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Abstract

Which preference underlies giving in dictator games? To date, the experimental

evidence has either been interpreted as a preference over the distribution of pay-

offs, or as an experimenter demand effect. We show that under strict dictator-

dictator as well as strict dictator-recipient anonymity, giving in dictator games

springs from a preference over the distribution of decision rights. In contrast,

concerns which trigger experimenter demand (Andreoni and Bernheim 2009)

are negatively correlated with dictator game giving. Our experiments cover a

series of dictator game variants which have sparked the experimenter demand

debate. In addition, we identify the sets of ethical ideals that dictators em-

ploy to derive the ‘right’ course of action in a formal moral judgement test and

model dictator transfers econometrically by means of dictators’ actual ethical

ideals. Our results explain the lion’s share of results from the literature: lower

transfers when dictators earn the pie (Cherry et al. 2002); lower transfers when

’take’ options are available (List 2007; Bardsley 2008); lower transfers when

anonymity is lifted (Hoffmann et al. 1994); generous dictators consistently pre-

ferring to avoid the game altogether, if given the option (Lazear et al. 2012),

and findings that social norms and beliefs cause dictator transfers (Krupka and

Weber 2013; Di Tella et al. 2015; Kimbrough and Vostroknutov 2015).
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1 Introduction

Do people hold preferences over others’ payoffs? In the early nineties of the last

century, Forsythe et al. (1994) introduced the main framework in which economics

has since studied this question: the ’dictator game’, in which a ’dictator’ splits a

sum of money between herself and a recipient. The recipient has no veto, and if pro-

poser and recipient are anonymous, whatever amount a proposer transfers, cannot

be motivated by a strategic concern about her own payoff. Rather, it was assumed,

the dictator must derive utility from increasing the recipient’s payoff – a challenge

for economics’ assumption of rational self-interest. By the late nineties, the phe-

nomenon had inspired new preference models such as Fehr and Schmidt’s (1999)

inequity aversion, or Bolton and Ockenfels’s (2000) ERC theory which assume that

individuals can dislike being materially better off than others.

Doubts about this interpretation of dictator game transfers came largely in two

waves: by the mid-nineties, Hoffmann and McCabe (1994) showed how sensitively

transfers can react to anonymity from the experimenter suggesting that transfers –

rather than signalling a genuine preference over others’ payoffs – might respond to

the social demand of the experimenter1. A second wave (List 2007; Bardsley 2008;

Smith 2010; Oechssler 2010; Zizzo 2010; Zizzo 2011) argued that the artificiality of

the experimental situation may largely trigger the transfers observed:

”[...]You are recruited to the lab, awarded a costless right to some of the exper-

imenter’s money, and given an opportunity to transfer any part or none of it to a

second anonymous person who has nothing to do except receive the money. [...] The

Gods must be crazy! [...]” (Smith 2010, p. 9).

By then, Cherry et al. (2002) had shown that in a more realistic setting where

the money to be distributed must be earned first2, dictators transfer nothing and

List (2007) and Bardsley (2008) had reported a similar decline once dictators faced

a broader, more heterogeneous choice set which included options to take money

from the recipient. It was argued that in order to interpret situations which may

not have analogies in real life, individuals make particularly heavy use of contextual

information to infer what they are expected to do, and which social norm applies.

In the original dictator game where money is free and the choice set mainly consists

of options to give, dictators infer they must be expected to give and that everybody

1Later studies illustrate that giving in non-anonymous settings increases in the authority of the
experimenter, or with the presence of an audience: Brañas-Garça (2007) finds that students give
more if they see the experimenter is a professor. Franzen and Pointner (2012) report that giving
decreases when transfers can be hidden from others through a stochastic intermediation device.
List (2007) and Zizzo (2010) point out that these interventions to increase anonymity might trigger
reverse demand effects by informing dictators they are expected not to give. The results in question
would then document giving under different types of demand, rather than in the absence/presence
of demand.

2Dictators answered a 45-minutes quiz yielding $40.
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will give. Dictators comply with this expectation and the resulting norm to maintain

their social image, and make a nonzero transfer themselves (List 2007; Levitt and

List 2007; Andreoni and Bernheim 2009).3 If true, behaviour could likely react to

any small change in the context of an experiment (Oechssler 2010) such as frames

(Brañas-Garza 2006) or arbitrary pieces of information about the recipient (Burn-

ham 2003) because such changes further define the relevant social norm, or others’

actual expectations. Therefore, it came as a surprise that in a subsequent large sam-

ple study (Dreber et al. 2013), social frames and varying context (different labels for

strategies, and different labels for the dictator game) did not affect transfers in any

way – suggesting that dictators did not use this information to guide their actions,

and that an oddly stable preference was at play. Perhaps therefore, the choice set

was the critical piece of information dictators used to infer what they deemed right

to do (the relevant social norm, and others’ expectations).

