavior may appear trivial at first glance. Generally, active
deception is often characterized by nonverbal features and
sometimes coupled with other forms of dishonesty (usually
lies or withholding information). Any behavior that does not
match one's feelings or conditions can be an example, such as
maintaining “a facade of normalcy” (female, 34) or behaving
“as if nothing was going on” (female, 66). Other examples in-
clude avoidance of specific topics, deflection, faking orgasms,
and pretense. One participant stated, “I behaved in a way to
hide my plans. I avoided any mention of the party and acted as
if it was going to be a regular evening spent together” (male,
23). Further examples are deleting proof of dishonesty (e.g.,
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FIGURE1 | The forms, content, consequences, and dominant motives of dishonesty in romantic relationships.

texts or pictures on one's phone) or even physically hiding ob-
jects of addiction, such as alcohol or drugs, from one's roman-
tic partner (female, 35).

3.1.2 | Lies

Participants expressed that lies are not all the same and do not
have the same impact on romantic relationships (e.g., “Little lie,
little effect,” female, 54). In turn, we find that it is important to
distinguish between different kinds of lies.

3.1.2.1 | Serious Lies. Serious lies concern things that
are deemed to fundamentally matter to and can have a pro-
found impact on the relationship. Serious lies can take var-
ious sub-forms: making up excuses, exaggeration, denial,
and manipulation. For instance, “When [the] person I was in
the relationship with suspected I was seeing someone, he asked
me. I denied speaking with anyone else, but I lied” (female, 41).

3.1.2.2 | White Lies. White lies are described as “small”
(female, 55) or even “insignificant things” (male, 28): Something
a person thinks would not really hurt anyone, which could
be forgotten eventually, or considered as “an incident that did
not matter” (female, 19). A typical example is: “I was recently
dishonest to my partner after he made us a dinner; I had said
the dinner was delicious when I wasn't actually a fan” (female,
26). In general, white lies do not appear to be characterized by
deceptive purposes but rather protective intentions, meant to
accommodate the partner and often regarded as necessary to
resolve or to prevent small issues in the relationship (non-binary,
24). Indeed, when an issue is perceived as irrelevant, dishonesty
can be a reasonable course of action (male, 58).

3.1.3 | Withholding Information

This form comprehends various ways in which information is
kept from one's partner: omission, holding back, keeping secrets,
and hiding. These can range from less to more serious, depend-
ing on the nature and amount of information withheld from the
partner. For instance, omission can range from “small details”
(female, 40) to noteworthy information, such as flirting with
someone else (female, 32).

3.1.4 | Half-Truths

Half-truths bridge between lies and withholding information. They
are characterized by partial disclosure of information, where some
details are either omitted or lied about; they involve “stretching the
truth a little” (male, 36). For example, “I couldn't get the [...] app
to work. [...] So I finally just cancelled it, and resigned up for it.
[...] T just told him I fixed it, I didn't tell him I turned another ac-
count on” (female, 42). Indeed, Peterson (2010) defines half-truths
as statements that are literally true but misleading by implication,
something that also emerged from the participants’ descriptions.

3.1.5 | Infidelity

Our data pointed to different subcategories of infidelity.
Extradyadic sexual activity (i.e., having sexual intercourse
with someone else who is not one's partner while in a com-
mitted, exclusive relationship) is what we refer to as physical
cheating. Yet, infidelity is not merely physical: Developing
feelings for someone else outside the relationship is also con-
sidered a form of infidelity, which participants often referred
to as “emotional cheating” (male, 33). Besides, contact with
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someone else outside the relationship that takes place online
or by means of electronic devices can be classified as a distinct
subcategory. Online infidelity may involve texting, talking, or
sexting with someone else.

An important aspect appears to be the duration of the infidel-
ity episode, which may have milder or more severe outcomes on
the relationship. In fact, extradyadic emotional involvement or
sexual activities may range from one-time emotional or sexual
encounters to prolonged emotional and sexual affairs: “I met a
neighbor for whom I had always felt attracted [...] and started
talking until we made an appointment that ended in an extra-
marital relationship of several months” (male, 42).

3.2 | The Content: What Are Individuals Dishonest
About?

