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Abstract
Past research has linked honor to a higher tendency for retaliation. A common 
method is to compare groups that are either low or high in honor. While effective, 
this does not account for within-group variation, nor isolate honor as a distinct con-
struct from alternative differences between groups that might affect the outcome. 
In the current study we investigated honor as a cultural mindset, using priming 
methodology in both Dutch participants (who are typically low in honor endorse-
ment) and Dutch-Turkish and Dutch-Moroccan participants (who are typically high 
in honor endorsement), while controlling for trait endorsement of honor values. To 
quantify retaliation, we used two social dilemmas: presenting an unequal offer in the 
Ultimatum Game, and chips being taken in the Justice Game. The results showed 
that priming honor resulted in an increased willingness to pay for punishment in the 
Justice Game, but not higher rejection in the Ultimatum Game. This suggests that 
unfairness by itself is not sufficient to trigger retaliation; rather, a pronounced trans-
gression is required—in this case something being taken what is considered right-
fully yours. Furthermore, decision-making in both social dilemmas was not associ-
ated with cultural background or honor endorsement. This indicates that an honor 
mindset needs to be salient to affect decision-making, and can affect behavior over 
and above the endorsement of honor values.
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Introduction

Social norms, including being fair to others, are an essential part of human soci-
ety such that they aid social interaction, conformity, and cooperation (Buckholtz 
and Marois 2012; Decety and Yoder 2017; Fehr and Fischbacher 2004). As such, 
enforcement of such norms is considered universal and is observed in children 
as young as three years (Cowell and Decety 2015; Jensen et  al. 2014; Schmidt 
et al. 2012). People have the tendency to act upon social norm violations, but how 
they act greatly differs between individuals and societies (Prentice 2018). When 
treated unfairly, some may mildly protest while others may retaliate, even at great 
personal cost. Past research has linked honor to a higher tendency for retalia-
tion, but this work mainly (1) focused on situations in which people are insulted/
humiliated, (2) self-reported emotional and behavioural responses to hypothetical 
scenarios rather than actual behavior, and (3) used a group-comparison approach 
that cannot directly test the downstream consequences of honor on retaliation. 
In the current study we move beyond existing studies by experimentally testing 
whether an activated honor mindset directly influences behavorial retaliation to 
unfair behavior.

In the literature, honor is considered a multifaceted construct that involves the 
self (personal honor), the social group (group honor), and gender roles and norms 
(i.e., masculine and feminine honor) (e.g. Cihangir 2013; Cohen et al.; Cross et al. 
2014; Leung and Cohen 2011; Novin and Oyserman 2016). In this study we focus 
on personal honor, which on the one hand includes concerns for one’s integrity 
such as being honest, trustworthy, and being true to one’s principles (Cross et al. 
2014; Peristiany 1965). On the other hand, personal honor also includes concerns 
for one’s social image or reputation such as wanting to be respected and posi-
tively recognized by important others and defending oneself when disrespected 
or humiliated (Cross et al. 2014; Peristiany 1965). Which facet of personal honor 
is most salient and most highly endorsed, may differ across cultural groups (e.g., 
Uskul et al. 2012; Guerra et al. 2013; IJzerman et al. 2007). For example, in one 
study comparing Dutch and Turkish participants, Turkish participants reported 
higher endorsement of honor values related to integrity, while these groups did 
not differ in their endorsement of honor values related to social image (Novin 
et al. 2015). Despite these cultural group differences, honor values are considered 
to be understandable across cultures, including in so-called dignity or face cul-
tures where honor is not salient on a daily basis or where these honor values are 
not highly endorsed (Cross et al. 2014; Guerra et al. 2013; IJzerman and Cohen 
2011; Novin and Oyserman 2016).