In this paper, we present evidence that the preference over others’ payoffs and

the experimenter demand effect interpretations may both be correct and both wrong

at the same time: our findings imply that dictators mean to compensate recipients

for the fact that the rules of the dictator game leave the recipient no decision rights.

Therefore, under the specific rules of a dictator game, a dictator’s utility does in-

deed increase in the recipient’s payoff. However, this new interpretation also implies

that dictators cease to care about the recipient’s payoffs once decision rights are

distributed more equally4. In other words, dictator game transfers are indeed a

3To illustrate this mechanism formally, Andreoni and Bernheim (2009) fit much of the dictator
game literature on demand effects by utility function u((1 − s),m) + ηiν(s − 0.5) where u is a
subutility function increasing in the amount 1 − s which the dictator keeps, and in the dictator’s
social image m; ηi is the degree to which she cares to comply with a social norm, and ν is a subutility
function with a maximum at the equal split s = 0.5. By this model, dictators are assumed to give
because they infer what is right from i) what maintains their social image, and from ii) a social
norm that the equal split is the right course of action. The experimental test of this model always
– other than in our paper – publicly identifies dictators, recipients, and outcomes such that ethical
ideals i) and ii) can always stipulate nonzero transfers. List and Levitt (2007) suggest a utility
function Mi(a, η, n, s) + Wi(a, η) where the dictator’s moral payoff Mi I) decreases in the amount
a the dictator keeps, and more strongly so as the monetary stakes η grow, II) increases in the set n
of social norms and/or legal rules, and III) depends on the extent to which an action is scrutinized
(observed, or must be justified to another person). Wealth Wi increases in the amount of money
kept a, and the stakes η. In this model, dictators are therefore assumed to give because they
infer the right course of action from social norms, legal rules, and – since scrutiny introduces an
audience’s expectations and opinions – also from what maintains the dictator’s social image.

4To clarify this preference formally, we do not argue here that dictators care for a fair lottery
over the asymmetric payoffs which they expect the dictator game to induce. This would translate
into a procedural preference over equal expected payoffs (Bolton et al. 2005). Since the roles of
dictator and recipient are randomized, the dictator game satisfies this fairness criterion. Neither
do we argue that dictators care about the kindness of the dictator game (Sebald 2010) – that is,
the kindness of the distribution of outcomes which they expect the game to induce as judged by
a decision-node specific social norm (Dufwenberg and Kirchsteiger 2004). Instead, we pursue the
idea that dictators care about decision rights beyond their instrumental value and hold an ethical
ideal for an equal distribution of this non-instrumental value. Since decision rights are a source of
power (Weber 1921 I §16), this amounts to an ethical ideal that power should be equally distributed
amongst parties. We use formalizations from (Chlaß et al. 2009) as a tool to analyze the literature
from this viewpoint.
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side-effect of the experimental method (the dictator game) originally designed to

study whether humans generally care for others’ payoffs.

Our argument rests on four cornerstones. First, we show that in ’Give’ and ’Take’

games, both with earned income and windfall profits, dictators infer the right course

of action from the same two ethical ideals. Experimentally, transfers decrease in the

type of ethical ideal which underlies the experimenter demand debate, namely social

image concerns, others’ expectations (Andreoni and Bernheim 2009), social norms

(Levitt and List 2007; List 2007; Andreoni and Bernheim 2009; Krupka and Weber

2013; Kimbrough and Vostroknutov 2015; Di Tella et al. 2015), or intentions (Bard-

sley 2008; Falk and Fischbacher 2006). This suggests that in our setting which intro-

duces strict dictator-dictator and dictator-recipient anonymity, these ideals justify

small or zero transfers. In contrast, transfers experimentally increase in the extent

to which dictators care about universal ethical principles of conscience – the respect

for human rights, the individual will, and human dignity. This stand-alone ethical

ideal neither hinges upon context, nor upon the presence of an audience, nor upon

that audience’s appreciation or expectation.

