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ANNALS OF INQUIRY

BIG LITTLE LIES
Dan Ariely and Francesca Gino got famous studying dishonesty. Did they fabricate some of their work?

BY GIDEON LEWIS-KRAUS

The half-bearded behavioral econ-
omist Dan Ariely tends to pref-
ace discussions of his work—

which has inquired into the mechanisms 
of pain, manipulation, and lies—with a 
reminder that he comes by both his ec-
centric facial hair and his academic in-
terests honestly. He tells a version of the 
story in the introduction to his breezy 
first book, “Predictably Irrational,” a 
patchwork of marketing advice and ce-
rebral self-help. One afternoon in Israel, 
Ariely—an “18-year-old military trainee,” 
according to the Times—was nearly in-
cinerated. “An explosion of a large mag-
nesium flare, the kind used to illuminate 
battlef ields at night, left 70 percent  
of my body covered with third-degree 
burns,” he writes. He spent three years 
in the hospital, a period that estranged 
him from the routine practices of every-
day life. The nurses, for example, stripped 
his bandages all at once, as per the cli-
ché. Ariely suspected that he might pre-
fer a gradual removal, even if the result 
was a greater sum of agony. In an early 
psychological experiment he later con-
ducted, he submitted this instinct to em-
pirical review. He subsequently found 
that certain manipulations of an unpleas-
ant experience might make it seem milder 
in hindsight. In onstage patter, he re-
ferred to a famous study in which re-
searchers gave colonoscopy patients ei-
ther a painful half-hour procedure or a 
painful half-hour procedure that con-
cluded with a few additional minutes of 
lesser misery. The patients preferred the 
latter, and this provided a reliable punch 
line for Ariely, who liked to say that the 
secret was to “leave the probe in.” This 
was not, strictly speaking, optimal—why 
should we prefer the scenario with bonus 
pain? But all around Ariely people seemed 
trapped by a narrow understanding of 
human behavior. “If the nurses, with all 
their experience, misunderstood what 
constituted reality for the patients they 
cared so much about, perhaps other peo-

ple similarly misunderstand the conse-
quences of their behaviors,” he writes. 
“Predictably Irrational,” which was pub-
lished in 2008, was an instant airport-book 
classic, and augured an extraordinarily 
successful career for Ariely as an enig-
matic swami of the but-actually circuit.

Ariely was born in New York City in 
1967 and grew up north of Tel Aviv; his 
father ran an import-export business. He 
studied psychology at Tel Aviv Univer-
sity, then returned to the United States 
for doctoral degrees in cognitive psychol-
ogy at the University of North Carolina 
and in business administration at Duke. 
He liked to say that Daniel Kahneman, 
the Nobel Prize-winning Israeli Amer-
ican psychologist, had pointed him in 
this direction. In the previous twenty 
years, Kahneman and his partner, Amos 
Tversky, had pioneered the field of “judg-
ment and decision-making,” which re-
vealed the rational-actor model of neo-
classical economics to be a convenient 
fiction. (The colonoscopy study that Ari-
ely loved, for example, was Kahneman’s.) 
Ariely, a wily character with a vivid ori-
gin story, presented himself as the natu-
ral heir to this new science of human 
folly. In 1998, with his pick of choice ap-
pointments, he accepted a position at 
M.I.T. Despite having little training in 
economics, he seemed poised to help ren-
ovate the profession. “In Dan’s early days, 
he was the most celebrated young intel-
lectual academic,” a senior figure in the 
discipline told me. “I wouldn’t say he was 
known for being super careful, but he 
had a reputation as a serious scientist, 
and was considered the future of the field.”

The new discipline might have lent 
itself to a tragic view of life. Our prefer-
ences were arbitrary and incoherent; no 
narrator was reliable. What differenti-
ated Ariely was his faith that we could 
be managed. “It is very sad that we are 
fallible, myopic, vindictive, and emo-
tional,” he told me by e-mail. “But in my 
view this perspective also means, and this 

is the optimistic side, that we can do 
much better.” Take, for example, cheat-
ing. If people are utility-maximizing 
agents, they will fleece as much as they 
can get away with. Ariely believed, to the 
contrary, that a potential cheater has to 
balance two conflicting desires: the urge 
to max out his gains and the need to see 
himself as a good person. In experiments, 
Ariely found that most people cheat 
when given the opportunity—but just a 
little. Ariely, who does not shy from cute-
siness, called this the “fudge factor.” In 
turn, he proposed, people might just need 
to be reminded that they aspire to be de-
cent. In one of his most famous experi-
ments, he asked students to score their 
own math tests. Half the students had 
first been asked to list the Ten Com-
mandments. Although most could recall 
only a few, Ariely found that, in this 
group, “nobody cheated.” The insight was 
simple, the intervention subtle, and the 
consequences enormous.

Ariely came to owe his reputation to 
his work on dishonesty. He offered com-
mentary in documentaries on Elizabeth 
Holmes and pontificated about Enron. 
As Remy Levin, an economics profes-
sor at the University of Connecticut, told 
me, “People often go into this field to 
study their own inner demons. If you 
feel bad about time management, you 
study time inconsistency and procrasti-
nation. If you’ve had issues with fear or 
trauma, you study risk-taking.” Pain was 
an obvious place for Ariely to start. But 
his burn scars heightened his sensitivity 
to truthfulness. Shane Frederick, a pro-
fessor at Yale’s business school, told me, 
“One of the first things Dan said to me 
when we met was ‘Would you ever date 
someone who looked like me?’ And I 
said, ‘No fucking way,’ which was a re-
ally offensive thing to say to someone—
but it weirdly seemed to charm Dan.” 
From that moment, Frederick felt, Ariely 
was staunchly supportive of his career. 
At the same time, Ariely seemed to  
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An observer said, “We were, like, Holy shit, there are two different people independently faking data on the same paper.”
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struggle with procedural norms, espe-
cially when they seemed pointless. Once, 
during a large conference, John Lynch, 
one of Ariely’s mentors, was rushed to 
the hospital. Ariely told me that only 
family members were allowed visit. He 
pretended that his scarring was an aller-
gic reaction and, once he was admitted, 
spent the night by Lynch’s side. In his 
telling, the nurse was in on the charade. 
“We were just going through the mo-
tions so that she could let me in,” he told 
me. But a business-school professor saw 
it differently. “Dan was seen as a hero 
because he had this creative solution,” 
she said. “But the hospital staff, even 
though they knew this wasn’t a real al-
lergic reaction, weren’t allowed to not 
admit him. He was just wasting their 
time because he felt like he shouldn’t 
have to follow their rules.”

A decade or so into his career, Arie-
ly’s focus shifted to applied research. A 
former affiliate told me that Ariely once 
said, “Some behavioral economist is going 
to win the Nobel Prize—what do I have 
to do to be in contention?” (Ariely de-
nies wondering whether he would get 
the Nobel Prize.) In the spring of 2007, 
he asked an insurance company if he 
could replace its ordinary automo-
bile-policy review form with experimen-

tal versions of his own. Customers had 
an incentive to underreport their annual 
mileage, in order to pay lower premi-
ums. Half the participants were to re-
ceive a form that asked them to sign an 
honesty declaration at the end. The other 
half were to receive an alternate version, 
which instructed them to sign a pledge 
at the beginning. The following year, on 
his first book tour, Ariely addressed a 
crowd at Google, where he was later 
contracted to advise on a behavioral-sci-
ence project, and referred in passing to 
the experiment’s results. Those who 
signed at the beginning, he said, had 
been more candid than those who signed 
at the end. “This was all about decreas-
ing the fudge factor,” he said. In 2009, 
Ariely noted in the Harvard Business 
Review that the insurance company had 
updated its own forms to exploit his 
finding. He hadn’t yet published the 
study, which, given its obvious impor-
tance, might have seemed peculiar. But, 
at the time, nothing appeared to indi-
cate that the results weren’t trustworthy. 
“People who go through a tragedy like 
Dan, with his burn—they have an in-
sight into what’s important in life,” the 
filmmaker Yael Melamede, who collab-
orated with Ariely on a documentary 
about dishonesty, told me. “He was very 

aware of the dangerous desire to make 
experiments go your way, to bend real-
ity to your benefit.”