The majority of research on personal honor focused on how people react to sit-
uations in which their social reputation is threatened, for example when insulted 
or humiliated. Typically, these studies compare groups that highly endorse honor 
values (high honor groups) from those that endorse honor values to a lesser extent 
(low honor groups). These high honor groups come from cultures of honor (e.g., 
the Mediterranean, the Middle East, Latin America, and Southern United States) 
and low honor groups typically come from dignity cultures (e.g., Western Europe, 
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Northern United States) (Barnes et al. 2012; Cohen et al. 1996; Rodriguez Mos-
quera et  al. 2008; Uskul et  al. 2015; van Osch et  al. 2013). These studies have 
shown that individuals from high honor groups tend to report more negative emo-
tions (i.e. anger, shame, but not fear) that motivate to defend and protect their 
social reputation than those from low honor groups (IJzerman et al. 2007; Rodri-
guez Mosquera et al. 2000, 2002). Consequently, these individuals are also more 
likely to respond with either overt (e.g., physical aggression) or subtle (e.g., gos-
sip) forms of retaliation when insulted or humiliated (Archer and Coyne 2005; 
Cohen et al. 1996; Stewart 1994; Uskul et al. 2015). A classical study by Cohen 
et al. (1996) demonstrated that men from the South of the U.S. (high honor group) 
were both more physiologically and psychologically prepared for aggression than 
their Northern counterparts (low honor group) after a confederate bumped into 
them, as measured by their higher levels of testosterone and cortisol, and greater 
willingness to engage in aggressive or dominant displays of behavior.

One prominent theory that helps to understand these differences in reactions 
postulates that cultures of honor develop in regions with low governmental 
involvement, lawlessness, and economic insecurity (Brown 2016; Cohen et  al. 
1996; Leung and Cohen 2011). In such insecure and resource-poor environments, 
it is the responsibility of the individual to be vigilant and respond to threats that 
could disrupt social order and damage reputation, as social chaos or loss of mate-
rials goods may threaten an individual’s chance of survival (Nowak et al. 2016). 
Unpunished threats might signal that one cannot defend oneself or one’s group, 
paving the way for more serious transgressions (Nisbett et al. 1996). As such, a 
person’s honor relies on a mixture of attitudes that help to maintain a stable social 
context and a positive personal reputation, including doing the right thing, being 
positively evaluated by others, and intolerance of disrespect and transgressions to 
social norms.

The relationship between honor and retaliation beyond situations involving 
insults/humiliation has received much less attention. Moreover, retaliation in the 
form of actual behavioral punishment (i.e., taking action to punish the wrongdoer) 
is not measured (except for the descriptive literature on honor killings, e.g., Asquith 
2015; Gill et al. 2014; Kulczycki and Windle 2011). To the best of our knowledge 
only one study addressed these drawbacks (Uskul et al. 2015). In this study Turk-
ish (high honor group) and North American (low honor group) participants were 
asked to write an essay and were subsequently treated unfairly by being accused of 
violating a moral norm (i.e., being dishonest). The results revealed that Turkish par-
ticipants were more likely to retaliate by assigning more difficult tasks and sensory 
tasks with a higher level of intensity to their attacker, compared to the American 
participants. The role of individuals’ honor endorsement on retaliatory responses 
was unknown.

Another drawback of prior work concerns the group-comparison approach that 
is often used. While such approach serves to illustrate differences between cultural 
groups, it remains difficult to attribute the observed effects to honor specifically, 
rather than the aggregate of cultural differences between two regions (such as local 
practices, traditions, and religion). As detailed next, the current study is an attempt 
to address these drawbacks.