Second, we show how the shift in transfers between ’Give’ and ’Take’ games can

be explained by a reinterpretation of both games. In List’s (2007) set-up of the

traditional ’Give’ game, the most selfish action is to transfer Zero. In his ’Take-5’

game, it is to take the entire $5 of the recipient’s endowment. A dictator who wishes

to depart from this point of self-interest by exactly $1, transfers $1 in a ’Give’ game,

and $-4 in a ’Take-5’ game. If so, a ’Take’ game moves the distribution of transfers

to a new point of origin in the coordinate system. To test this, we design different

sequences of (a) the traditional ’Give’ dictator game sketched above, and (b) List’s

(2007) and Bardsley’s (2008) ’Take’ variant in which the dictator can give, but also

take money from the recipient. Every dictator plays one sequence of four dictator

games and never meets the same recipient twice. In different treatments, sequences

either start out with a ’Give’, or with a ’Take’ game. Altogether, we study ’Give’

and ’Take’ games between-subjects as in (List 2007; Bardsley 2008) but also within-

subjects to see how the same dictator transitions from a ’Give’ to a ’Take’ game. We

repeat this set-up in a scenario where participants first spend thirty minutes earning

the money. Our within-subject analysis shows that next to dictators who transfer

absolutely stable amounts in both games, there are sufficiently many dictators for

whom the point of origin shifts as sketched above, to produce the decline in transfers

across ’Give’ and ’Take’ which we observe between-subjects.

The third cornerstone is a finite-mixture model to estimate the frequency of

these transfer types, and to see why they might exist. We find that the first type,

who transfers the same amount in both games, is the more likely, the more a dictator

applies universal ethical principles of conscience to derive the right course of action.

The second type is the more likely, the more a dictator looks into social norms, oth-
3

Jena Economic Research Papers 2012 - 044



ers’ expectations, social image, or intentions – the very ethical ideals underlying the

experimenter demand debate. In our setup, dictators who infer the right transfer

from this second class of ideals, give little or nothing, suggesting that being selfish is

socially acceptable. If this socially acceptable selfish choice shifts downward in the

’Take’ game, transfers derived from these ideals should shift along with it – which

they do. The shift itself does hence not seem to spring from the same ideal which

increases transfers in ’Give’, and not seem to reveal information about the nature

of dictator game giving after all5. Similar results hold for recipients.

The fourth cornerstone is a discussion how the main results about giving in dicta-

tor games – those put forth to strengthen the experimenter demand case, and those

put forth to ascribe the phenomenon to other preferences – can be reconciled with

the view that an ethical concern about the recipient’s decision rights, respect for the

recipient’s will, and her dignity, are at play.

We elicit which ethical ideals dictators hold – how they actually arrive at the con-

clusion whether an action is right or wrong, by means of a formal moral judgement

test. In the twentieth century, Piaget (1948) and Kohlberg (e.g. 1984) conducted

large-scale field studies to see which criteria individuals consult to derive what they

deem ethically right to do. The test at hand (Lind 1978; Lind 2008) uses exactly

the criteria documented in this field work. It elicits how much individuals refer to

punishment or reward, to the intention behind an action, to others’ expectations and

approval, to social norms and image, or to legal rules, when they derive the right

course of action; how much to basic liberties and rights stipulated in a social con-

tract, or to general ethical principles of conscience valid even beyond this contract.

Experimental data typically leave room for multiple interpretations as to which of

these criteria drive observed behaviour. Yet, for treatment design and to interpret

behaviour, subjects are typically assumed to employ the same criterion or asked to

self-report their motives. Within our specific setup, the test helps circumvent three

main problems with these approaches: i) the danger of ascribing individuals’ actions

to motives other than their actual ones, ii) the danger that individuals’ statements

about these motives might ex-post rationalize their actions, and iii) that self-reports

may not be precise enough to identify which preference is at play.

Section two describes our experimental design, section three the taxonomy of

ethical ideals we use. Section four analyzes which ideals underlie dictator transfers

in ’Give’ and ’Take’ games, with and without earned income. Section five develops

a finite mixture model for shifts in transfers between ’Give’ and ’Take’ games (List

2007; Bardsley 2008). Sections six and seven discuss how our results explain earlier

findings about dictator game giving. Section eight concludes in which field settings

we can expect this new form of ’altruism’ using criteria from List and Levitt (2007).

5To date, its has been assumed that the same ethical ideal which causes transfers in ’Give’ also
causes their decrease in ’Take’ games – because the ideal would stipulate a lower transfer in ’Take’.
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2 Experimental Design

2.1 General Experimental Procedures

The experiment was conducted in the experimental laboratory at the University of

Jena, Germany. Subjects were university students recruited via ORSEE, an opt-in

web-based recruitment system (Greiner 2004). The participant pool in Jena counted

about 3000 participants at the time of the experiment, out of which we invited a

random draw from all fields of study. Subjects were only invited if they had not

previously taken part in dictator games. Altogether, 215 dictators participated in

the experiment. We conducted altogether twenty-four sessions6: six sessions with 18

participants for each of the four treatments amounting to 54 dictators per treatment.