Despite a good deal of readily available 
evidence to the contrary, neoclassical 

economics took it for granted that hu-
mans were rational. Kahneman and Tver-
sky found flaws in this assumption, and 
built a compendium of our cognitive bi-
ases. We rely disproportionately on in-
formation that is easily retrieved: a recent 
news article about a shark attack seems 
much more relevant than statistics about 
how rarely such attacks actually occur. 
Our desires are in flux—we might pre-
fer pizza to hamburgers, and hamburg-
ers to nachos, but nachos to pizza. We 
are easily led astray by irrelevant details. 
In one experiment, Kahneman and Tver-
sky described a young woman who had 
studied philosophy and participated in 
anti-nuclear demonstrations, then asked 
a group of participants which inference 
was more probable: either “Linda is a 
bank teller” or “Linda is a bank teller and 
is active in the feminist movement.” More 
than eighty per cent chose the latter, even 
though it is a subset of the former. We 
weren’t Homo economicus; we were giddy 
and impatient, our thoughts hasty, our 
actions improvised. Economics tottered. 

Behavioral economics emerged for 
public consumption a generation later, 
around the time of Ariely’s first book. 
Where Kahneman and Tversky held that 
we unconsciously trick ourselves into 
doing the wrong thing, behavioral econ-
omists argued that we might, by the same 
token, be tricked into doing the right 
thing. In 2008, Richard Thaler and Cass 
Sunstein published “Nudge,” which ar-
gued for what they called “libertarian 
paternalism”—the idea that small, be-
nign alterations of our environment might 
lead to better outcomes. When employ-
ees were automatically enrolled in 401(k) 
programs, twice as many saved for re-
tirement. This simple bureaucratic rear-
rangement improved a great many lives.

Thaler and Sunstein hoped that lib-
ertarian paternalism might offer “a real 
Third Way—one that can break through 
some of the least tractable debates in 
contemporary democracies.” Barack 
Obama, who hovered above base parti-
sanship, found much to admire in the 
promise of technocratic tinkering. He 
restricted his outfit choices mostly to 

“Well, technically, I have an abrasive personality  
and a tendency to alienate everyone around me, but,  

sure, let’s go with ‘lone wolf.’ ”

• •
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gray or navy suits, based on research into 
“ego depletion,” or the concept that one 
might exhaust a given day’s reservoir of 
decision-making energy. When, in the 
wake of the 2008 financial crisis, Obama 
was told that money “framed” as income 
was more likely to be spent than money 
framed as wealth, he enacted monthly 
tax deductions instead of sending out 
lump-sum stimulus checks. He eventu-
ally created a behavioral-sciences team 
in the White House. (Ariely had once 
found that our decisions in a restaurant 
are influenced by whoever orders first; 
it’s possible that Obama was driven by 
the fact that David Cameron, in the U.K., 
was already leaning on a “nudge unit.”)

The nudge, at its best, was modest—
even a minor potential benefit at no cost 
pencilled out. In the Obama years, a 
pop-up on computers at the Depart-
ment of Agriculture reminded employ-
ees that single-sided printing was a waste, 
and that advice reduced paper use by six 
per cent. But as these ideas began to in-
termingle with those in the adjacent field 
of social psychology, the reasonable no-
tion that some small changes could have 
large effects at scale gave way to a vision 
of individual human beings as almost 
boundlessly pliable. Even Kahneman 
was convinced. He told me, “People in-
vented things that shouldn’t have worked, 
and they were working, and I was enor-
mously impressed by it.” Some of these 
interventions could be implemented from 
above. Brian Wansink, a researcher at 
Cornell, reported that an attractive wire 
rack and a lamp increased fruit sales at 
a school by fifty-four per cent, and that 
buffet diners likely consumed fewer cal-
ories when “cheesy eggs” weren’t imme-
diately at hand. Other techniques were 
akin to personal mind cures. In 2010, the 
Harvard Business School professor Amy 
Cuddy purported to show that subjects 
who held an assertive “power pose” could 
measurably improve their confidence 
and “instantly become more powerful.” 
In advance of job interviews, prospec-
tive employees retreated to corporate 
bathrooms to extend their arms in vic-
torious V’s. 

In 2017, Thaler won the Nobel Prize 
for his analysis of “economic decision-
making with the aid of insights from 
psychology.” Some policy nudges did not 
ultimately survive empirical scrutiny 
(though early studies showed that mak-

ing organ donation opt-out rather than 
opt-in would cause the practice to be-
come more widespread, long-term eval-
uations suggested that it had little ef-
fect), but the bulk of them held up. By 
that point, however, a maximalist ver-
sion of the principle—easily absorbed by 
viral life-hack culture—had become com-
monplace. Ariely, for his part, predicted 
that nudges were just the beginning, and 
held out for more ambitious social en-
gineering. He told me, “I thought that 
in many cases paternalism is going to be 
necessary.” At the end of “Predictably Ir-
rational,” he writes, “If I were to distill 
one main lesson from the research de-
scribed in this book, it is that we are 
pawns in a game whose forces we largely 
fail to comprehend.”

Haaretz once called Ariely “the bus-
iest Israeli in the world.” I met him 

several times in the past year, although 
he agreed to speak on the record mostly 
in writing. A stimulating and slightly un-
nerving interlocutor, he has coarse black 
bangs, tented eyebrows, and the frank 
but hooded aspect of an off-duty men-
talist or a veteran card-counter. “Predict-
ably Irrational” considerably expanded 
his sphere of influence. He started a lab 
at Duke called the Center for Advanced 
Hindsight, which was funded by Black-
Rock and MetLife. He had a wife and 
two young children in Durham, but spent 
only a handful of days a month in town. 
In a given week, he might fly from São 
Paulo to Berlin to Tel Aviv. At talks, he 

wore rumpled polos and looked as though 
he’d trimmed his hair with a nail clipper 
in an airport-lounge rest room. He has 
said that he worked with multiple gov-
ernments and Apple. He had ideas for 
how to negotiate with the Palestinians. 
When an interviewer asked him to list 
the famous names in his phone contacts, 
he affected humility: “Jeff Bezos, the 
C.E.O. of Amazon—is that good?” He 
went on: the C.E.O.s of Procter & Gam-

ble and American Express, the founder 
of Wikipedia. In 2012, he said, he got an 
e-mail from Prince Andrew, who invited 
him to the palace for tea. Ariely’s assis-
tant had to send him a jacket and tie via 
FedEx. He couldn’t bring himself, as an 
Israeli, to say “Your Royal Highness,” so 
he addressed the Prince by saying “Hey.”

Ariely seemed to know everything 
and everyone. “What an amazing life to 
lead,” a former doctoral student in his 
lab said. “It was like ‘The Grand Buda-
pest Hotel.’ ” He told people that he’d 
climbed Annapurna and rafted down 
the Mekong River. But he was also at-
tentive. “Every single time I went into 
the room and interacted with Dan, it 
was unbelievably enjoyable,” the student 
said. At one talk, he auctioned off a hun-
dred-dollar bill, with the stipulation that 
the second-highest bidder would also 
have to pay. The winner owed a hundred 
and fifty dollars; the loser owed a hun-
dred and forty-five dollars for nothing. 
Both might have felt like idiots, but Ari-
ely wasn’t scornful; he sympathized. His 
knowledge of human behavior could be 
burdensome. “It makes daily interactions 
a little difficult,” he said. “I know all kinds 
of methods to convince people to do 
things I want them to do.” He told me, 
“Just imagine that you could separate the 
people who are your real friends from 
the people who want something from 
you. . . . And now ask yourself if you re-
ally want to know this about them.”

One of his frequent collaborators was 
Francesca Gino, a rising star in the field. 
Gino is in her mid-forties, with dark 
curly hair and a frazzled aspect. She grew 
up in Italy, where she pursued a doctorate 
in economics and management. Mem-
bers of her cohort remember her dedi-
cation, industry, and commitment. She 
first came to Harvard Business School 
as a visiting fellow, and, once she com-
pleted her Ph.D., in 2004, she stayed on 
as a postdoc. She later said that she went 
to Harvard for a nine-month stint and 
never left. This story elides a few detours. 
By the end of her postdoc, in 2006, she 
had yet to publish an academic paper, 
and Harvard did not extend an offer. 
One of her mentors at Harvard, a pro-
fessor named Max Bazerman, helped 
make introductions; she eventually landed 
a postdoc at Carnegie Mellon. A senior 
colleague who knew her at the time  
told me, “That entire experience could 
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plausibly have left her with a keen sense 
of the fragility and precariousness of ac-
ademic careers.” At last, she seemed to 
find her footing, and it soon looked as 
though she could get almost any study 
to produce results. She secured a job at 
U.N.C., where she entered a phase of el-
evated productivity. According to her 
C.V., she published seven journal papers 
in 2009; in 2011, an astonishing eleven.