66 N. Flinkenflogel et al.

1 3

Current study

Recently, the honor field has started to consider honor as a universally accessible 
mindset, which exists across societies, but differs in its prevalence (Cross et al. 2014; 
Novin and Oyserman 2016). This perspective implies that honor is more chronically 
activated in high honor societies such as Turkey based on situational constraints 
(Cross et al. 2014; Kardam, Alpar, Yuksel, and Ergun 2005), but that it can also be 
activated in low honor societies (e.g., dignity societies such as the Netherlands) by 
contextual cues (Flinkenflogel et al. 2017; Oyserman and Lee 2008). According to 
this perspective, honor can be considered a dynamic cultural mindset that contains 
specific content, goals, and procedures, which affect cognition and social behavior 
once activated. Moreover, this perspective opens the possibility to use an alternative 
approach to study honor. Namely, by using priming methodology researchers can 
activate an honor mindset, and investigate the downstream consequences on behav-
ior. Indeed, previous research has shown that activating an honor mindset affects 
decision-making, regardless of an individual’s endorsement of honor values (Novin 
and Oyserman 2016).

In the current study we used such an experimental approach to examine the 
influence of an activated honor mindset on retaliation when one is treated unfairly. 
Unfair behavior can be considered a transgression of a social norm (Camerer and 
Fehr 2004; Stallen et al. 2018; Weber et al. 2004). We operationalized retaliation as 
costly punishment behavior, and used two social dilemma paradigms that allowed 
us to measure the actual behavior. To test the influence of an activated honor mind-
set regardless of cultural background, we included a diverse group of participants 
from backgrounds that in the literature represent low honor and high honor groups. 
The low honor group consisted of ethnically Dutch participants who typically have 
a weak concern for honor values (Leung and Cohen 2011; Rodriguez Mosquera 
et al. 2000, 2002). The high honor group consisted of Turkish-Dutch and Moroccan-
Dutch participants, who typically have a stronger concern for honor values (Cihangir 
2013; Novin et al. 2015; Rodriguez Mosquera et al. 2008).

To prime honor, half of the participants completed an honor questionnaire before 
the social dilemma paradigm (honor prime condition), and the other half completed 
the same questionnaire after the social dilemma paradigm (control condition). This 
design provided the opportunity to prime an honor mindset, while simultaneously 
controlling for the effects of trait endorsement of honor values. As both aspects of 
personal honor (concern for one’s integrity and concern for one’s social image) are 
likely to be threatened when being treated unfairly, the honor questionnaire included 
statements from both facets of honor.

Where research assessing the relationship between honor and retaliation has 
typically used self-report questionnaires (Barnes et  al. 2012), we used two social 
dilemmas to measure behavioral retaliation. While valuable, self-reports can be 
subjectively biased, as they do not provide a direct measure of behavior includ-
ing associated costs and benefits (Adams et al. 1999; Van de Mortel 2008). Social 
dilemmas provide a means to quantify aspects of behavior in simplified representa-
tions of social interactions that pit benefit for self against benefit for others (Weber 
et al. 2004). Pedersen et al. (2014) used a dictator game to examine the relationships 
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between honor value endorsement and emotions after being treated unfairly. In this 
study, participants were endowed with $5, and would then have either $1 or $4 taken 
by a ‘dictator’, after which they completed several questionnaires. The authors found 
that participants who endorsed honor reported higher levels of anger and envy. How-
ever, this study did not measure behavioral response to examine how the experience 
of unfairness translates to action.

In the current study, we employed two social dilemmas that have been linked to 
being treated unfairly; the Ultimatum Game (UG) (Güth et al. 1982) and the Justice 
Game (JG) (Stallen et  al. 2018). The UG is a two-player social dilemma where a 
Proposer makes an offer to split a certain sum, and the Responder can either accept 
or reject, with rejection resulting in forfeit of all possible gains for both players. In 
other words, the Responder can punish the Proposer by rejecting the offer at a per-
sonal cost. In the JG, two players are endowed with a sum, and a Taker can take a 
sum of chips from the Partner. However, the Partner can respond by sacrificing chips 
to retaliate, with each sacrificed chip decreasing the income of the Taker by three 
times. Both games have been demonstrated to elicit negative emotions in response 
to unfairness (Sanfey et al. 2003; Stallen et al. 2018), and measure a form of costly 
punishment; i.e., participants need to forfeit a share of their possible winnings in 
order to retaliate. However, previous research has shown that something being taken 
that can be viewed as rightfully yours (e.g. chips or money) is viewed as a greater 
transgression compared to receiving an unfair division (Ben-Shakhar et  al. 2007; 
Korenok et  al. 2014; Stallen et  al. 2018). The difference between the games can 
therefore be viewed as a general indication of unfairness (UG), or more pronounced 
transgression (JG).

