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Introduction Persuasion Deception Self-deception Discussion

Overconfidence

People tend to overestimate their abilities and how they compare to others:

Most drivers believe they are more skilful than the average driver (Svenson 1981)

Most students think they are smarter than the average student (Gabriel et al.
1994)

Most university professors believe they are better teachers than their colleagues
(Cross 1977)

People tend to be overconfident about their health (Weinstein 1980), their
attractiveness (Epley and Whitchurch 2008)
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Self-deception
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Costs and benefits of self-deception

Benefits: personal satisfaction, ego utility

Costs: mistakes with real implications

Problem:

Internal benefits vs real world costs

Conflicts with an evolutionary perspective

Question:

Why would one engage in self-deception?

Kubitz (QUT) Persuasion, Deception and Self-Deception



Introduction Persuasion Deception Self-deception Discussion

Costs and benefits of self-deception

Benefits: personal satisfaction, ego utility
Costs: mistakes with real implications

Problem:

Internal benefits vs real world costs

Conflicts with an evolutionary perspective

Question:

Why would one engage in self-deception?

Kubitz (QUT) Persuasion, Deception and Self-Deception



Introduction Persuasion Deception Self-deception Discussion

Costs and benefits of self-deception

Benefits: personal satisfaction, ego utility
Costs: mistakes with real implications

Problem:

Internal benefits vs real world costs

Conflicts with an evolutionary perspective

Question:

Why would one engage in self-deception?

Kubitz (QUT) Persuasion, Deception and Self-Deception



Introduction Persuasion Deception Self-deception Discussion

Costs and benefits of self-deception

Benefits: personal satisfaction, ego utility
Costs: mistakes with real implications

Problem:

Internal benefits vs real world costs

Conflicts with an evolutionary perspective

Question:

Why would one engage in self-deception?

Kubitz (QUT) Persuasion, Deception and Self-Deception



Introduction Persuasion Deception Self-deception Discussion

Robert Trivers’ hypothesis

Idea: Deceiving oneself can help to deceive others

If ...deceit is fundamental to animal communication,
then there must be strong selection to spot deception
and this ought, in turn, to select for a degree of self-
deception, rendering some facts and motives uncon-
scious so as not to betray– by the subtle signs of self-
knowledge– the deception being practiced. - Preface to
the Selfish Gene (1976)

A reason for self-deception may be interpersonal: to
persuade others - Trivers and von Hippel (2011)
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Self-deceptive beliefs

Challenges:

How can one form self-deceptive beliefs without awareness of the deception?

Why should others be fooled by signals produced by people systematically
self-deceiving?
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Self-deceptive beliefs

People engage in active strategies leading
to beliefs that are ‘convenient’:

Selective information acquisition
and/or processing: Ditto and Lopez
(1992), Smith et al (2017), Solda et al
(2020)

Selectively remembering past events:
Chew, Huang, Zhao (2020)

Confirmation bias: Finding faults in
incongruent evidence, accepting
congruent evidence quickly,
rose-coloured view of past
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Remainder of talk

Quick tour of economics literature on persuasion

General persuasion setting - Kamenica and Gentzkow (2011)

Deception (a la Sobel 2020)

Can it be used to effectively persuade?

Return to self-deception

Model of strategic self-deception - Kubitz, Mezzetti and Page (WP)
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Persuasion

Act of one person (Sender) sending messages to another person (Receiver) with
the goal of influencing their action
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Persuasion

Methods of Persuasion

Direct communication

‘Cheap talk’

Communication using verifiable information

Receiver can verify truth (e.g. result of drug trial)

Communication through actions

Costly signalling (e.g. education)
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General persuasion setting

Setting

Receiver has utility u(a, ω) depends on action a ∈ A and state of the world ω ∈ Ω

Sender’s utility is v(a, ω)

Common prior about the state µ0 ∈ ∆(Ω)

A persuasion mechanism (π, c) is a signal and a message technology.

Sender’s private signal π : Ω → S described by a family of distributions
{π(·|ω)}ω∈Ω
Message technology is a set of feasible messages M and cost functions
c(·|s) : M → R+ where c(m|s) is the cost of sending m given s.
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Timing of persuasion game

Selects ω ∈ Ω
according to µ0

Observes signal
s ∈ S

Chooses
a ∈ A

π(·|ω) m ∈ M

Nature
Sender Receiver

Potential actions

Sender chooses information signal π(·|ω) and message strategy m : S → M

Receiver chooses action given message from sender

Sender’s payoff: v(a;ω)− c(m|s); Receiver’s payoff: u(a;ω)
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Cheap Talk - Crawford and Sobel (1982)

Selects ω ∈ [0, 1]
according to f (µ)

Observes signal
s ∈ S

Chooses
a ∈ R

s = ω m ∈ M

Nature
Sender Receiver

Set of messages, M, is arbitrary and cost of messages is constant: c(m|s) = k

Question: Can Sender improve own outcome by influencing action of Receiver?

If preferences completely unaligned, then no information can be transmitted in
equilibrium and Sender can not improve from communication

As preferences become more aligned, then more information can be transmitted
and Sender can help Receiver take actions better for both
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Strategic Communication with Lying Costs - Kartik (2009)

Selects ω ∈ [0, 1]
according to f (µ)

Observes
s ∈ S

Chooses
a ∈ A

s = ω m ∈ M

c(m|s) = −(m − 2)2

Nature
Sender Receiver

Sender pays a lying cost that increases with size of the lie

Partial separating equilibrium, where almost all types inflate their type.