Ariely and Gino frequently collabo-
rated on dishonesty. In the paper “The 
Dark Side of Creativity,” they showed 
that “original thinkers,” who can dream 
up convincing justifications, tend to lie 
more easily. For “The Counterfeit Self,” 
she and Ariely had a group of women 
wear what they were told were fake Chloé 
sunglasses—the designer accessories, in 
an amusing control, were actually real—
and then take a test. They found that 
participants who believed they were wear-
ing counterfeit sunglasses cheated more 
than twice as much as the control group. 
In “Sidetracked,” Gino’s first pop-science 
book, she seems to note that such peo-
ple were not necessarily corrupt: “Being 
human makes all of us vulnerable to sub-
tle influences.” In 2010, she returned to 
Harvard Business School, where she was 
awarded an endowed professorship and 
later became the editor of a leading jour-
nal. She dispensed page-a-day-calendar 
advice on LinkedIn: “Life is an unpre-
dictable journey. . . . The challenge isn’t 
just setting our path, but staying on it 
amidst chaos.” She was a research con-
sultant for Disney, and a speakers bu-

reau quoted clients between fifty and a 
hundred thousand dollars to book her 
for gigs. In 2020, she was the fifth-high-
est-paid employee at Harvard, earning 
about a million dollars that year—slightly 
less than the university’s president.

Gino drew admiring notice from those 
who could not believe her productivity. 
The business-school professor said,  
“She’s not just brilliant and successful and 
wealthy—she has been a kind, fun per-
son to know. She was well liked even by 
researchers who were skeptical of her 
work.” But she drew less admiring notice, 
too—also from people who could not be-
lieve her productivity. As one manage-
ment scholar told me, “You just cannot 
trust someone who is publishing ten pa-
pers a year in top journals.” Other co-au-
thors, as collateral beneficiaries, weren’t 
sure what to think. One former gradu-
ate student thought that she caught Gino 
plagiarizing portions of a literature review, 
but tried to convince herself that it was 
an honest error. Later, in a study for a dif-
ferent paper, “Gino was, like, ‘I had an 
idea for an additional experiment that 
would tie everything together, and I al-
ready collected the data and wrote it up—
here are the results.’ ” The former graduate 
student added, “My adviser was, like, ‘Did 
you design the study together? No. Did 
you know it was going to happen? No. 
Has she sent you the data? No. Something 
off is happening here.’ ” (Gino declined 
to address these allegations on the record.)

In late 2010, Gino was helping to coör
dinate a symposium for an Academy of 

Management conference, on “behavioral 
ethics,” which listed Ariely as a contrib-
utor. At the time, Gino and Bazerman 
were researching moral identity. Ariely’s 
findings with the car-insurance company 
remained unpublished, but his talks had 
made the rounds, and his field study 
seemed like the perfect companion piece 
for joint publication. “I suggest we add 
them as co-authors and write up the 
paper for a top tier journal,” Gino later 
wrote, by e-mail.

The paper, which was published in 
2012, became an event. Signing the hon-
esty pledge at the beginning, Ariely found, 
reduced cheating by about ten per cent. 
The Obama Administration included 
the paper’s findings in an annual White 
House report. Government bodies in the 
U.K., Canada, and Guatemala initiated 
studies to determine whether they should 
revise their tax forms, and estimated that 
they might recoup billions of dollars a 
year. Kahneman told me that he saw no 
reason to disbelieve the results, which 
were clearly compatible with the orien-
tation of the field. “But many things that 
might work don’t,” he told me. “And it’s 
not necessarily clear a priori.”

Near the end of Obama’s first term, 
vast swaths of overly clever behav-

ioral science began to come unstrung. 
In 2011, the Cornell psychologist Daryl 
Bem published a journal article that os-
tensibly proved the existence of clair-
voyance. His study participants were able 
to predict, with reasonable accuracy, 
which curtain on a computer screen hid 
an erotic image. The idea seemed pa-
rodic, but Bem was serious, and had ar-
rived at his results using methodologies 
entirely in line with the field’s standard 
practices. This was troubling. The same 
year, three young behavioral-science pro-
fessors—Joe Simmons, Leif Nelson, and 
Uri Simonsohn—published an actual 
parody: in a paper called “False-Positive 
Psychology,” they “proved” that listen-
ing to the Beatles song “When I’m Six-
ty-Four” rendered study participants lit-
erally a year and a half younger. “It was 
hard to think of something that was so 
crazy that no one would believe it, be-
cause compared to what was actually 
being published in our journals nothing 
was that crazy,” Nelson, who teaches at 
U.C. Berkeley, said. Researchers could 
measure dozens of variables and per-
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form reams of analyses, then publish 
only the correlations that happened to 
appear “significant.” If you tortured the 
data long enough, as one grim joke went, 
it would confess to anything. They called 
such techniques “p-hacking.” As they 
later put it, “Everyone knew it was wrong, 
but they thought it was wrong the way 
it’s wrong to jaywalk.” In fact, they wrote, 
“it was wrong the way it’s wrong to rob 
a bank.”

The three men—who came to be 
called Data Colada, the name of their 
pun-friendly blog—had bonded over the 
false, ridiculous, and flashy findings that 
the field was capable of producing. The 
discipline of judgment and decision-mak-
ing had made crucial, enduring contribu
tions—the foundation laid by Kahne
man and Tversky, for example—but the 
broader credibility of the behavioral sci-
ences had been compromised by a per-
petual-motion machine of one-weird-
trick gimmickry. Their paper helped kick 
off what came to be known as the “rep-
lication crisis.” Soon, entire branches of 
supposedly reliable findings—on social 
priming (the idea that, say, just thinking 
about an old person makes you walk 
more slowly), power posing, and ego de-
pletion—started to seem like castles in 
the air. (Cuddy, the H.B.S. professor, de-
fended her work, later publishing a study 
that showed power posing had an effect 
on relevant “feelings.”) Some senior fig-
ures in the field were forced to consider 
the possibility that their contributions 
amounted to nothing.

In the course of its campaign to erad-
icate p-hacking, which was generally well 
intended, Data Colada also uncovered 
manipulations that were not. The psy-
chologist Lawrence Sanna had conducted 
studies that literalized the metaphor of 
a “moral high ground,” determining that 
participants at higher altitudes were “more 
prosocial.” When Simonsohn looked into 
the data, he found that the numbers were 
not “compatible” with random sampling; 
they had clearly been subject to tamper-
ing. (Sanna, at the time, acknowledged 
“research errors.”) Simonsohn exposed 
similar curiosities in the work of the 
Flemish psychologist Dirk Smeesters. 
(Smeesters claimed that he engaged only 
in “massaging” data.) The two men’s ca-
reers came to an unceremonious end. 
Occasionally, these probes were simple: 
one of the first papers that Data Colada 

formally examined included reports of 
“-0.3” on a scale of zero to ten. Other ef-
forts required more recondite statistical 
analysis. Behind these techniques, how-
ever, was a basic willingness to call bull-
shit. Some of the papers in social psy-
chology and adjacent fields demonstrated 
effects that seemed, to anyone roughly 
familiar with the behavior of people, 
preposterous: when maids are prompted 
to think of their duties as exercise, do 
they really lose weight?

Kahneman graciously conceded that 
he had been wrong to endorse some of 
this research, and told me, of Data Co-
lada, “They’re heroes of mine.”But not 
everyone was supportive. Data Colada’s 
harshest critics saw the young men as 
jealous upstarts who didn’t understand 
the soft artistry of the social sciences. 
Norbert Schwarz, an éminence grise of 
psychology, interrupted a presentation 
about questionable research practices at 
a conference, and later called the bur-
geoning reform movement a “witch hunt.” 
A former president of the Association 
for Psychological Science, in a leaked ed-
itorial, referred to such efforts as “meth-
odological terrorism.” When Data Co-
lada posted about Amy Cuddy, it was 
taken as evidence of borderline misog-
yny. The Harvard psychologist Daniel 
Gilbert referred to the “replication po-
lice” as “shameless little bullies”; others 
compared Data Colada to the Stasi. Si-
monsohn found this analogy hurtful and 
offensive. “We’re like data journalists,” 
he said. “All we can do is inform people 
with power. The only power you have is 
being right.”