A session lasted on average 45 minutes and each treatment consists of three morning

and three afternoon sessions, at the same time each day. The experimental software

was developed using z-Tree (Fischbacher 2007).

The laboratory opened 30 minutes in advance – when no subject had arrived yet.

As soon as a subject arrived, she drew a seat number and was randomly seated in a

visually isolated computer cabin. Each subject was instructed to quietly wait in her

cabin until the experiment started. There was no interaction of subjects before the

experiment and subjects could not know the distribution of the other participants

in their session. We proceeded this way to grant subjects as much anonymity as

possible7. Students were told their decisions were anonymous and were asked not to

leave any personal information on questionnaires or payment receipts which could

be used to identify them.

At the time scheduled for a respective session, instructions were distributed and

the z-Tree programme was started. The welcoming screen asked subjects to click on

an OK-button once they had read the instructions. After all subjects had done so,

they would automatically proceed to a set of control questions. After all subjects

had successfully answered, the experiment started automatically. The same three

experimenters, male and female with average student appearances, were sitting in a

separate cabin. To avoid influencing subjects, instructions were not read aloud but

clearly stated they were identical for all participants. At the end of each session,

subjects received on screen instructions to quietly wait in their cabins until their

cabin number was called. Subjects left the laboratory one by one and were handed

a sealed envelope which contained their payment in cash – a €2.50 show-up fee plus

their earnings from the experiment.

6Two pilots – one for the treatment where money is provided for free, and one for the ’earnings’
treatment were run to test the maturity of software and instructions. No changes to either were
made such that our analysis includes these pilots.

7Subjects mostly arrived at distinct points in time but did occasionally, see each others’ backs.
Four times, two subjects arrived nearly simultaneously and had thus seen one other participant.

5
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2.2 Treatments

At the outset of each session, subjects were randomly divided into dictators and re-

cipients. In a perfect stranger design, subjects played one sequence of List’s (2007)

and Bardsley’s (2008) ’Give’ and ’Take-5’ dictator games. The ’Give’ game is a stan-

dard dictator game: dictator and recipient each receive an endowment of 5 ECU,

and the dictator receives an additional amount of 5 ECU to split amongst herself and

the recipient (1 ECU =̂ 0.40 Euros). A ’Take-5’ dictator game proceeds the same

way except that a dictator also has the possibility to take away up to the recipient’s

entire endowment of 5 ECU. Recipients were asked to imagine what they would

choose if they were dictators. Instructions were formulated in a neutral manner (see

appendix A.1; A.2 shows decision screens for ’Give’ and ’Take’ games). Subjects did

not receive any feedback before the end of the experiment.

Treatment ’GTGT’. Treatment ’GTGT’ was designed to analyze a potential ex-

perimenter demand effect of the choice set within-subjects and started out with a

’Give’ dictator game. Dictators and recipients each had an initial endowment of

5 ECU. Dictators received additional 5 ECU (5 ECU =̂ 4 €) and were asked to

decide how many ECU each party would receive. Afterwards, dictators were re-

matched with another anonymous recipient, and unexpectedly played a ’Take-5’

dictator game in which they could also take away up to the entire recipient’s en-

dowment of 5 ECU. Altogether, in treatment ’GTGT’ subjects play the following

sequence of games: ’Give’, ’Take-5’, ’Give’, ’Take-5’. In this sequence we see a)

a standard ’Give’ game, b) the shift in transfers from ’Give’ to ’Take’ (List 2007;

Bardsley 2008) but within subjects, and c) one repetition of each game.

Treatment ’TGTG’. Treatment ’TGTG’ started out with a ’Take-5’ dictator

game. Afterwards, dictators were rematched with another anonymous recipient and

unexpectedly played a ’Give’ dictator game. Altogether, subjects play the sequence:

’Take-5’, ’Give’, ’Take-5’, ’Give’. In ’TGTG’, we see a) List’s (2007) standard ’Take-

5’ game – that is, without the prior experience of a ’Give’ game –, b) the shift in

transfers from a ’Take’ to a ’Give’ game but within subjects and c) one repetition

of each game. If we compare the first round of this treatment ’TGTG’ with the

previous ’GTGT’, we can reestablish List’s (2007) and Bardsley’s (2008) original

between-subjects shift between ’Give’ and ’Take’ games.