We identified eight categories of content participants described
being dishonest about: emotions, self-image (self-portrait, iden-
tity, and past), physical and mental health, sexuality, misdeeds,
finances, whereabouts (location, activity, and company), and
social relationships (acquaintances, friends, family, and lovers;
see Table S4).

3.2.1 | Emotions

This category involves being dishonest by lying about or hiding
one's true feelings towards someone or a given situation: “I lied
and told her I was okay with opening back up the relationship.
[...] I was able to completely mask up my feelings [...] so she had
no idea that I wasn't okay with it” (male, 31).

3.2.2 | Self-Image: Self-Portrait, Identity, and Past

Broadly, this category involves being dishonest about oneself
with respect to one's self-image, personal characteristics, or
past. For instance, individuals were dishonest about their real
age, their upbringing or family background, their current condi-
tion, or even their identity (e.g., selective self-presentation). This
occurs mainly out of “fear of judgement or rejection” (male, 46),
or to ameliorate some personal aspects one is not proud of, to
avoid the partner “to think differently about me or treat me dif-
ferently” (male, 28) and “to not make me look bad in his eyes”
(female, 41).

3.2.3 | Physical and Mental Health

This category encompasses lying about or hiding one's phys-
ical condition, for example, “I am currently surviving on
solitaire kidney. This is something I have [hidden] from my
wife as I believe had I told her she and her family might not
had approved of me” (male, 26). It also includes dishonesty
related to one's mental illness: “I wasn't being my genuine
self throughout the entire relationship due to my anxiety [...].
Although I never lied with intent in the relationship, I [...]
wasn't being truthful that I was suffering from chronic anx-
iety” (female, 29).

3.2.4 | Sexuality

This category involved being dishonest about something sex-
ual in nature: the sexual relationship with one’s partner, sexual
fantasies or habits, one's sexual history, or one's extradyadic
involvement. Other than a type of active deception, faking or-
gasms is also an example of sexual dishonesty: “I would lie about
orgasming early on [...]. I behaved by just faking the orgasm and
letting him know that I finished. [...] Most times I just did not
have the energy to fight, and I felt a pressure to pretend I was
having an orgasm to [...] feed into his manhood” (female, 21).

3.2.5 | Misdeeds

This category relates to something that the agent has done
wrong or that the partner may not approve of. Broadly, it en-
compasses misdeeds and misbehavior. One example could
be looking through the partner's phone, messages, and social
media accounts but swearing to them you did not do it (female,
27). Infidelity also pertains to this category as it embodies the
agent's misdeeds towards the partner, that is, developing feel-
ings, having some form of contact, or having sexual interaction
with someone outside the relationship. Moreover, when some-
one is unfaithful to their partner, they tend to engage in a range
of dishonest behavior (e.g., hiding, lying) aimed at concealing
their infidelity.

3.2.6 | Finances

Financial dishonesty was common in our sample. It involves
lying about or hiding paramount financial information such as
one's real financial status, income, spending habits or expenses,
and even secret bank accounts. For instance, one participant
(male, 37) claimed: “On numerous occasions, I was dishonest
about how much money [...] I was bringing in each payday.” In
line with previous studies, financial dishonesty in romantic
relationships can be regarded as “secrecy and dishonesty over
money” (Canale et al. 2014, 58).

3.2.7 | Whereabouts: Location, Activities, and Company

We could summarize this category in one sentence: “I was dis-
honest about where I was, what I was doing, and who I was with”
(male, 29). Indeed, being dishonest about one's whereabouts en-
compasses lying about or hiding one's location, activities, and
company. A more concrete example is, “I went out with some
colleagues at the office, and I told my partner that I was at work.
[...] Tacted that way because my partner asked me not [to] go out
with certain persons in my office. [...] I could not refuse so [...] [
had no choice than to lie about my whereabouts” (female, 54).

3.2.8 | Social Relationships: Acquaintances, Friends,
Family, and Lovers

Social dishonesty refers to all instances where people other than
partners are either the object of or concurrent in the dishonesty
incident. Such subjects can range from acquaintances to lovers.
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This category also includes family and relationships with other
family members: “I lied to my husband about how I feel about
his family and not wanting to go to the family gathering for
other reasons such as not feeling great” (female, 29).