Simmons, Nelson, and Simonsohn 
maintain a standing Zoom date once a 
week. Recently, they invited me to join. 
They’ve been working together long 
enough to finish one another’s sen-
tences—the only real pleasure in what 
they do. Their work can be demoraliz-
ing, and after each successive fraud in-
vestigation they swear off the practice. 
“It’s pleasant for maybe an hour,” Si-
monsohn, who teaches at the Esade Busi-
ness School, in Barcelona, told me. “You 
notice how they did it, and it feels great, 
like you wrote a mystery novel. But then 
everything feels bad.” Simmons, a pro-
fessor at Wharton, added, “We have this 
unfortunate fraud detector in our brain. 
Obviously, it’s just an internal alarm and 
you have to then check, but you see re-

sults sections that stand out as ‘No no 
no, that’s not a thing.’ ” He remarked 
that Nelson had sent him a screenshot 
of a figure from a journal; with only a 
glance, Simmons would have bet his 
house that the data were fake, but the 
men didn’t plan to pursue the case. “At 
this point, it’s like an affliction,” Sim-
mons said. “But if you see it you see it, 
and then it’s hard to look the other way.”

There is a propensity to write off such 
misconduct as a victimless crime. In 

the spring of 2021, Data Colada was con-
tacted by Zoé Ziani, a recent Ph.D. re-
cipient whose professional trajectory of-
fered an example of the practice’s collateral 
damage. Ziani is slight and angular, but 
she projects considerable tensile strength. 
She grew up in a working-class neigh-
borhood of Paris; her parents had not 
graduated from college, but she was en-
chanted by academia. “People were paid 
just to think and talk about how things 
work,” she told me. Assessing the fallout 
of the financial crisis, she found herself 
wondering how an entire industry could 
have developed a culture of malfeasance. 
“Nobody reacted before the worst hap-
pened,” she said. “Nobody raised their 
hands to say, ‘This is really risky, and we 
should stop.’ ”

In graduate school, Ziani took up the 
question of how individuals form and ex-
ploit professional networks—such as the 
ones she had to assemble from nothing. 
One recent high-profile contribution to 
the networking literature was a paper by 
Gino. Some participants had been asked 
to think of a time they had networked 
in an “instrumental” way, and then to 
 fill in the blanks for prompts such as  
“W _ _ H,” “SH _ _ ER,” and “S _ _ P.” 
These people were more likely to com-
plete the prompts with such cleaning-re-
lated words as “WASH,” “SHOWER,” 
and “SOAP”—in other words, network-
ing made them feel literally unclean.

Ziani found Gino’s results implausi
ble, and assumed that they had been 
heavily p-hacked. She told me, “This 
crowd is used to living in a world where 
you have enough degrees of freedom to 
do whatever you want and all that mat-
ters is that it works beautifully.” But an 
adviser strongly suggested that Ziani 
“build on” the paper, which had appeared 
in a top journal. When she expressed her 
doubts, the adviser snapped at her, “Don’t 
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ever say that!” Members of Ziani’s dis-
sertation committee couldn’t understand 
why this nobody of a student was being 
so truculent. In the end, two of them re-
fused to sign off on her degree if she did 
not remove criticisms of Gino’s paper 
from her dissertation. One warned Ziani 
not to second-guess a professor of Gi-
no’s stature in this way. In an e-mail, the 
adviser wrote, “Academic research is like 
a conversation at a cocktail party. You 
are storming in, shouting ‘You suck!’ ”

Ziani complied, but her professional 
relationships had deteriorated, and she 
soon left the cocktail party for good. 
When she told me these stories, in a 
wood-panelled bar at a historic hotel in 
Boulder, Colorado, she covered her face 
to cry. Simmons told me that he could 
name countless people who had similar 
experiences. “Some people are hurt by 
this stuff and they don’t even know. They 
think they’re not good enough—‘It must 
be me’—so they leave the field,” he said. 
“That’s where I started to get angry. How 
many Zoés are there?”

Ziani had moved to Colorado, in 2020, 
for her husband’s job. In the spring of 
2021, she set out to replicate Gino’s study. 
She asked for the data, and, after some 
delay, received it. That April, she used 
an online survey platform to re-create 
the experiment. It took a few days, and 
she found none of the reported effects. 
She also determined, more worrisomely, 
that there was almost no way the paper’s 
effect size could have been naturally gen-
erated. “I knew there was something fishy 
there,” Ziani said. “More than fishy.”

She and a collaborator (who wished 
to remain anonymous, for fear of pro-
fessional retribution) approached Data 
Colada. The team had had its own doubts 
about Gino since 2014, but had con-
cluded that a full investigation was more 
trouble than it was worth. Now, how-
ever, they scrutinized her previous work, 
and found multiple instances of data that 
seemed to be misbehaving. Ziani said, 
“The magnitude of the fraud was po-
tentially so gigantic that they didn’t want 
to be merely one hundred per cent sure 
but one thousand per cent sure.”

One day, Ziani came across the field 
study from the car-insurance paper. This 
data was the fishiest of all, and she sent 
the file to Data Colada in triumph. On 
a Zoom call, Simonsohn looked more 
closely and realized, “Hey, wait a min-

ute. This wasn’t Francesca?” The study 
had been conducted by Ariely. Later, they 
opened the file for Gino’s contribution 
to the same paper, and that, too, seemed 
incommensurable with real data. It was 
difficult not to read this as a sign of the 
field’s blight. Simmons told me, “We 
were, like, Holy shit, there are two dif-
ferent people independently faking data 
on the same paper. And it’s a paper about 
dishonesty.”

In 2021, the Data Colada team sent a 
dossier to Harvard that outlined an 

array of anomalies in four of Gino’s pa-
pers. In her lab study for the car-insur-
ance paper, for example, several observa-
tions seemed to be out of order, in a way 
that suggested someone had moved them 

around by hand. Those data points, they 
found, were disproportionately respon-
sible for the result. The team was unable 
to conceive of a benign explanation for 
this pattern. They had examined only 
four papers but noted “strong suspicions” 
about some of her published data going 
as far back as 2008. On October 27, 2021, 
Harvard notified Gino that she was under 
investigation, and asked her to turn over 
all “HBS-issued devices” by 5 P.M. that 
day. According to Gino, the police were 
called to oversee the process.

There had always been some bewil-
derment about Gino. Multiple people 
told me they found it abnormal that 
Gino so closely guarded her data at every 
step of the process. One former co-au-
thor said, “H.B.S. is so hierarchical, it’s 

HARES

In thirteen years
of walking the mountain path
hares have been scarce—
I’ve done the math.
In all this time, I’ve
seen maybe four or five.

Droppings I’ve seen
that prove they’re here—
at the crossroads, at the turn.
I picture one dished ear
swivelling left then right
as for a satellite

while the buck sits
and lifts his stone axe head,
one of his sparring mitts
tentatively folded
toward his angular chest,
alert, at rest.