Treatments ’GTGT/TGTG Earned Income’. We repeat treatments ’GTGT’

and ’TGTG’ in a setting where subjects first work to earn the money provided in

the experiment8. The task lasted approximately 30 minutes. First, all subjects had

8As mentioned in the introduction, Cherry et al. (2002) observed a dramatic decline in dictator
game giving when dictators work for the pie first. In his design, however, only dictators work –
recipients do not. As we discuss in section 7, this feature evens out the asymmetry in decision rights
between dictator and recipient. In our design therefore, both parties work – the dictator for her
endowment and the pie, the recipient for her endowment. As List (2007), we avoid formulations
which might suggest ’joint ownership’ of the pie.

6
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to carry out altogether 30 sums of four one digit and one two-digit numbers which

lasted approximately 10 minutes. Second, subjects counted the number of Ones in

sixty 5x5 matrices which lasted approximately 12 minutes. Finally, subjects were

asked to set fifty sliders to the value of 50 which lasted further 7 to 8 minutes. We

opted for this mixture of tasks to avoid boring subjects, but intentionally chose un-

interesting tasks in order to induce a realistic work effort. After the earnings stage,

subjects were randomly divided into dictators and recipients and depending on the

session, either played the sequence ’GTGT’, or ’TGTG’, respectively.

Payment. It was common knowledge that subjects would be paid only for one

out of the four rounds they played (one ’round’ is equal to one game). At the very

end of the experiment the computer drew with equal probability one out of four

rounds (games) and subjects were informed about their respective payment on their

computer screens. Average earnings from the experiment were €8.50 and ranged

from €2.50 to €14.50 with €1 =̂ US $ 1.23 at the time.

2.3 The Moral Judgement test M-J-T

After all subjects had completed the respective dictator game sequence of their ses-

sion – but before they had seen their payment – the software announced that a

questionnaire would be distributed. One of the three experimenters quietly placed

a copy of Georg Lind’s (1978, 2008)9 Moral-Judgment-test (M-J-T) into each cabin,

see appendix B for an excerpt.

We administered the test after – rather than, say, a week before – the experi-

ment: first, to avoid letting subjects form strong upfront beliefs about the upcoming

experimental task and to avoid having them read moral content into the dictator

game in the light of these upfront beliefs10. Second, because the danger of ex-post

rationalization is very low in our set-up. To see this, suppose a subject sees a con-

nection between a dictator game and the moral judgement test. To produce the

results in section 5.1 she needs to answer the test as follows: two test scores which

are unknown to her, each computed with a) four of her twenty-six answers, and with

b) the average and standard deviation of these same four answers across all other

9The test was first developed in 1978, and continuously revised since this time. It is protected
by international copyright. Contact the author at georg.lind@uni-konstanz.de for permission to
use and access to the test under https://www.uni-konstanz.de/ag-moral/. Subjects’ test copies
contained a basic copyright information. The name of the test and all information pertaining to
the purpose of the test, however, were deleted from subjects’ copies prior to administering it.

10In other studies, subjects may be invited to the laboratory twice, first, to complete question-
naires and tests and second, for the actual experiment, or they are required to submit information
online some time before the actual experiment with the help of an identification code. Payment is
given upon completing both parts. Subjects may likely assume that both parts are connected in
some way and interpret the experiment in the light of the questionnaires. Moreover, curiosity may
tempt subjects into browsing information about the tests completed before the actual experiment.
This demand effect seems as relevant in the context of dictator games as ex-post rationalization,
but is currently less discussed in experimental economics.
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participants – must correlate the exact same way with each of her four11 transfers,

and correlate the exact same way with each shift in her transfers when she transi-

tions from a ’Give’ to a ’Take’ game or vice versa. How do attempts at manipulating

the test then affect the scores? If subjects do not necessarily give their real opinions

in the test, the test is constructed such that the distribution of a score is not biased.

Rather than shifting her true scores into the direction she intends, a subject adds

noise to them (Wasel 1994).