3.3 | The Consequences: Aftermath of Dishonesty

Finally, we identified eight common consequences of dishon-
esty in romantic relationships. Some of them can further be split
into subcategories, leading us to a total of 18 categories depict-
ing the various consequences described by the participants (see
Table S5).

3.3.1 | The Discovery

“She has forgiven me, but she has not forgotten” (male, 34):
finding out that one's partner has been dishonest translates
into more severe consequences for the relationship compared
to when the incident is not discovered. As further described in
The Strained Bond, discovering dishonesty provokes heated ar-
guments (male, 55), feelings of acute stress (male, 32), tension
and broken trust (male, 36), temporary or permanent separation
(female, 55; male, 32), and may ultimately lead to relationship
termination (see The Breakup).

3.3.2 | The Strained Bond

“My dishonesty created a barrier in our relationship. It hindered
genuine communication and prevented us from addressing im-
portant issues honestly. Over time, it eroded trust, as my partner
may have sensed something was off” (male, 29). As described in
prior work (e.g., Vossler and Moller 2020), dishonesty undoubt-
edly harms relationships. In most cases, participants reported
their romantic connection to decay and several relationship
quality indicators to be negatively affected.

3.3.2.1 | Broken Trust. “Trust is like the glue that holds a
relationship together” (male, 20). Primarily, dishonesty destroys
trust, which is considered the pillar of every romantic relation-
ship. Dishonesty creates “a huge lack of trust,” which in turn
harms the relationship in all areas (female, 71), having a spill-
over effect on other key relational components (see following
paragraphs). Moreover, once broken, trust requires a great deal
of willpower, commitment, and effort to rebuild. The trust issues
generated by dishonesty are quite strenuous to overcome (male,
32), up to the point of permanently damaging trust (male, 48)
and making the relationship irreparable (female, 19).

3.3.2.2 | Communication Breakdown. Dishonesty cre-
ates distance between partners by affecting communication:
Partners become distant from each other and communicate less,
barely having conversations with one another (female, 26). Part-
ners may become passive-aggressive (male, 31) and even ignore
each other (male, 39). Partners also appear to withdraw from
communication after their trust is broken out of disappointment
or resentment. On the other hand, participants (the agents of dis-
honesty) reported doing the very same but mainly out of guilt,
shame, or embarrassment (see The Emotional Burden).

3.3.2.3 | Emotional Barrier and Disconnection. Mir-
roring the breakdown of communication, dishonesty creates an
emotional barrier, “driving a wedge” between partners (male,
22). After the incident, participants reported feeling distant
from one another (male, 43), their interactions with their partner
not being genuine (female, 25), and a general feeling of discon-
nection from each other (male, 44).

3.3.2.4 | Tension and Conflict. Dishonesty leads to argu-
ments and can make the exchanges between partners “super
tense” (male, 36), especially right after the incident. In most
cases, resentment keeps building up and makes both partners
angry and annoyed with one another. Our data reveal that some
couples still argue about the episode years after it happened (see
next category).

3.3.2.5 | Long-Term Deterioration. The impact of dishon-
esty is even more harmful, because it affects the relationship
not only right after the incident but especially in the long term,
resulting in cracks that permeate it (female, 34). When partici-
pating in the study, participants described issues they were still
experiencing because of dishonesty episodes that happened
many years before (male, 44). For instance, their partner was
still judging them for their misbehavior (female, 40), bringing up
the episode in arguments (male, 39), or not fully trusting them to
the present day (male, 34).

3.3.3 | The Vicious Cycle

Participants’ descriptions suggest that dishonesty seems to
create a vicious cycle: Individuals can be dishonest with their
partner as a form of revenge, they need to keep up with the dis-
honesty, they begin doubting their partner, and the incident may
affect not only the present but future relationships too.

3.3.3.1 | Revenge. Dishonesty creates resentment and, in
turn, the desire to take revenge. Dishonesty that occurs as a
form of revenge often originates from previous dishonest behav-
ior that one's partner has shown; for example, cheating on your
partner, because they have been cheating on you (female, 48).
Dishonesty can also serve as “a weapon” (male, 27) when you
feel hurt by your partner and want to hurt them in return, to
make them “feel the pain they caused me to feel” (male, 21)
and as a form of “punishment” (female, 23).