Partridges (or chukars)
I often run across;
they take off in a ruckus
Greeks likened to flatulence—
like rapidly deflating
balloons. If ambulating,

a matron and her brood
bustle down the hill;
ignoring the rude
interloper, they will
pretend to putter
till spluttering aflutter.
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like the military, and it was unheard of 
for the more senior person to do the 
bitch work and let the junior person have 
the lofty thoughts. But, then again, if I 
had done the grunt work, we would not 
have found significant results.” The net-
working paper that had originally drawn 
Ziani’s scrutiny had also seemed dubi-
ous to the former graduate student. 
“There were all kinds of red flags about 
her sample size, significance, and effect 
size, and I was, like, ‘No way, I’m done 
with this person,’ ” she said. Another pro-
fessor I spoke to didn’t buy one of Gi-
no’s early papers. “When you look at  
it, it just makes no sense,” he said. But, 
he added, “even in safe spaces in my 
world, to bring up that someone is a data 
fabricator—it’s, like, ‘Our friend John, 

do you think he might be a cannibal?’ ”
Concerns, however, had been raised. In 

2012, Lakshmi Balachandra, now a pro-
fessor at Babson, told Bazerman, Gino’s 
mentor, that her work seemed too good 
to be true. Balachandra said, “He basically 
said to me, ‘Oh, she’s such a hard worker, 
you could learn a lot from her.’ ” (Bazer-
man declined to comment about this on 
the record.) In 2015, a graduate student 
lodged a complaint against Gino and one 
of her colleagues, alleging, primarily, that 
Gino and the colleague created a tense 
and belittling environment. The more 
unsettling charge, though, was that Gino 
had repeatedly refused to share the raw 
data from their experiments. Once, after 
the student didn’t hand over an analysis 
during a long weekend, Gino ran the study 

herself and produced much stronger re-
sults. On multiple occasions, the student 
voiced concerns to a faculty review board 
that Gino was playing games with data, 
but the board was unresponsive. A three-
month investigation concluded, in a con-
fidential report, that none of the people 
involved had acquitted themselves par-
ticularly well, but that no action was war-
ranted. “What incredibly low standards 
Harvard Business School must have to 
not take concerns about data manipula-
tion seriously,” she wrote. (Harvard de-
clined to comment on personnel matters.)

Gino has maintained that she never 
falsified or fabricated data. In a statement, 
her lawyer said, “Harvard’s complete and 
utter disregard for evidence, due process, 
confidentiality and gender equity should 
frighten all academic researchers. And 
Data Colada’s vicious take-down is base-
less.” (She declined to comment on other 
matters on the record.) Lawrence Les-
sig, a law professor at Harvard, told me 
he is certain that Gino is innocent. “I’m 
convinced about her because I know her,” 
he said. “That’s the strongest reason why 
I can’t believe this has happened.”

This spring, Harvard f inalized a 
twelve-hundred-page report that found 
Gino culpable. As part of its investiga-
tion, Harvard obtained the original data 
file for one of Gino’s studies from a for-
mer research assistant. An outside firm 
compared that to the published data and 
concluded that it had been altered not 
only in the ways Data Colada had pre-
dicted but in other ways as well. Gino’s 
defense, in that case, seems to be that the 
published data are in fact the real data, 
and that the “original” data are somehow 
not. Data Colada titled a blog post about 
her alleged misdeeds “Clusterfake.” 

According to Gino, she was summoned 
to the office of the dean, who explained 
that she would be placed on administrative 
leave, and that he was instituting perhaps 
unprecedented proceedings to revoke her 
tenure. She wept. The dean told her, “You 
are a capable, smart woman. I am sure 
you’ll find other opportunities.” That day, 
journal editors were advised to begin the 
retraction process.

In September, NBC premièred a prime-
time procedural called “The Irratio-

nal,” starring the “Law & Order” vet-
eran Jesse L. Martin as a behavioral 
scientist, inspired by Ariely, who helps 

I’m not left agog
by them—but for the hare
almost as big as a dog—
there’s no way to prepare
for the huge unlikelihood.
By the time I’ve understood

something drastic
has happened, it bounds
into the bushy mastic
pursued by ghost hounds.
The light’s about to fail
when it turns tail

and the two black tips
of its ears bob away.
To see one’s to eclipse
the rest of the day.
Hares are not born blind.
They are a watchful kind:

I am seen, I bet,
more often than I see.
Right now a leveret
might be eyeing me,
wound up with alarm
to start forth from its grassy form

and add to the slim count
of hares I’ve seen
on the mountain. The amount
might double in thirteen
more years—who can say.
This one leaps away.

—A. E. Stallings
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solve crimes. “Understanding human na-
ture can be a superpower, which is why 
the F.B.I. ends up calling me,” Martin’s 
character says. A trade-publication arti-
cle about the show accidentally described 
Ariely’s first book as a work of fiction, 
which inspired Richard Thaler to joke 
on Twitter, “I have known for years that 
Dan Ariely made stuff up but now it 
turns out that it is ok because his book 
was a novel!” Ariely has also just pub-
lished a new book, “Misbelief.” In 2020, 
he writes, the Israeli government sought 
his help with pandemic-lockdown strat-
egy. “Covid in many ways was the high-
light of my career,” he told me. He says 
that he suggested prompting people to 
wear masks through the altruistic mes-
sage of “protect others.” He proposed an 
app-based solution to the rise in domes-
tic violence: children, invited to imagine 
themselves as superheroes, were encour-
aged to report disturbances at home. 
That summer—in an anecdote left out 
of his book—he told the Israeli press he 
had suggested that the Army infect sol-
diers on a base with the coronavirus as 
an experiment. (Ariely said that his com-
ments were taken out of context and that 
this was initially someone else’s idea. The 
former head of the Israel Defense Forces’ 
personnel directorate confirmed that he 
had a “very short” conversation with Ari-
ely and “denied his request immediately.”)

He writes that he soon became the 
subject of Israeli covid-denialist con-
spiracy theories: in a “parallel universe,” 

he and his “Illuminati friends” were “in 
cahoots with Bill Gates” to collaborate 
“with multiple governments to control 
and manipulate their citizens.” He was 
called the “chief consciousness engineer” 
of the “Covid-19 fraud.” One conspirac-
ist posted a photo of Ariely’s burns, he 
wrote in a draft of the book, and said that 
his suffering had made him “want to take 
revenge on the world and kill as many 
people as possible.” Ariely describes late-
night hours spent engaging with trolls 
online, offering, in one case, to provide 
his tax returns as proof that his govern-
ment services were pro bono. The book 
thrums with a newfound pessimism; Ari-
ely seems to have lost faith in his old par-
lor tricks. “It’s been a very, very tough few 
years being exposed to the darkest cor-
ners of the Internet and the darkest as-
pects of human nature,” he told me. It 
never seems to have occurred to him that 
the vanity and disdain behind a certain 
kind of social engineering—keeping the 
buffet treats just out of reach—might ex-
acerbate ambient resentments.

It remained unclear, however, how 
potent those interventions had ever been. 
As the Data Colada team members 
learned more about the insurance paper, 
they found that it had long had an as-
terisk attached to it. In February, 2011, 
at the beginning of the collaboration, 
Ariely had sent an Excel file with the 
insurance company’s data to Nina Mazar, 
a frequent co-author, for analysis. She 
found that the results pointed in the 

wrong direction—people who had signed 
at the beginning were less honest. Ariely 
responded that, in making “the dataset 
nicer” for her, he had relabelled the con-
dition names, accidentally switching them 
in the process. He instructed her to switch 
them back. (When asked recently, Ariely 
reiterated this account, though he added 
that someone in his lab might have re-
typed the condition names for him.)

Later, when Bazerman reviewed a 
draft, he was struck by something else. 
The over-all numbers suggested that 
people drove an average of twenty-four 
thousand miles a year, about twice what 
he would have expected. When asked 
about this, Ariely was vague: “We used 
an older population mostly in Florida—
but we can’t tell how we got the data, 
who was the population (they were all 
AARP members)—and we also can’t 
show the forms.” This still seemed odd—
why would retirees drive more than com-
muters? Work on the paper halted. Mazar 
eventually relayed that the mileage data 
might have reflected not one but mul-
tiple years of driving. Bazerman told me, 
“It was only then that I kept my name 
on the paper.”

Four years after publication, Bazerman 
received an e-mail from a guy named 
Stuart Baserman, who worked at an Inter
net insurance company, and had noticed 
the similar surname on the paper. (Bazer
man’s wife suggested that he and 
Baserman take a DNA test. “Cousin Stu” 
is now Bazerman’s favorite cousin.) Baser-
man asked if the paper’s results would 
hold in an online setting. But several 
experimental attempts failed, as did a 
subsequent high-powered lab replication 
of Gino’s initial lab study. The effect just 
wasn’t there. (The Guatemalan govern-
ment, with help from the “nudge unit” 
in the U.K., had also tried to replicate a 
version of Ariely’s field study with the 
insurance company, using tax forms, and 
found no results.)

Writing up the failed replication, one 
of the authors noticed something strange 
in Ariely’s field-study data: there was a 
large difference between the baseline mile-
age—the odometer readings taken prior 
to the study—of the two cohorts. This 
seemed like a fatal randomization error. 
The journal’s editors asked if the authors 
wanted to retract the original publica-
tion. Ariely and Gino were against the 
idea at the time. Ariely predicted that, if 

“You know what I like about them? You’d never guess they have kids!”