The M-J-T introduces two short stories. These stories are ethical dilemmas in

that each protagonist must do something controversial – either steal or kill – in or-

der to do something good – either to prove a crime, or to ease pain. The first story

portrays two workers who break into their managers’ offices to steal evidence that

their managers were listening in on them; the second story portrays a doctor who

helps a woman with a terminal illness commit suicide upon her request. After each

story, subjects first submit their opinion whether or not they deem the protagonist’s

action right or wrong on a seven point Likert scale. After each story, the test then

lists twelve different arguments. Each argument refers to one specific ethical ideal

which we describe in the next section. These ethical ideals include those upon which

economics has built preference models to date. Subjects then submit by how much

they would agree to employ each argument to conclude the protagonist’s action was

either right or wrong. Out of twenty-six test items – two opinions and twenty-four

arguments –, four arguments are taken to identify an individual’s use of a given

ethical ideal. We use the complete set of individual preferences over these ideals to

model dictator transfers in section 5.1. Next, we describe the specific ethical ideals

to which the arguments presented in the test refer.

3 Moral Judgement in Dictator Games

A dictator who responds to social demand aims, for instance, at winning the exper-

imenter’s or the recipient’s approval through a nonzero transfer (List 2007; Zizzo

2010). Such a dictator infers from the explicit or implicit approval she anticipates

that a nonzero transfer must be the right course of action.

There are in principle many such criteria an individual could use to judge which

of the actions before her are ethically right. In the 20th century, Jean Piaget (1948)

and Lawrence Kohlberg (1984) conducted extensive field research to study which

types of criteria individuals actually employ to judge about right and wrong. These

criteria may be viewed as ethical ideals which an individual has ’internalized’ and

11There are only 22 out of 215 dictators who make the same transfer in every round and would
hence need to rationalize only one decision. Yet, even those 22 dictators cannot know how to answer
the test such that their decisions correlate with the same two unknown test scores as in 5.1.
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deems an actual part of her motivation function: upon violating such an ideal, she

experiences negative moral emotions such as guilt12 (Tangney et al. 2007) and may

need to invest costly effort in an ex-post reconciliation of her deeds with her ethical

ideals. Kohlberg observed individuals who concluded an action was right if it en-

tailed no punishment, or else if it yielded a reward, if it matched the expectations

of their peer group(s), or won them approval, or improved their social image, or

was in line with a social norm. Others invoked the status quo and concluded that

whatever had been the custom would be the right course of action. Finally, there

were individuals who judged an action as right if it did not violate any of the basic

rights and liberties a democratic social contract would grant; yet others referred to

rights beyond the social contract – human rights, respect for the individual will, and

the freedom to choose – or other general ethical principles.

Table 1 reviews the original classification of these empirical findings and provides

examples how a dictator can derive from each class of criteria that a nonzero transfer

is the right course of action in a dictator game. Moving from class one to six, the

ethical ideals in question refer less and less to the outcomes of an action, starting

with its actual outcomes (classes 1 & 2), via its intended outcomes and the outcomes

expected by some external reference such as society or a peer group (classes 3 & 4),

until the ideals no longer refer to outcomes at all (classes 5 & 6).

Each of the twenty-four arguments from the moral judgement test in section 2.3

refers to exactly one of these six classes. Subjects rank altogether four arguments

invoking the same class, and the average rank over these four arguments measures

how strongly a subject prefers to use the ethical ideals of this class to derive the

ethically right course of action. In Kohlberg’s view, individuals exclusively invoke

the ethical ideals they prefer most. We instead allow the complete set of ethical

ideals from table 1 to impact behaviour, in varying degrees.

Why should individuals internalize ethical ideals over the course of their life, or

put differently, hold preferences over using ethical ideals at all to guide their be-

haviour? Whereas the origins of these preferences must be beyond the scope of this

paper, there are models of why individuals care about ethical ideals: because ethical

ideals forge some of the individual’s identity (Akerlof and Kranton 2000; Dal Bó and

Terviö 2013), reduce the courses of action to a feasible number and simplify reality,

or because of evolutionary forces when individuals who are endowed with ethical

preferences and interact in an assortative matching process, are selected according

to their fitness (Alger and Weibull 2013).

Understanding which ethical ideals – if any – underlie dictators’ transfers can

help identify the preference type which underlies giving in dictator games and the

12The psychological notion of guilt is thus broader than the notion of guilt and guilt aversion in
economics which explicitly refers to disappointing others’ expectations (Battigalli and Dufwenberg
2007) or violating a social norm (López-Pérez 2008; Miettinen 2013).

9
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Motivation for fair behaviour It is good to give as a dictator because...

Class 1. Orientation to punishment and obedience, physical
and material power. Rules are obeyed to avoid punishment.
Class 2. Näıve hedonistic orientation. The individual con-
forms to obtain rewards.