3.3.3.2 | The Never-Ending Story. If you have been dis-
honest once, you may need to keep up with it: You always must
be “on your toes” (female, 44) or continue being dishonest to
not make the partner find out the truth (female, 38), as it may
look even worse if you confessed (female, 35). Furthermore, “If
I [am] doing this, she could be too” (male, 27); when you are dis-
honest, you start wondering whether your partner may also be
dishonest. Participants pondered if their partner could also be
hiding things, “even trivial, little ones” (female, 26), if they had
ever lied to them as they did (male, 32), or if their partner could
also be cheating on them (male, 33).

3.3.3.3 | Future Relationships. Dishonesty does not only
affect one's current relationship but can distort the partner's
future relationships. As one participant brought up (male, 26),
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dishonesty may create psychological issues, such as feelings
of decreased self-worth and anxiety. Moreover, future partners
may have to deal with the same behavioral patterns, which may
produce a toxic environment.

3.3.4 | The Emotional Burden

3.3.4.1 | The Self: Guilt, Shame, Embarrassment,
and Regret. “[My dishonesty] made me feel disappointed in
myself [...]. The situation wrecked me emotionally for months
after [...]. I felt I had alienated everybody in a way. Eventually, I
needed to come clean and tell my partner about what had hap-
pened, and it caused a huge rift in our relationship. Our trust
level never returned to where it had been after that. He was
justifiably angry and hurt, and I felt absolutely horrible” (male,
49). Dishonesty elicits several negative emotions that create an
emotional burden on the self, that is, the agent of dishonesty. It is
common to feel “bad,” horrible, like a failure. More specifically,
guilt, shame, embarrassment, and regret are the most common
emotions that participants reported feeling after the incident.

3.3.4.2 | The Letdown. Such an emotional burden is some-
thing not only the agent, but also the partner must deal with. “He
said that I let him down” (female, 41) was a common reaction
from the partner, who is disappointed in the agent and might
have lost some respect for them (male, 33).

3.3.5 | The Slowburn

Many participants shared the idea that being dishonest with
their partner made them feel excited immediately after the ep-
isode occurred, or, more generally, they experienced positive
feelings right after the incident happened, for example, “I felt a
thrill for sneaking around” (female, 64). As time passed, how-
ever, they started developing feelings of shame, guilt, and regret.
These feelings kept building, leading to a painful “slowburn ef-
fect” (female, 19), which influenced both personal and relational
well-being.

3.3.6 | Backfiring Dishonesty

One participant claimed dishonesty “always come[s] back to
bite you” (male, 22). How? Sometimes, dishonesty is meant
to produce positive outcomes and is motivated by good inten-
tions: to protect one's partner, spare them worries, or avoid
hurting them. However, dishonesty may result in the oppo-
site outcome and, in some cases, “backfire” (male, 21). The
package of detrimental effects strikes the relationship: ignit-
ing conflict, hurting feelings, hindering communication, and
damaging trust. For instance, “[..] there may be situations
where I consider being dishonest to protect my partner from
harm or pain. Although well-intentioned, this type of dishon-
esty can have negative consequences. By shielding my partner
from difficult truths or avoiding necessary conversations, I
risk creating a false sense of security that erodes trust over
time” (male, 25).

3.3.7 | The Breakup

Dishonesty produces a cascade of negative events that may lead
to eventual relationship termination. Breaking the pillar of trust
combined with impaired relational outcomes may never allow
the couple to recover, killing the relationship (female, 60). As
mentioned above (The Discovery), finding out that your partner
has been dishonest may catalyze relationship dissolution (fe-
male, 54). At times, the cracks in the relationship caused by dis-
honesty become too wide to fill in, and it is better to call it quits
(female, 41).