• •
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anything, it was the second paper that 
might have to be retracted. “My strong 
preference is to keep both papers out and 
let the science process do its job,” he wrote. 
He and Mazar were continuing to ex-
plore the value of honesty pledges. A for-
mer senior researcher at the lab told me, 
“He assured us that the effect was there, 
that this was a true thing, and I was con-
vinced he completely believed it.”

It didn’t take long for Ziani and Data 
Colada to determine that the odom-

eter readings were inauthentic. In real 
life, the distribution of how much people 
drive looks more or less like a bell curve. 
This data, however, formed a uniform 
distribution—the same number of peo-
ple drove about a thousand miles as did 
twelve thousand miles as did fifty thou-
sand. Most people, when asked to fill out 
a form, round off unwieldy numbers to 
the nearest hundred or thousand. But 
there were few round numbers in the 
data set. In a small additional kink, the 
data were written in two different fonts: 
Calibri and Cambria. In August, 2021, 
Data Colada detailed these issues in a 
blog post. The evidence was overwhelming, 
and all the paper’s authors agreed immedi
ately that the data were bogus. In state-
ments, each disowned any responsibility. 
Gino, unaware that she was also being 
investigated by Data Colada, praised the 
team for its determination and skill: “The 
work they do takes talent and courage 
and vastly improves our research field.” 
Ariely, apparently taken aback, under-
scored that he had been the only author 
who handled the data. He then seemed 
to imply that the findings could have 
been falsified only by someone at the in-
surance company.

The insurance company in question, 
which was revealed to be the Hartford, 
was surprised to find that it had any-
thing to do with the now infamous study. 
According to an agreement that Ari-
ely signed in 2007, he was not allowed 
to refer to any of the company’s data 
without permission—permission that, 
according to the company, he had nei-
ther sought nor received. (Ariely said 
that he would never share something 
without approval.) In the paper, the data 
had been attributed to a company in the 
“southeastern United States,” which now 
smacked of deliberate misdirection. “We 
have been based in Connecticut, and not 

the Southeast, for more than two hundred 
years,” a company spokesperson told me. 
The Hartford had, in fact, completed a 
small pilot study at Ariely’s request, but 
it hadn’t been fruitful: there was no dis-
cernible difference between those who 
signed at the top and those who signed 
at the end. The company never updated 
its forms, as Ariely had claimed. In May 
of 2008, about two months before Ariely 
discussed the results at Google, the Hart-
ford sent him a single data set. During 
the next ten months, the company said, 
Ariely wrote at least five times to request 
additional odometer data, but it provided 
nothing. In February of 2009, all contact 
with Ariely ceased. (Ariely says that he 
has limited recollection of this time, and 
no paper trail.)

Recently, I obtained the original file 
of the insurance company’s data. It con-
tains odometer readings for about six 
thousand cars. These readings are as-
signed to three different conditions. 
About half the people were given the 
company’s “original,” standard form, as 
a control. (This form couldn’t be tracked 
down.)On the experimental forms, which 
have the perfunctory look of a social sci-

entist’s survey materials, a quarter of the 
participants were instructed to sign a 
prominent “Pledge of Honesty” at the 
end, and the remainder to sign one at 
the beginning. By the time Ariely sent 
the file to Mazar, three years later, the 
contents had been transformed. Now 
the file included about twenty thousand 
cars, in only two conditions. A compar-
ison of the two files confirms that the 
data were put through the wringer. About 
half the cars in the “original” cohort were 
reassigned to the other conditions, but 
many appear to have been simply dropped. 
Among the remaining cars, many never 
made it to the new file at all, and around 
half of those that did had their condi-
tions changed. Observations for at least 
fourteen thousand made-up cars were 
manufactured, presumably, as Data Co-
lada conjectured, with the help of Ex-
cel’s random-number generator—the 
bulk of which appeared in a different 
font. According to an unpublished Data 
Colada analysis, six hundred and fifty of 
the odometer readings were manually 
swapped between conditions, which gen-
erated the study’s effect. But something 
went awry along the way, and it wasn’t 

“If we see any of my bear friends, pretend I’m mauling you.”
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until Mazar switched the condition la-
bels that the experiment appeared to suc-
ceed. Although Ariely told Mazar that 
he had renamed the conditions, their 
names are unchanged between the two 
files. What, then, had he been doing 
when he was making “the dataset nicer” 
for her?

Ariely has consistently denied any role 
in the data manipulation. “I care about 
understanding what makes us tick, and 
I would never falsify any data on any 
experiment,” he told me. He disavowed 
any involvement in the “history” of the 
data, saying that he merely served as 
a conduit for the file; he claimed that 
his co-authors and the members of his 
lab also had access to it. Investigators of 
data fraud rarely have recourse to the 
equivalent of surveillance-camera foot-
age, so the culprit’s identity may never 
be known with certainty. In September, 
2021, the Hartford sent Ariely a cease-
and-desist letter, warning him that, if he 
continued to suggest that “The Hartford 
had any role in the erroneous research 
published in the study,” it would pursue 
legal action. In the past two years, Ariely 
has nevertheless continued, privately in 
English and publicly in Hebrew, to im-
plicate a nameless figure at the Hart-
ford. As the former senior researcher told 
me, “What Dan says is that he thinks it 
was just some low-level employee who 
was doing someone a favor at the insur-
ance company, but they don’t know who 
it was, and they can’t find 
out. ” This theory is possi-
ble; a crooked or inept em-
ployee might have taken the 
file, wangled it to serve Ari-
ely’s hypothesis, and then re-
sent it using a non-Hartford 
e-mail address. It would then 
have had to escape Ariely’s 
notice that six thousand ob-
servations across three con-
ditions had become twenty 
thousand observations across only two. 
(Ariely said that this was the first time he 
had heard of the third condition, though 
it was mentioned in the Hartford’s cease-
and-desist letter.) Recently, since Gino 
was put on leave, Ariely has privately 
speculated that she could have been re-
sponsible. He has also mused to col-
leagues that a lab member could have 
made the changes. He told Data Colada, 
however, that he had been the only one to 

handle the data, and it would have been 
an enormous risk for a junior researcher 
to take. (Ariely said that he would never 
accuse anyone without evidence.) The 
metadata for the Excel file that he sent 
to Mazar note that it was created, and 
last edited, by a user named Dan Ariely.

Ariely, with his vaudevillian flair and 
commitment to provocation, had 

never been a perfect fit for the academy. 
Throughout his career, he performed 
studies that no one else would have had 
the courage, or the recklessness, to pur-
sue. One study put survey questions to 
subjects who were actively masturbating. 
(Ariely found that men, in a state of ex-
citement, could imagine being aroused 
by a twelve-year-old girl, animals, and 
shoes.) Another looked into people’s at-
titudes about dildos and other sex toys. 
He once proposed outfitting service 
workers with protuberant fake nipples 
to see how the devices would affect tips.

In 2005, Ariely ran an experiment at 
M.I.T. in which electric shocks were ad-
ministered to Craigslist volunteers, who 
had been told that they were testing the 
efficacy of a painkiller. One of the par-
ticipants was subjected to more than 
forty shocks of increasing strength, and 
broke down in tears. She claims that an 
assistant in a lab coat told her that she 
would forfeit payment if she backed out. 
(The assistant doesn’t recall saying this.) 
The worst part was the final dehoaxing: 

in notes from the time, she 
wrote, “I was informed that 
there was no pain killer; that 
they were testing placebos 
and that all the information 
that I had been given was 
fabricated.”

If you sympathized with 
Ariely, this represented a re-
turn to the glory days of 
dashing mid-century social 
psychology. A less charita-

ble interpretation was that the rules were 
in place for good reason. “I think he 
didn’t think very highly of his subjects. 
And I was young, but I wasn’t that gull-
ible,” the participant told me. She com-
plained, and the university found that 
Ariely’s assistant lacked human-subjects 
training, which an administrator called 
a “very serious violation.” Ariely says that 
he was suspended from data collection 
for a year. According to the participant’s 

e-mails from the time, Ariely called her 
three or four times a day in the hope 
that they might come to a private reso-
lution, and eventually offered a two-thou-
sand-dollar payment to make the whole 
thing go away. (Ariely says that he of-
fered only to buy her “a book on the pla-
cebo effect.”) He soon agreed—for his 
own reasons, he said—to leave M.I.T. 
(A spokesperson for the university de-
clined to comment on personnel mat-
ters.) In an e-mail to some of his col-
laborators, he wrote, “Attached is the 
most painful paper in the world. Not so 
much for the subjects but for me.”