...the experimenter will perhaps not invite me
again if I do not...
...I’ll get a reward if I do – be invited again;

Class 3. ”Good boy/girl” orientation to win approval and
maintain expectations of one’s immediate group. The individ-
ual conforms with behavioral norms to avoid disapproval. One
earns approval by being ”nice”.
Class 4. Orientation to authority, law, and duty, to maintain
a fixed order. Right behavior consists of doing one’s duty and
abiding by the social order.

...recipient or experimenter expect me to; ...will
think I am a nice person; ...all others will do so
and be happy about it; ...I want to thank the ex-
perimenter for letting money fall from heaven;
...it is my duty as a social democrat/ as a Chris-
tian to share; ...the experimenter is my professor
and suggested/expects I should do so

Class 5. Social contract orientation. Duties are defined in
terms of the social contract and the respect of others’ rights.
Emphasis is upon equality and mutual obligation within a
democratic order.
Class 6. The morality of individual principles of conscience,
such as the respect for the individual will, freedom of choice etc.
Rightness of acts is determined by conscience in accord with
comprehensive, universal and consistent ethical principles.

...the experiment puts the recipient entirely at my
mercy and violates the equality rights that a demo-
cratic procedure should grant her – she has no right
to participate and must be compensated for this;
...the experiment infringes the recipient’s dignity,
her human right to state her own will, and denies
her any freedom of choice; this infringement must
be compensated.

Table 1: Kohlberg’s six ways of moral argumentation (by Ishida 2006).

external validity of the phenomenon: is it a demand effect in that dictators wish

to please an audience (class 3)? Is it a preference over others’ payoffs triggered by

an outcome (payoff)-based ideal (classes 3 & 4)? Or are transfers linked to the way

how the rules of the dictator game distribute civic or human rights across parties

(classes 5 & 6)? In this case, transfers would reflect an intrinsic valuation for the

rules of a dictator game and neither imply that dictators care for others’ payoffs,

nor that they respond to the demand of an audience.

4 Research Questions

As regards dictators, our main interest is to understand which type of preference

might be at play in standard ’Give’ games where money falls like ’manna from

heaven’ as opposed to the other variants of the dictator game. To that end, we

regress dictator transfers from all treatments on dictators’ six-dimensional set of

preferences over the ethical ideals elicited in the moral judgement test from section

2.3. More specifically, our research questions are:

(D-1) Do dictator transfers in List’s (2007) and Bardsley’s (2008) ’Give’ and ’Take’

games link to any ethical ideal(s) at all, and can these ideals be reconciled

with a preference over others’ payoffs?

(D-2) Do dictator transfers link to the same ethical ideal(s) when money is provided

for free, and when it must be earned?
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(D-3) Can the shift in transfers between ’Give’ and ’Take’ games be reconciled with

a cardinally stable preference, and if yes, how?

Turning to responders who make hypothetical and non-incentivized transfer deci-

sions, our research questions are:

(R-1) Do recipients refer to the same ethical ideal(s) in ’Give’ and ’Take’ games as

dictators or do recipients’ hypothetical transfers signal a different preference?

(R-2) Is there an analogous shift in recipients’ hypothetical transfers between ’Give’

and ’Take’ games?

(R-3) If so, are the determinants of this shift the same as on the dictator side?

In the next section, we elicit List’s (2007) and Bardsley’s (2008) shift in transfers,

and focus on research questions (D-1) and (R-1).

5 Results

5.1 The same preference type is at play in ’Give’ and ’Take’ games

List (2007) and Bardsley (2008) measured the original shift in dictator transfers

between ’Give’ and ’Take’ games between subjects: one group of individuals played

a ’Give’ game, another group a ’Take’ game. Fig. 1a shows this shift for our data.

The first violin in Fig. 1a describes the distribution of transfers in the first round

of treatment ’GTGT’ [average transfer: 1.38 ECU], the second violin in the first

round of treatment ’TGTG’ [average transfer: -0.09 ECU]13. The third violin shows

the difference between the two distributions14. Fig. 1b shows a similar shift for

recipients who submit hypothetical and non-incentivized transfers which they would

have chosen had they been dictators.