3.3.8 | The Repaired Bond

Despite the profound damage experienced, dishonesty may
serve as a wake-up call for partners, a prompt to work on their
relationship, solve issues, and pursue it on “a more serious
level” (non-binary, 33). In some cases, dishonesty yielded “pos-
itive results over the years” (male, 80) and “made the relation-
ship stronger” (male, 39). Especially, restoring communication
appears to be the key to amending a broken relationship: by
talking things through, participants could be more transpar-
ent with each other (male, 43) and discuss growing their re-
lationship to make it “better than it has ever been” (female,
20). Furthermore, communication allows people to be more
aware of and aligned with their partner's needs (female, 22)
and makes partners closer (male, 26), fostering reconciliation
and repair.

3.3.8.1 | The Learning Experience. Dishonesty may
also turn out to be an opportunity for learning and growth.
On the one hand, people may become aware of some aspects
that were not working well in the relationship, such as need-
ing more self-time (female, 18), better communication, or being
more open with each other about one's needs (female, 25). On
the other hand, people may learn more about which relation-
ship standards they aim to pursue and how honesty should be
valued: for instance, to be open and honest with those you love
(male, 40), to become a better and more honest person (male, 35),
and that honesty is vital in any relationship (male, 19).

In sum, participants described both negative and positive con-
sequences of dishonesty in a relationship. Although the former
is more common and endangers key relationship quality indi-
cators (e.g., overall relational well-being, communication, emo-
tional connection, trust), potentially leading to termination and
having a long-lasting effect, relational dishonesty can also be
seen as a learning experience that prompts both the individual
and the couple to work on improving their relationship.

3.4 | The Dominant Motives: Why Are Individuals
Dishonest to Their Partner?

Finally, our data suggest that individuals are dishonest to their
partners due to two forms of protection. That is, participants
described their dishonesty as being motivated by protective in-
tentions, which are aimed at being directed either towards the
partner (i.e., the receiver) or oneself (i.e., the agent). Therefore,
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we identify two dominant motives of dishonesty in romantic re-
lationships: (alleged) partner-protective and self-protective (see
Table S6).

Partner-protective motives involve, for instance, lying about or
hiding something not to hurt one's partner, to spare them anx-
iety, or to avoid conflict: “My intention was to protect my part-
ner's feelings and avoid causing any disappointment or tension
in our relationship” (male, 29). We deem it important to add “(al-
leged)” when naming this motive because the dishonest agents
believe—or, at least, describe—that they aimed not to hurt their
partner; however, it might very well be that this is a form of jus-
tification. By contrast, self-protective motives are mainly self-
ish in nature. Dishonesty that is deemed self-protective usually
serves the purpose of shielding oneself from any—real or an-
ticipated—negative consequences that the agent believes could
occur if they are honest. For instance, trying to hide a part of
oneself, personal insecurities and fears, sexual fantasies, rela-
tionship boredom, or fulfilling the need for personal space: “I
would often tell the person I was with that I was working, in
reality, I just needed space” (male, 30). These two dominant mo-
tives often, but not always, overlap. For instance, (alleged) part-
ner- and self-protective motives can lie behind most dishonesty
instances, interchangeably or even in combination: “[I did not]
tell him about the situation to protect his feelings and also mine”
(female, 39).

The use of self- versus (alleged) partner-protective motives does
not appear to shape the form nor the content of dishonesty.
Individuals could use any form and be dishonest about any topic
(i.e., content) regardless of whether their intent is self- or (alleged)
partner-protective. Considering the content category of Self-
image: Self-portrait, Identity, and Past, for example, one may be
dishonest about “aspects of their past” or their “vulnerabilities” to
protect themselves (male, 25) but also hide something personal to
(allegedly) protect their partner: “I probably won't tell him about
my [sexual] fantasies. I think it might hurt his feelings. He may
feel like he is not enough for me” (female, 68). The only notable
exception is infidelity. Participants often report self-protective mo-
tives to justify the act itself (e.g., cheating on their partner because
they felt “lonely”; female, 37) and (alleged) partner-protective
motives to justify the lying or concealment around their infidelity,
such as not wanting to “hurt his feelings or self-esteem” (female,
41) or “destroy my relationship with her” (male, 32).