The car-insurance study was not the 
only example of iffy data in Ariely’s work. 
A few years ago, a team of researchers 
in Hong Kong looked into a well-known 
2004 paper about the differences be-
tween social and monetary norms, and 
found that some numbers didn’t make 
sense. Ariely could not locate the orig-
inal data, and conceded that he had used 
a “strange” statistical approach. The jour-
nal appended a formal “Expression of 
Concern” to the original paper.

In 2018, two researchers in the Neth-
erlands coördinated an extensive inter-
national effort to replicate Ariely’s Ten 
Commandments study, enlisting twenty-
five labs. Their results found that asking 
participants to recall the Ten Command-
ments led, if anything, to a slight increase 
in dishonesty. (Ariely holds that this rep-
lication was imperfect.) The researchers 
also encountered a medley of inconsis-
tencies in the way that Ariely had de-
scribed the study over the years. It was 
an embellishment to claim, even given 
the data he initially published, that the 
intervention had eliminated cheating en-
tirely. Ariely maintained that the study 
had been conducted at U.C.L.A., by a 
professor named Aimee Drolet Rossi. 
When I spoke to Rossi, she told me that 
she had never participated in the study: 
“I thought, well, first, what a joke! I don’t 
believe that study, and I certainly didn’t 
run it.” U.C.L.A. issued a statement say-
ing that the study hadn’t taken place 
there. Last year, Ariely, having learned 
that an Israeli television program was 
investigating the case, wrote to Rossi, 
“Do you remember who was the RA 
that was running the data collection ses-
sions in 2004 and 2005?” Rossi replied, 
“There was none. That’s the point.” Ari-
ely says that the study took place, and 
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it’s possible that it did, in some form. 
He told me he now remembers that the 
surveys were collected at U.C.L.A. but 
processed by an assistant at M.I.T., which 
might explain the mixup. He could not 
provide the assistant’s identity.

Ariely purported to have learned, from 
a dental-insurance company, that den-
tists agree on the presence of a cavity 
only about half the time. But the insur-
ance company said that it didn’t even 
collect such data. The Israeli TV docu-
mentary, reported by the journalist Itay 
Rom, dwelled on this allegation, among 
many others. Ariely was left feeling un-
fairly persecuted. Yet he has remained 
almost lackadaisical in his own defense. 
Ariely has described the use of a mod-
ified paper shredder, which allowed 
him to track when individuals cheated, 
even when they thought that the evi-
dence had been destroyed. In 2021, re-
searchers expressed doubt that it was 
even possible to modify a paper shred-
der in such a way. Ariely’s response was 
maddeningly fuzzy. On the other hand, 
a version of the shredder appears to 
function in a documentary from 2015.

Ariely often claims poor recall. In 
some instances, though, he remains alert 
to context. In the American press, he has 
consistently said that he was burned at 
the age of eighteen, when he presum-
ably would have been in the Israeli Army, 
by a magnesium flare. In 2008, around 
the time of the press tour for “Predict-
ably Irrational,” the Times, CNN, and 
NPR reported that he had been injured 
in a military exercise, and he never cor-
rected the record. (Ariely said that he 
has never given inaccurate information 
about his injury.) But in the Israeli media, 
which could more easily verify military 
service, he has said that he was burned 
in an accident as part of the activities of 
a youth group. Documents from a court 
ruling in Israel confirm that the accident 
occurred in an apartment, where kids 
were mixing chemicals for a nighttime 
fire ceremony. In more recent years, he 
has reconciled these two accounts by say-
ing that he was injured, at seventeen, in 
a youth-group activity during which a 
magnesium flare exploded. The former 
senior researcher said, “How do you swim 
through that murky area of where is he 
lying? Where is he stretching the truth? 
What is he forgetting or misremember-
ing? Because he does all three of those 

things very consistently. So when it re-
ally matters—like with the auto insur-
ance—which of these three things is it?”

One of the confounding things about 
the social sciences is that observa-

tional evidence can produce only correla-
tions. To what extent is dishonesty a mat-
ter of character, and to what extent a 
matter of situation? Research miscon-
duct is sometimes explained away by in-
centives—the publishing requirements 
for the job market, or the acclaim that 
can lead to consulting fees and Davos 
appearances. As one senior faculty mem-
ber told me, of bridging the academic 
and corporate worlds, “You see what the 
money can buy you, you fly business class 
on work trips. It tickles you in that little 
place, and you need to have more of it.” 
The difference between p-hacking and 
fraud is one of degree. And once it be-
comes customary within a field to inflate 
results, the field selects for researchers 
inclined to do so. The business-school 
professor told me that this temptation 
might be more acute among researchers 

studying the subject: “You’re thinking 
about it day in and day out and looking 
at the prevalence of it, and what you’re 
finding out is normal people cheat on 
their taxes and cheat on their spouses, so 
it feels like people are cheating everywhere.

“I know this because I fell into the 
temptation,” she went on. Late one eve-
ning, years ago, she was working on a 
paper in her office. She had run so many 
studies that had worked, and she had no 
doubt that the effect she was investigat-
ing was real. The paper was key to her ca-
reer, and she was doubled over with stress. 
One final study was so close to coming 
together, but the effect wasn’t quite there. 
She remembers the moment with absolute 
clarity. “I thought, Do I tamper with the 
data?” she said. “We were studying deceit. 
I finally said to myself, ‘O.K., you can do 
this bad thing, and then you can put that 
away in a lockbox in your mind where it 
never gets opened, and you will never do 
this again.’ And that is exactly what I did, 
and I am so mortified.” The paper was a 
collaboration with Gino. The professor 
had a breakdown in Gino’s office, and 

“You can just leave it on that crag, thanks.”

• •
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recalled that Gino forgave her instantly, 
telling her that she was not a bad per-
son. They pulled the paper before pub-
lication. “She may well have been doing 
exactly the same thing,” the professor said.

The senior colleague told me he could 
imagine that Gino, early in a career that 
felt highly contingent, had been similarly 
led astray. “Having a job at Harvard is 
really wonderful, and everybody in the 
world thinking you’re a genius is pretty 
darn fun,” he said. “I don’t know when 
she may have started engaging in fraud, 
but once she learned to sing to the evi-
dence that way, and get it to play her 
song, I can imagine that it’s impossible 
to stop.” As part of one survey, she gave 
participants gift cards to purchase her 
book on Amazon and tell her what they 
thought. (As a former participant wrote 
on Reddit, “Good pay. Shit book. Sorry 
to see her go.”) Academic psychologists 
are generally resistant to clinical inter-
pretations, but it’s difficult not to read a 
lot of Gino’s later work as the return of 
the repressed. There’s the title of her 2018 
book, “Rebel Talent: Why It Pays to Break 
the Rules at Work and in Life,” or her 
2014 paper, now retracted, called “Evil 
Genius? How Dishonesty Can Lead to 

Greater Creativity.” The former gradu-
ate student told me, “On the one hand, 
she was this meek Italian woman who 
used to make polenta for guests—you 
would never have suspected her. On the 
other, some of the things she wrote . . . 
it’s like she’s trying to tell us something.” 

An enduring mystery is that, if Gino 
faked the data, she seems to have done 
so on top of a staggering amount of ac-
tual work. Sam Swift, a New York City 
tech executive who worked alongside her 
at Carnegie Mellon, told me, “It seems 
way easier to fake research than to do 
research, so you might want to set your-
self up with a relaxed life style—just make 
up your results and go to the beach.” He 
continued, “There is a work ethic that 
intersects with this ethical disorientation 
that I think is maybe not obvious.”