Despite these differences between the games, our expectations were that mak-
ing an honor mindset salient would result in increased retaliation as seen by greater 
rejection rates in the UG, as well as higher levels of punishment in the JG, in both 
the low honor and high honor groups. We further expected the honor prime to affect 
behavior over and above trait endorsement of honor. Finally, we expected the high 
honor group to overall display both higher rejection rates as well as higher levels of 
punishment compared to the low honor group.

Method

Participants

Due to the difficulty of collecting a representative sample on or near campus, which 
would reflect the desired variety in cultural and socio-economic background, par-
ticipants were recruited via internet fora, student associations, and social networks. 
Inclusion criteria were having either a Dutch, Dutch-Turkish, or Dutch-Moroccan 
background and being fluent in Dutch, as the experiment was conducted in Dutch. 
Active informed consent was obtained, and experimental procedures were reviewed 
and found in accordance with the guidelines of the ethical committee of the Fac-
ulty of Behavioral and Movement Sciences. The total sample consisted of 226 
participants (35% male; 61% Dutch, 23% Turkish, 16% Moroccan; Mage = 25.24, 
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SD = 4.92, age range: 18–40 years). The Dutch-Turkish and Dutch-Moroccan (high 
honor group, n = 89, 42% male) participants were contrasted with the Dutch partici-
pants (low honor group, n = 137; 31% male) in analyses. Participants were randomly 
assigned to the two conditions (no-prime control condition: n = 108, 31% male, 56% 
Dutch; honor prime condition: n = 118, 39% male, 64% Dutch).

Procedure and materials

The study was conducted online via Qualtrics software and participants performed 
the experiment in their home environment. They were first provided with an explana-
tion about the procedure, including instructions for the UG. They were informed the 
experiment would last twenty minutes, and that they could stop at any moment. Par-
ticipants then provided consent before continuing with the experiment. In the prim-
ing condition, participants commenced with the honor questionnaire, which served 
as a prime. They proceeded with the one-shot UG, before being linked through to a 
separate website to participate in the JG, which was programmed in HTML. They 
received instructions for the JG, and played eight subsequent rounds. Upon com-
pletion, participants were linked back to Qualtrics where they filled out the control 
questions and demographics. The UG always preceded the JG, because the duration 
of the JG would require a repetition of the prime, whereas the one-shot UG was 
considered sufficiently short to be able to detect priming effects on the JG. In the no-
prime condition participants commenced directly with the UG followed by the JG, 
and subsequently filled out the honor questionnaire, as well as the control questions 
and demographics. The experiment concluded with a debriefing. Upon completion, 
participants were paid a base fee of €2, with an additional bonus up to €3,50 based 
on their choices in the games (i.e., whether they accepted the UG offer, and the aver-
age amount of chips left on four randomly selected trials in the JG; the total possible 
amount of 200 chips equaled €2, with each increment of 10 points rendering €0.10).

Ultimatum game

The first social dilemma was a one-shot UG. The dependent variable was rejection 
rate: participants decided whether to accept or reject an offer where the anonymous 
proposer would receive 7 coins, and the participant 3. One coin translated to 50 
eurocents, so the participant was making a choice to accept 1.50 euro. The offer was 
framed as being proposed by a participant who had previously participated in the 
experiment.