Result: Can lead to unproductive language inflation

Job market signalling (Spence (1973))

Dissipative advertising (Milgrom and Roberts (1986)
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Bayesian Persuasion - Kamenica and Gentzkow (2011)

Selects ω ∈ Ω
according to µ0

Observes
s ∈ S

Chooses
a ∈ A

π(·|ω) m = s

Nature
Sender Receiver

Information design: Sender does not know state, chooses information signal π

Transforming Ω into S helps Sender persuade when signal is public or when messages
are perfectly verifiable

Sender’s benefit from persuasion is strongest in this setting

Examples: Drug trials, grading policies, ratings policies, pre-registered research
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Sobel (2020) - Deception

A message is deceptive given ω if there another message that gives the receiver beliefs
closer to the true state

Message m given ω is deceptive if there exists message n and distribution ρ(ω)
such that µ(·|m) = pµ(·|n) + (1− p)ρ

ω1

ω2 ω3

µ(·|m)

µ(·|n)

ρ

Figure: Given state ω1 the messge m is
deceptive due to the presence of message n that
provides better information about the state.
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Deception in ranking report

“QUT has been ranked in the top three business schools in Australia and number 1 in
Queensland, according to the AFR BOSS Best Business School national rankings
released this week...”
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Sobel (2020) - Deception

Deception in Cheap Talk Models

Every equilibrium outcome does not require deception with no lying costs

Deception may benefit Sender when their are lying costs

Deception in Bayesian Persuasion

When signal realization is public, choosing an information signal that reduces
information can be interpreted as deception
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Easy test vs. Hard test

Sender wants to convince Receiver she is good.

Sender can choose to take and easy test or hard test

When good, always passes easy test, sometimes passes
hard test.

When not good, sometimes passes easy test, never
passes hard test.

Which test should the sender choose?

Deception in Bayesian Persuasion

Persuasion says the Sender should choose the easy test

Sender chooses easy test with high chance of passing

Receiver likely to think the Sender is good and take
Sender’s preferred action
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Persuasion and self-deception

Many examples of persuasion do not fit pure cheap talk, but signals are not typically
public and messages are not readily verifiable

Our setting (Kubitz, Mezzetti and Page)

Messages and signals are not directly verifiable

Receiver can choose an action to verify the state

If Receiver chooses to verify state, both players face a state dependent cost
Endogenizes cost of lying and hiding information

Both Sender and Receiver are Bayesian and maximize expected utility
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The game (Kubitz, Mezzetti and Page)

Sender decides whether to engage in a competitive interaction with Receiver by
choosing between actions C (compete) and Q (quit).

If Sender chooses C , Receiver observes this and must then choose between C
(compete) and Q (quit).

Sender would beat Receiver in a conflict if he is strong θ = 1. He would lose if he
is weak, θ = 0.
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The game

Sender; θ = 0

0, v2

Q

Receiver

−c1, v2 − c2

C

v1, 0

Q

C

Sender; θ = 1

0, v2

Q

Receiver

v1 − c1, −c2

C

v1, 0

Q

C

Figure: The Competitive Interaction Game
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Game in the persuasion framework

Selects ω ∈ {0, 1}
according to µ0

Observes
s ∈ S

Chooses
a ∈ {C ,Q}

π(·|ω) m ∈ {C ,Q}

Nature
Sender Receiver

No restriction on Sender’s information signal

Sender decides whether to send ‘strong’ message (Compete) or ‘weak’ message
(Quit)

Receiver can choose to verify the state by choosing Compete

Cost of lying if Receiver Competes when Sender is actually weak
Cost of verification as Receiver loses competition if Sender is actually strong
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Intuition of main result

Sender can choose to take an easy test or a hard test

Again Sender should choose the easy test

Self-Deception in competitive interaction game

Sender easily accepts positive information about
themselves, critical about negative information

‘Easier test’ more often passed, increase Sender’s
chances of being confident

When Sender is confident, he engages in an antagonistic
action that (credibly) signals his self-belief.

In equilibrium, Receiver may rationally back-off.
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Conclusion

Challenges:

How can one form self-deceptive beliefs without awareness of the deception?

Why should others be fooled by signals produced by people systematically
self-deceiving?
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Conclusion

We show that these two challenges can be tackled: Formation of ‘convenient beliefs’
can be strategically beneficial while being Bayesian.

No inner lie: Strategic formation of self-beliefs may be beneficial even though
the individual is self-aware of the process of beliefs formation.

No naivety from others: Strategic formation of self-beliefs may be beneficial
even though others are aware of the process of beliefs formation.

Self-Deception: The information acquisition strategy is not designed to be the
most informative as possible about the world.

Kubitz (QUT) Persuasion, Deception and Self-Deception



Introduction Persuasion Deception Self-deception Discussion

References

Kamenica, Emir, and Matthew Gentzkow. “Bayesian persuasion.” American Economic Review
101.6 (2011): 2590-2615.

Kartik, Navin. “Strategic communication with lying costs.” The Review of Economic Studies
76.4 (2009): 1359-1395.

Sobel, Joel. “Lying and deception in games.” Journal of Political Economy 128.3 (2020):
907-947.

Spence, Michael. “Job market signaling.” Uncertainty in economics. Academic Press, 1978.
281-306.

Crawford, Vincent P., and Joel Sobel. “Strategic information transmission.” Econometrica
(1982): 1431-1451.

Milgrom, Paul R. “Good news and bad news: Representation theorems and applications.” The
Bell Journal of Economics (1981): 380-391.

Grossman, Sanford J. “The informational role of warranties and private disclosure about product
quality.” The Journal of law and Economics 24.3 (1981): 461-483.

Kubitz, Greg, Claudio Mezzetti, and Lionel Page. “Strategic Self-deception” Working Paper

Kubitz (QUT) Persuasion, Deception and Self-Deception


	Introduction
	Persuasion
	Deception
	Self-deception
	Discussion