Some observers have complained that 
Ariely, a charismatic man, has received 
gentler treatment than Gino. This phe-
nomenon may also reflect the affection of 
his colleagues. Ariely is unfailingly gen-
erous: he gave holiday gifts and paid for 
extravagant ski trips and beach retreats; 
he provided a BMW and a twenty-thou-
sand-dollar coffee machine for his lab 
members to use. When a prospective stu-

dent told him that Harvard was willing 
to provide a better financial package, he 
offered a personal loan for the difference. 
He created what was, by all accounts, a 
compelling and fun work environment—
foosball and office Segways—where peo-
ple felt free to indulge their wildest ex-
perimental notions. He was, both literally 
and figuratively, an electrifying presence. 
Another former postdoc said, “On days he 
came into the lab, people would be, like, 
‘He’s here!’ and go line up at his door, and 
his door was always open.” John Lynch, 
one of Ariely’s mentors, said, “My expe-
riences with Dan have been completely 
positive, and I have never seen anything 
remotely questionable in his scientific 
conduct.” A lot of Ariely’s work—on help-
ing people save money, for example—still 
seems to be valid, and perhaps meaning-
ful. The former doctoral student told me, 
“The thing that I love about Dan was his 
ability, whenever you were talking with 
him, to so quickly distill something into 
an idea. It’s like you’re talking about the 
fabric of the universe every time.”

Yet some believed that Ariely had 
always had a tortuous relationship with 
the truth. When Ariely gained public 
renown, it seemed as though empirical 
results became a mere prelude to lively 
storytelling. The former senior researcher 
told me that she once heard him talking 
on the radio about a study his lab had 
conducted. “His numbers were wrong,” 
she said. Beyond this, she continued, “he 
misstates entire findings, he talks about 
research that doesn’t replicate—he just 
doesn’t really care that much about the 
facts. It was, like, ‘No, you can’t make 
these outrageous claims—you’re a scien-
tist!’ ” (Ariely said that his papers adhere 
to academic standards, but that he some-
times simplifies how he communicates 
about his work for a general audience.)

Ariely and Gino found that creative 
people cheat more. And people will cheat 
and lie more when they see people on their 
own “team” cheating and lying around 
them. A month after he sent the modified 
file to Mazar, Ariely applied for, and later 
won, an N.I.H. grant to look into dynam-
ics that “may compromise the ethicality of 
scientific reporting.” Gino co-authored a 
resulting paper, which focussed on dishon-
esty more generally, and flagged that peo-
ple cheat as a misguided act of altruism, 
to help others who could benefit. Honesty 
researchers have found that fewer people 

“Don’t make me change the color temperature from soft  
white to harsh cool, ’cause things will get ugly.”
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lie about a coin flip—a binary outcome—
than exaggerate the number on a die roll, 
reporting that they rolled a four when they 
actually rolled a three, especially if a four 
had come up on a test roll. Ariely has long 
used conclusions like these to maintain 
that most people lie a bit. Other research-
ers argue that the averages are mislead-
ing: most people don’t really lie much, but 
some people are prone to lie a lot. It now 
seems as though the “fudge factor” was 
less of an explanation of a phenomenon 
than a license for it—yet another just-so 
story about why a little deceit isn’t so bad 
after all. “I’ll tell you what the research on 
dishonesty says, but all that came from 
Dan and Francesca!” the former senior 
researcher said. “It’s like everything we 
know about this situation comes from 
the data that might have been fabricated.”

Ariely has told me that, “because of my 
injury and pain in my hands,” it has been 
decades since he processed data himself. 
It’s true that those who have worked with 
Ariely in the years since the car-insur-
ance paper have had a hard time recon-
ciling the fraud allegations with the fact 
that none of them ever saw him get any-
where close to data. In a 2013 interview, 
Ariely talked about how much he had 
enjoyed drinking a glass of wine while 
analyzing data for a study published in 
2008. But by the time he arrived at Duke, 
a former lab employee told me, “Dan 
was way too famous to worry about the 
publication process. There were papers I 
could barely get him to read.” And, ac-
cording to several people I spoke to, the 
work completed by his lab in the past 
decade or more has been thorough and 
robust. He hired people who were seri-
ous about upstanding research practices; 
guidelines were instituted to, for example, 
keep raw data and edited data separate.

Ariely sometimes spoke about a “Ul-
ysses contract,” a way to feel a temptation 
without giving in to it. “Maybe this was 
his version of binding himself to the mast,” 
the former senior researcher said. “I don’t 
know if it’s true, but it’s consistent. There 
are people who are the lifetime fraudsters, 
and then maybe there are people who had 
a fraud phase and then recovered and 
never did it again.” The former senior re-
searcher explained that Ariely was well 
aware that he lacked an inclination to tell 
the truth at all costs. Perhaps, she contin
ued, he had accepted safeguards to protect 
himself from his own worst impulses—an 

example, in other words, of taking his own 
scholarship seriously. “He encourages good 
data practices in other people and really 
cares about the right things. If Dan met 
another Dan, he wouldn’t trust that Dan.”

In August, Gino filed a twenty-five-mil-
lion-dollar lawsuit, claiming that she 

had been defamed by Data Colada and 
wrongly terminated by Harvard. (A Har-
vard spokesperson said, “Professor Gino 

has raised allegations in her lawsuit that 
Harvard vigorously and vehemently de-
nies. We believe that Harvard ultimately 
will be vindicated.”) Even if the defa-
mation counts are dismissed soon, Gino’s 
suit will cost Data Colada tens of thou-
sands of dollars in legal fees. The research 
community has rallied behind the mem-
bers of Data Colada; a group of col-
leagues set up a GoFundMe on their be-
half, which raised almost two hundred 
thousand dollars in twenty-four hours. 
Ariely’s lab has lost two of its biggest 
funders, and morale is low. Although he 
remains brash and witty in conversation, 
he also has an aspect of melancholic self-
pity. He wrote to me, in reference to the 
confusion around the Ten Command-
ments experiment, “When I was think-
ing of how to promote Misbelief, I had 
the idea of creating a misbelief and ex-
posing it on the day of the book’s pub-
lication, but maybe this is the way of 
karma to give me this anyway.” In May 
of 2022, according to a confidential doc-
ument, Duke completed an initial in-
quiry. Investigators concluded that there 
was “sufficient evidence of the alleged 
misconduct to warrant a full investiga-
tion.”  (Ariely and a Duke spokesperson 
declined to comment on the existence 
of an investigation.)

Joe Simmons has been working on a 
blog post, which Data Colada will prob-
ably never publish, called “The Fraud Is 
Not the Story.” He notes, at the outset, 
that there is “a very large body of behav-
ioral research that is true and important.” 

But, he says, there is also a lot of work 
that is “completely divorced from real-
ity, populated with findings about human 
beings that cannot be true.” In the past 
few years, some eminent behavioral sci-
entists have come to regret their partic-
ipation in the fantasy that kitschy mod-
ifications of individual behavior will 
repair the world. George Loewenstein, 
a titan of behavioral science and a co-
author of Ariely’s masturbation paper, 
has refashioned his research program, 
conceding that his own work might have 
contributed to an emphasis on the in
dividual at the expense of the systemic. 
“This is the stuff that C.E.O.s love, right?” 
Luigi Zingales, an economist at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, told me. “It’s cutesy, 
it’s not really touching their power, and 
pretends to do the right thing.”

At the end of Simmons’s unpublished 
post, he writes, “An influential portion 
of our literature is effectively a made-up 
story of human-like creatures who are 
so malleable that virtually any interven-
tion administered at one point in time 
can drastically change their behavior.” 
He adds that a “field cannot reward truth 
if it does not or cannot decipher it, so it 
rewards other things instead. Interest-
ingness. Novelty. Speed. Impact. Fantasy. 
And it effectively punishes the opposite. 
Intuitive Findings. Incremental Prog-
ress. Care. Curiosity. Reality.”

The Data Colada guys have always 
believed that the replication crisis might 
be better understood as a “credibility rev-
olution” in which their colleagues would 
ultimately choose rigor. The end result 
might be a field that’s at once more bor-
ing and more reputable. That sanguine 
attitude has been tested by a cascade of 
corruption. In the weeks after the Gino 
revelations, some of her co-authors have 
audited their work, although Gino did 
not provide original data files for com-
parison. They wanted to figure out who 
had collected and analyzed which data, 
and to exonerate the innocent—espe-
cially young people, whose work for the 
job market or tenure might have been 
fatally tainted. In one paper, which had 
several co-authors, data of the apparently 
unnatural variety were newly uncovered. 
Although the details aren’t fully clear, 
Gino seems to have had nothing to do 
with it. The data may have been altered 
by another professor. The suspicions have 
been reported to the university. 
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