Justice game

The second social dilemma was the JG, which measures norm enforcement 
by means of punishment (Stallen et  al. 2018). The JG is a two-player social 
dilemma in which one person is assigned the role of Taker, and the other that 
of Partner. At the beginning of each round each player receives an endowment 
of 200 chips. The Taker begins with the possibility of taking an amount of chips 
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from the Partner, ranging from 0 to 100 in increments of 25. The Partner can 
then choose to sacrifice an amount of chips ranging from 0 to 100 (in incre-
ments of 10) to punish the Taker. Each chip spent on punishment decreases the 
income of the Taker by three chips. For example, if a Taker takes 50 chips from 
the Partner, the Partner keeps 150 chips, while the Taker now has 250 chips. If 
the Partner subsequently wants to punish the Taker by allocating 50 chips on 
punishment, the income of the Taker decreases by 150 chips (50 × 3). The Taker 
then has 100 chips left (250–150), as does the Partner (150–50). After a round is 
completed, a new round starts with a different Taker.

In the instruction, participants were informed they would be randomly 
assigned to either role, and if assigned the role of Partner, the Taker’s choices 
were recorded responses from participants who had previously played the JG. 
However, participants were always assigned the role of Partner, and faced eight 
preprogrammed choices of the Taker in random order; specifically, four ‘base-
line’ trials in which the Taker did not take any chips, and one trial each in which 
the Taker took either 25, 50, 75 or 100 chips.

To probe whether the participants had fully understood the instructions, 
we included two control questions at the end of the study to infer what they 
thought about playing against multiple opponents, and if they understood that 
the amount of chips they selected to punish the Taker were sacrificed, rather 
than added to their stack. When participants indicated they had not completely 
understood the JG based on these questions, they were excluded from analyses. 
In total, 21 participants were removed from the total sample for the JG analysis 
(11 from the low honor group, 10 from the high honor group). The remaining 
sample for the analysis of the JG consisted of a total of 205 participants (no-
prime control condition: n = 92, 36% male, 55% Dutch; Mage = 23.21, SD = 3.06, 
age range: 18–40 years; honor prime condition: n = 113, 41% male, 63% Dutch; 
Mage = 26.50, SD = 4.63, age range: 18–40 years).

Honor questionnaire

We used an honor scale to make an honor mindset salient, similar to the procedures 
used by Novin and Oyserman (2016). The scale consisted of 11 items derived from 
the honor questionnaire used by IJzerman et al (2007). The original scale contains 
items about integrity, reputation, and family honor. To bring to mind personal honor 
rather than family honor, we omitted items on family honor in our scale. Example 
items reflecting honor integrity are “I maintain my honor when I live according 
my own values and principles” and “I maintain my honor when I’m honest to oth-
ers”. Example items reflecting social reputation are “To maintain my honor I should 
always be prepared to defend myself” and “I think that being humiliated in a public 
place would be one of the situations that would damage my honor most”. Partici-
pants’ endorsement of honor values was measured on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = do 
not agree at all, 7 = totally agree; α = 0.77). A mean score of the items was calcu-
lated and included as trait honor in the analysis.



70 N. Flinkenflogel et al.

1 3

Analysis plan

To analyze whether making an honor mindset salient affected the outcome of 
the UG, we conducted a 2 × 2 stepwise binary logistic regression with condition 
(control [− 1] vs. honor [1]) and group (low-honor [− 1] vs. high-honor [1]) as 
predictors in the first step to analyze the main effects, and included the condi-
tion by group interaction as predictor in the second step. The binary dependent 
variable was whether the participant accepted or rejected the offer. To examine 
whether the condition effects would hold over and above trait endorsement levels 
of honor values, the analysis was subsequently repeated including endorsement of 
honor values as a covariate.

To analyze whether the effects of a salient honor mindset affected the outcome of 
the JG, we conducted a 2 × 2 × 4 repeated measures ANOVA with the between-sub-
jects factors condition, group, and the condition by group interaction and the within-
subjects variable amount of chips taken (0, 25, 50, 75, 100) as predictors. The four 
baseline trials where the Taker did not take any chips were averaged together for the 
analysis. The dependent variable was the amount of chips participants paid to punish 
the Taker (0–100), in increments of 10. Again, the analysis was repeated including 
honor endorsement as a covariate. The significance level was set at α ≤ 0.05 for all 
analyses.