The consequences do also not seem to depend on whether the
dominant motives are self- or (alleged) partner-protective, both
when dishonesty is discovered and when it is not. If one is dis-
honest with a (alleged) partner-protective intent, this does not
appear to mitigate the negative feelings (i.e., The Emotional
Burden) often associated with dishonesty: Participants reported
being “stressed beyond belief” (female, 79) or that they “still
feel nervous” and “really bad” (male, 33). Likewise, when one's
partner finds out about the dishonesty, the fact that it was in-
tended to protect them does not seem to buffer any of the nega-
tive consequences (e.g., The Discovery). Only in very few cases,
the partner appeared more understanding when the motive be-
hind dishonesty was deemed partner-protective: “I [...] lie to him
about [...] small things [...]. [...] I hoped that once he found out,
he would see where I'm coming from and understand and he
did” (female, 34).

Lastly, dominant motives are embedded within and across cat-
egories. A salient example is the case of Backfiring Dishonesty,
where the (alleged) partner-protective motive behind dishonesty
is a defining feature of the category itself. This highlights how
dominant motives overlap and interact with the other compo-
nents of the framework without substantially influencing the
forms, content, or consequences of dishonesty.

4 | Discussion

This investigation provides an inductively derived, broad frame-
work of dishonesty in romantic relationships, encompassing
its forms, content, consequences, and dominant motives. The
findings are based on a relatively large sample of participants
describing the most vivid, common, or recent episode when they
were dishonest to their current, former, or hypothetical roman-
tic partner. Employing content analysis, we identified four main
forms of dishonesty: lies (serious or white), withholding infor-
mation, infidelity (physical, emotional, or online), and active
deception. The latter was commonly described by participants
as behavioral, often nonverbal dishonesty, and for this reason,
we classified it as an independent form. We could also identify
a relatively broad classification of the content of dishonesty.
More precisely, in line with previous research (e.g., Jeanfreau
et al. 2020), participants reported being dishonest about fi-
nances, whereabouts, and their self-image, but we also refined
and expanded previously framed categories (e.g., emotions, mis-
deeds, sexuality). Based on our latent content analysis, we could
identify the oftentimes negative impact that dishonesty has on
key relationship quality indicators (e.g., communication, trust,
or couple well-being) as well as specific patterns of dishonesty's
detrimental effects, which we framed into specific categories
(e.g., The Slowburn). Only a few participants reported their re-
lationship experiencing positive consequences after dishonesty
(e.g., The Repaired Bond). At last, we identified two dominant
motives behind relational dishonesty: self-protective and (al-
leged) partner-protective.

Whereas it seems theoretically advantageous to separate the
four components of relational dishonesty, we find that the com-
ponents are strongly connected. The forms, content, and domi-
nant motives appear interchangeable with regard to relationship
outcomes. A white lie about something trivial, for instance, may
have the same outcome as hiding one’s bank account to protect
oneself in some way. Overall, we observed that dishonesty is
mostly harmful to a relationship, regardless of its form, content,
or the dominant motives behind it. Moreover, different forms,
contents, and dominant motives could be used in combination:
One may lie about and hide two different topics at the same time
and claim to be doing so to protect one's partner and oneself.

In a similar vein, mostly no large-scale differences among
groups and conditions were observed. One exception is that
participants who were in a relationship at the time of the study
(Group A) or had to think about a hypothetical partner (Group
C) tended to report milder forms (e.g., white lies) and more triv-
ial content of dishonesty whereas participants who recalled the
experience with a former partner (Group B) tended to describe
episodes of infidelity slightly more often. Group C appears not
to consider infidelity as a plausible course of action (e.g., “I don't
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imagine I would cheat”; non-binary, 32), deeming it “socially
and morally wrong” (male, 21). The responses from Group B,
however, suggest that infidelity does occur and is particularly
harmful to a relationship. Group C also offered some insights
into the expectations and values individuals endorse when they
are in a relationship hypothetically: “Being in a relationship has
some basic responsibilities and expectations; being truthful and
honest to [your] partner is one that should not be breached upon
as it means a lack of trust and reliability upon the individual”
(female, 19). Generally, we observed a tendency to report less
severe forms of dishonesty. This aligns with previous research
arguing that dishonesty in romantic relationships appears to be
mainly related to trivial matters (Bianchi et al. 2024). However,
this may also indicate that participants could be biased to re-
gard trivial matters and milder forms as more socially desirable
responses or as a way to protect themselves against negative
self-views.