Results

Descriptives

To examine differences in honor endorsement (range = 1.64–6.73, M = 4.56, 
SD = 0.80) as a function of group, we performed a univariate analysis. Participants 
in the high honor group did not differ in their reported honor endorsement (M = 4.72, 
SD = 0.89) compared to those in the low honor group (M = 4.48, SD = 0.72), 
F(1,224) = 3.320, p = 0.070, d = 0.24. To examine differences in honor endorsement 
before and after the games, we performed a second univariate analysis as a function 
of condition. The results revealed that participants’ honor endorsement in the honor 
prime condition, who completed the honor scale prior the games, did not differ from 
those in the no-prime control condition, who completed the honor scale after the 
games, F(1, 224) = 0.548, p = 0.460.

Ultimatum game

To test the main effects of condition and group a logistic binary regression was per-
formed with condition and group as categorical factors. The analysis revealed no 
significant differences between the honor prime and no-prime control condition, 
Wald χ2 (1, 226) = 0.005, p = 0.944, such that both conditions rejected the offer 
equally (55% and 56% respectively). Similarly, the low and high honor group did not 
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differ in their rejection rates (51% and 63%, respectively), Wald χ2 (1, 226) = 3.002, 
p = 0.083.

Next, the condition by group interaction effect was included in the second step 
of the model to analyze the differences between conditions within the low and high 
honor groups, as well as the differences between groups within the honor prime 
and no-prime control conditions. However, the analysis did not reveal significant 
differences in rejection rate between condition or group. In addition, the interac-
tion between condition and group was not significant, Wald χ2 (1, 226) = 0.549, 
p = 0.459. Furthermore, there was no difference in rejection rate between the honor 
prime (52%) and the no-prime control condition (49%) in the low honor group, 
Wald χ2 (1, 226) = 0.161, p = 0.688, or between the honor prime (59%) and the no-
prime control condition (66%) in the high honor group, Wald χ2 (1, 226) = 0.393, 
p = 0.531. Similarly, the difference in rejection rate between the low (52%) and high 
(59%) honor group in the honor prime condition was not significant, Wald χ2 (1, 
226) = 0.518, p = 0.472, nor was the difference between the low (49%) and high 
(66%) honor group in the no-prime control condition, Wald χ2 (1, 226) = 3.005, 
p = 0.083. Finally, adding trait honor endorsement as a covariate did it affect the out-
come of the other factors on the UG, nor was it related to the outcome of the UG, 
Wald χ2 (1, 226) = 1.049, p = 0.306.

Justice game

The analysis revealed a significant main effect of condition, F(1,201) = 6.542, 
p = 0.011, d = 0.36; participants in the honor prime condition punished more than 
those in the control condition (Fig. 1). There was no significant difference between 
the low and high honor group, F(1,200) = 1373, p = 0.243 (Fig. 2), nor a significant 

Fig. 1  Average rates participants in the control and honor prime condition paid to punish per amount of 
the Taker in the JG
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interaction between condition and group, F(1,200) = 2.678, p = 0.100. Finally, par-
ticipants punished more with higher amounts of the Taker, F(4,804) = 95.315, 
p < 0.001, d = 43.58, but the amount taken did not interact with the other factors.

The subsequent ANCOVA analysis revealed that trait honor endorsement did not 
attenuate the main effect of condition, F(1,200) = 6.614, p = 0.011, d = 0.36, nor did 
it correlate with punishment, F(1,200) = 0.321, p = 0.571, indicating that endorse-
ment of honor values did not affect the outcome of the prime on punishment, nor 
was it associated with punishment level.