4.1 | Links to Existing Research

Our results link to existing research that has tended to study
different forms of dishonesty separately (e.g., Guthrie and
Kunkel 2013; Peterson 2010; Wilson et al. 2011) and has de-
veloped scales to measure specific forms (e.g., Hart et al. 2019;
Rodriguez et al. 2018). Our framework suggests that forms of
dishonesty are not mutually exclusive. We observed that partic-
ipants often used different forms of dishonesty in combination
rather than in isolation. Therefore, separating different forms
might risk overlooking their connections, and future measures
may benefit from being more comprehensive, acknowledging
these interconnections. Early work on interpersonal deception
(Lippard 1988; Turner et al. 1975) had already created classi-
fications encompassing both forms and motives of deception.
When it comes to the latter, the reduction to two dominant
motives is different from this previous research, which distin-
guishes a wider range of motives (e.g., Guthrie and Kunkel 2013;
Lippard 1988). At the same time, other research (e.g., DePaulo
et al. 1996) also only distinguished between self-centered and
other-oriented deception.

By providing a broad framework of dishonesty in romantic re-
lationships, we expand existing knowledge in three meaningful
ways: First, we identify and theoretically separate the four key
components of relational dishonesty, that is, forms, content, con-
sequences, and dominant motives. Second, we provide a broader
and more detailed classification of the often-overlooked content
of dishonesty, and—to the best of our knowledge, for the first
time—we incorporate the consequences into a framework. Last,
our approach helped us to dig deeper into participants' experi-
ences, as well as the intertwining of different forms of dishon-
esty and their impact on relationships.

In most cases, dishonesty seems to harm key relationship qual-
ity indicators, such as closeness, communication, overall satis-
faction, and especially trust (see also Bianchi et al. 2024). Yet,
as we observed, a relationship can still be damaged even when
dishonesty goes undetected. Indeed, our sample reported ex-
periencing such negative consequences not only when dishon-
esty was discovered or confessed but also when it was not (see
Lee et al. 2019). Suspicion may come about as a consequence

of undiscovered deception, with distrust growing within the
dishonest partner as a side effect of the dishonest act (Sagarin
et al. 1998). This resonates with the emotional burden partic-
ipants described feeling after the dishonest act or some of the
patterns we observed in our sample (e.g., The Vicious Cycle).
Moreover, congruent with the Interpersonal Deception Theory
(Buller and Burgoon 2006), our framework emphasizes that dis-
honesty in romantic relationships is dynamic and interactive,
as individuals adjust their deception based on their partner's re-
sponses or suspicions.

Further, our study substantiates that individuals value hon-
esty but seem to avoid it often and resort to dishonesty in-
stead. Previous research stresses that individuals value the
moral principle of honesty in a relationship (e.g., Roggensack
and Sillars 2014) as well as an ideal partner characteristic (Liu
et al. 2018). From this perspective, it seems plausible that in-
dividuals often claim to have underlying prosocial motives for
their dishonesty. For instance, individuals tend to overestimate
how negatively others will react to certain honest information
and might thus choose dishonesty as a better course of action
(Levine and Cohen 2018). At the same time, individuals seem
to believe they are more successful at deceiving their partner
than they actually are, which is why they may show dishon-
esty (Boon and McLeod 2001). Consistent with Social Exchange
Theory (Cook et al. 2013), dishonesty may occur when a person
perceives that the benefits (e.g., conflict avoidance or maintain-
ing harmony) outweigh the potential costs (e.g., getting caught
or harming trust). In turn, individuals may also be dishonest
to prevent the loss of rewards like affection, attention, or mate-
rial resources (see Tables S5 and S6). Moreover, our framework
aligns with the idea that individuals may be dishonest to protect
their investment in the relationships, avoiding behaviors that
might lead to breakup, as theorized by the Investment Model
of Commitment (Rusbult et al. 2011). In this way, dishonesty
may serve as a relational maintenance strategy (Guthrie and
Kunkel 2013).