Discussion

Modern Western society is a mixture of different cultures, with each having their 
own standards for ‘proper’ behavior. What seems appropriate behavior in one cul-
ture, might easily seem inappropriate in a different culture (Leung and Cohen 2011). 
One of these examples is the culture of honor, in which it was imperative for sur-
vival to keep social order and defend one’s reputation by taking matters into one’s 
own hand and punish wrongdoers (Cohen et al. 1996). In the current research we 
operationalized honor as a dynamic culture mindset (Novin and Oyserman 2016), 
and used priming methodology to investigate how an activated honor mindset 
affected retaliation against social norms in the form of unfair behavior. We employed 
two social dilemmas that measure costly punishment in the form an actual behavior, 
but vary in their framing. The first social dilemma was the UG, which consisted 
of a marginally unfair offer that could either be accepted or rejected. The second 
dilemma was the JG, which measured the tendency to punish after chips were taken 

Fig. 2  Average rates participants in the low and high honor group paid to punish per amount of the Taker 
in the JG
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away. Contrary to our expectations, the findings indicated that making an honor 
mindset salient did not result in higher rejection rates in the UG—but did result in 
a higher willingness to pay for punishment in the JG, over and above endorsement 
levels of honor values. Furthermore, neither cultural background nor honor endorse-
ment was associated with punishment, nor were these factors associated with the 
effect of the mindset prime.

The distinct effects in the UG versus the JG were unexpected, but a possible 
explanation might be due to the different framing of the dilemmas. The UG offer 
can be viewed as a mild social transgression; while the participants were offered a 
marginal share of a sum that can be labeled as ‘unfair’, every offer above the min-
imum can equally be viewed as a courtesy, and accepting entails receiving more 
than they had before. In the JG however, the Taker removed chips that were initially 
considered to belong to the participant. Therefore, the act of removing chips can 
be considered a greater violation than an unfair proposal (Stallen et al. 2018). An 
activated honor mindset includes the concern for sticking to your principles, defend-
ing what is yours, receiving and deserving respect from others, and acting against 
moral violations. Individuals with an activated honor mindset draw the line in the 
JG, displaying more willingness to pay to punish the other for unfair behavior, com-
pared to those without an activated honor mindset. In other words, punishment does 
not simply occur in response to unfairness, i.e., materialized in resource inequality 
resulting from social comparison (receiving less than someone else), but is confined 
to a perceived personal transgression (e.g. something being taken that is considered 
rightfully yours).

This reasoning is in line with previous research suggesting that people who highly 
endorse honor values do not necessarily have a general conflict-oriented attitude, but 
might display a greater tendency to engage in conflict once a threshold is passed. 
For instance, Shafa et al. (2015) found that while people who endorse honor values 
showed more aggression during conflict, they were more accommodating towards 
others in their initial approach prior to conflict. In a similar vein, it is possible that 
while the proposed UG offer is an uneven distribution, it may not necessarily be 
perceived as a transgression. The act of removing one’s chips in the JG on the other 
hand is.

Another possibility for the different findings in the UG and the JG might be due 
to the experimental design. The JG always preceded the UG and the unequal offer in 
the UG game itself might have served as an honor prime. That is, the unequal offer 
might have been perceived as an honor threat. As a result, it could have been that an 
honor mindset was more readily accessible or more strongly prevalent in the experi-
mental honor mindset condition during the JG than the UG, causing stronger effects 
in the JG.

In addition, we found that trait endorsement of honor did not correlate with costly 
punishment, nor did it affect the effect of the prime. This aligns with previous find-
ings by Novin and Oyserman (2016), who also reported the effect of a similar honor 
prime on decision-making, independent of honor endorsement. The authors sug-
gest that regardless of whether individuals explicitly endorse honor values, an honor 
mindset can be brought to mind by subtle environmental cues, which subsequently 
influence implicitly how people think and act (Novin and Oyserman 2016). Our 
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findings suggest that endorsing honor values is not sufficient to increase punishment 
in a social dilemma like the JG, and that it is necessary to have honor on the mind in 
that situation.

Nevertheless, these insights are relevant to understand the bicultural Turkish-
Dutch and Moroccan-groups within the Dutch society. In this study the Turkish-
Dutch and Moroccan-Dutch participants reported somewhat higher levels of honor 
endorsement than the Dutch participants, but this difference was not significant, 
probably due to the student samples. Yet, the two cultures (e.g., Turkish and Dutch) 
that are incorporated in individuals with these bicultural backgrounds differ strongly 
with regard to their emphasis on honor (Merz et al. 2009; Stupar et al. 2014). It is 
therefore likely that many individuals with a Turkish-Dutch and Moroccan-Dutch 
background encounter situations in which an honor mindset is activated on a daily 
basis (for instance when they are with their (extended) family) as well as situations 
where this is not the case (for instance at work or school). Interestingly, the current 
results suggest that behavior such as retaliation becomes more likely in  situations 
where an honor mindset is made salient but not in other contexts. This suggests that 
these bicultural individuals can and might switch between mindsets depending on 
the immediate situation (Hong et al. 2000).

Limitations and future recommendations

Our study is the first to study how an honor mindset influences retaliation to being 
treated unfairly. Yet as any study, our study has a set of limitations that could be 
taken into account in future work. One limitation of the study is that participants 
performed the study online in their own rather than a laboratory environment. While 
this was the most efficient way to recruit participants, there is no way to control 
whether participants were distracted while engaging in the task, or what was on 
their mind during the no-prime control condition. Especially participants in the high 
honor group could have been affected by situational cues in their home environment 
which are more likely to trigger an honor mindset. However, if this were the case 
this would likely have led to a between-group difference in the control condition, 
and cannot account for the observed main effect of the prime (in the JG). Further-
more, there is a case to make that the opposite is equally true; an experiment per-
formed at the university laboratory is likely to trigger an individualistic mindset.

Second, we included a group of bicultural individuals (i.e. Turkish-Dutch, 
Moroccan-Dutch), rather than a monocultural group recruited in the countries of 
origin. Even though second and third generation bicultural individuals still adhere 
to honor values, their behavior in society may to varying extents be influenced by 
the individualistic culture of the country they currently live in Merz et al. (2009). 
It is possible that this has reduced group differences in the outcome of the social 
dilemmas. Future research could consider measuring retaliation in the form of costly 
punishment by comparing two culturally distinct groups (e.g., those from a dignity 
vs. honor culture), while making corresponding mindsets (individualistic vs. honor 
mindset, respectively) salient.
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Furthermore, it should be noted that the two dilemmas differed in more aspects 
than degree of unfairness. First, the UG is a one-shot dilemma, whereas the JG 
involves multiple rounds with different Takers. This could have rendered the JG 
more sensitive to differences between the conditions. Second, the participant has 
a more agentic role in the JG as he or she can tailor the level of punishment, 
whereas the UG only allows for a relatively passive response.

Finally, while the majority of research on honor has suggested that people 
from typical honor cultures tend to display a higher tendency for retaliation, 
they can equally be more cooperative and friendly (Beersma et al. 2003; Harinck 
et al. 2013). A recommendation for future research would therefore be to include 
a social dilemma paradigm that measures cooperation such as the public goods 
game, to test whether an active honor mindset encompasses the broad scope of 
‘proper behavior’.

Conclusion

In the current study we used priming methodology to make an honor mindset 
salient, and examined its effects on retaliation in two social dilemmas. While an 
unfair offer in the UG was not sufficient to increase costly punishment in the form 
of rejection, making an honor mindset salient did result in a higher willingness 
to pay for punishment following clear transgressions in the JG. This effect was 
present independent of trait endorsement of honor values, and between-group cul-
tural differences, which did not correlate with punishment behavior. The results 
support the notion that honor is a universally accessible mindset, that contains a 
distinct set of rules, motivations, and cognition, and accordingly, can affect the 
tendency for retaliation when made salient based on contextual cues—regardless 
of one’s cultural orientation and background.
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