4.2 | Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions

Our study has some limitations. We relied on one sample from
a single WEIRD (i.e., Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich,
and Democratic; Henrich et al. 2010) country, precluding us
from exploring any cross-cultural variation. Hence, the current
findings are based on data from a socio-demographically di-
verse sample of US adults. We do not assume these findings will
extend to other countries, including culturally dissimilar and
arguably particularly non-WEIRD populations, as cultural fac-
tors may affect the observed relations. As such, broader general-
izations should await further empirical investigation in different
cultural contexts (Simons et al. 2017).

Second, we mostly examined monogamous heteronormative
relationships, which prevented us from exploring potential dif-
ferences between relationship types (e.g., polyamorous). Third,
given the iterative analytic process, we are unable to provide
any measure of inter-rater reliability (e.g., Cohen's kappa) but
only a narrative description of the process. Fourth, we are aware
that social desirability biases may lead participants to underre-
port dishonest behaviors and overreport honesty in romantic
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relationships, distorting the accuracy of self-reported data. This
may mask true patterns of behavior, reduce variability, and limit
the validity of conclusions about dishonesty. Last, the present
study did not delve into the antecedents of dishonesty in roman-
tic relationships nor consider the influence of different contex-
tual factors.

Keeping these limitations in mind, our framework might gen-
erate and guide future research. For instance, attitudes towards
honesty may play a role in how dishonesty affects the relation-
ship (Boon and McLeod 2001), and future research could look
at the connections between attitudes towards honesty and the
use of specific forms of dishonesty. Studies may also examine
whether some of the (narrated) consequences and patterns aris-
ing from our data match implications from other (e.g., quanti-
tative) research designs. Moreover, future studies could explore
factors such as one's life stage or relationship history to offer
insight into broader aspects of the topic. Further, studies may
tackle the development of measures of dishonesty in romantic
relationships that are broad in context or avoid overlooking
the intertwining of different forms. Such a measure could help
investigate, for example, whether some forms of dishonesty—
alone or in combination—are more detrimental to a relationship
than others.

Finally, although we observed that, in most cases, dishonesty
damages a relationship, a few participants reported cases in
which dishonesty actually benefited themselves or their relation-
ship. Next to theory and research, our work might also inform
psychological practice by providing therapists with insight into
the specific patterns, biases, and situations they might encoun-
ter when treating partners who have experienced dishonesty.
More precisely, our framework can assist therapists in guiding
couples through the complexities of relational dishonesty, by
clarifying its forms, content, and motivations. For instance,
knowledge about potential narratives and their possible conse-
quences on the relationship could help therapists address such
narratives early in the therapeutic process, before they escalate
into more harmful outcomes. In a similar vein, insights from
The Repaired Bond could give direction to couples therapists by
offering guidance on how to help partners repair their relation-
ship, overcome the negative impact of dishonesty, and restore or
even enhance relational functioning. Therefore, future research
might investigate under which circumstances dishonesty could
be beneficial for a relationship.

5 | Conclusion

This study presents a framework for understanding dishon-
esty in romantic relationships, highlighting the interconnec-
tions between different components of relational dishonesty.
Our findings emphasize the paradoxical nature of dishon-
esty: whereas individuals value honesty, they frequently re-
sort to dishonesty. This tension underscores the complexity
of relational dynamics and the need for a nuanced approach
to studying dishonesty. Future research could explore the ap-
plication of the framework in therapeutic practice, examine
cross-cultural and relationship structure (e.g., polyamorous)
variations, investigate antecedents, and develop quantita-
tive methodologies to further test the validity of the insights.

Ultimately, dishonesty can be regarded as a relational strategy
shaped by competing needs, fears, and desires. Understanding
this complexity is crucial not only for advancing research but
also for helping individuals better navigate the realities of inti-
macy, trust, and romantic connections.
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Endnotes

I'We also included an emotions scale where participants rated how they
felt after being dishonest with their partner. On a 5-point Likert scale
(1="not at all,” 5="extremely”), they had to rate the extent to which
they experienced positive (e.g., happiness) and negative (e.g., disap-
pointment) emotions. The results are not reported herein.
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