Does the shift in dictator transfers between ’Give’ and ’Take’ imply that an

experimenter demand effect is at play in ’Give’, but not in ’Take’ games? To answer

this question, we regress dictator transfers on dictators’ preferences over all ethical

ideals described in section 3 to see from which ideal – if any – dictators derive their

13The average transfer in ’Give’ games in List (2007) was 1.33 $, the average for ’Take-5’ games
−2.48 $. We observe a similar average transfer for ’Give’: 1.38 ECU =̂ 1.10 €, but a higher average
transfer in ’Take-5’: −0.09 ECU =̂ −0.07 €. This difference could be due to several factors: to the
aspect that in List’s (2007) experiment the distribution of other dictators is known whereas in this
paper’s experiment it is not – a condition under which Kohlberg class 3 implies a different ideal
transfer –, to cultural differences between the U.S. and Germany, or, for instance, to the absence
of a reverse demand effect – see footnote 1 – since we seat dictators and recipients in the same
rather than in two separate rooms as in (List 2007) – while maintaining strict dictator-dictator and
dictator-recipient anonymity as described in section 2.

14To obtain this difference between subjects, we order transfers in each game from least to greatest,
and compute the rowwise differences between these two ordered lists. This procedure requires
equally many observations for each game. The third violin reports the frequency of these differences.
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Figure 1: Transfers decrease in Take-5 games as compared to Give
games for dictators (left: Fig. 1a) and recipients (right: Fig. 1b).

Note: Violin plots (Hintze et al. 1998) show the distribution of transfers (grey, the broader the
grey area for a given value, the more transfers equal to this value are observed), their interquartile
range (thick black vertical line) and the average transfer (white dot).

transfers in each game. We start out including dictators’ preferences over all six

classes from table 1 as well as their demographics, and for efficiency, reduce the size

of the model step-by-step deleting insignificant variables which do not improve the

goodness-of-fit. Transfers in each game are interval-censored since in ’Give’ games,

dictators submit transfers from 0 to 5 ECU in steps of 0.5 ECU and in ’Take’ games,

from −5 to +5 ECU in steps of 0.5 ECU, respectively.15

Table 2a. shows the (interval) regression results for dictators’ first ’Give’ game.

Only dictators’ preference to invoke Kohlberg class six 16 increases transfers, that is,

the extent to which dictators derive the right course of action from general ethical

principles such as the respect for human rights, for individuals’ freedom of choice,

their will, and dignity. If this preference gains one unit in strength, transfers in-

crease by 0.40 ECU (p-value< 0.004). Interestingly, another ethical ideal is also

active. The more dictators prefer to consult others’ expectations, social norms, or

their social image – Kohlberg class three16 – the less they transfer. If dictators’

15If a dictator transfers, say, 2.5 ECU, we derive the lower bound of her transfer as follows:
she did not wish to transfer less than 2.5 ECU; she also did not wish to transfer as much as 3
ECU – the next highest transfer she could have made. The interval for a transfer of 2.5 ECU is
therefore [2.5, 2.99] ECU. The smallest transfer in each game – the point of origin – is assumed to
be left-censored, the highest transfer assumed to be right-censored.

16The corresponding variable Kohlberg class 6 (for Kohlberg class three: Kohlberg class 3 ) is a
subject’s average rank over all four arguments referring to Kohlberg class six (Kohlberg class three)
on a nine-point Likert scale, adjusted by the maximal span over all 24 nine-point Likert scales a
subject ever exploits in the test. All scores are standardized with respect to sample mean and
standard deviation to ensure comparability across coefficients.

12

Jena Economic Research Papers 2012 - 044



Note: Significance levels of the z-tests are indicated by a : p < .01, b : p < .05, c : p < .10

2a. GIVING IN THE FIRST ’GIVE’-GAME.
variable effect se

Intercept 1.21a 0.10
Kohlberg class 3 -0.29b 0.14
Kohlberg class 6 0.40a 0.14
sequence TGTG -0.16 0.10
Earnings (EI) -0.16 0.10
[Kohlberg 3 · EI] [0.13] [0.15]
[Kohlberg 6 · EI] [0.16] [0.14]

2b. GIVING IN THE FIRST ’TAKE’ GAME
variable effect se

Intercept -0.88a 0.25
Kohlberg class 3 -0.62c 0.34
Kohlberg class 6 0.80b 0.34
sequence TGTG 0.61b 0.25
Earnings (EI) 0.21 0.25
[Kohlberg 3 · EI] [0.22] [0.35]
[Kohlberg 6 · EI] [0.50] [0.34]

Table 2: Kohlberg class six – ethical ideals about human rights, free-
dom of choice, and dignity – increase dictator transfers.

preference to infer the right course of action from this class of ethical ideals gains

one unit in strength, transfers reduce by 0.29 ECU (p-value < 0.04).

Table 2b. shows surprisingly similar results for dictators’ first ’Take-5’ game

where the smallest transfer is −5 ECU. Only the degree by which dictators refer to

Kohlberg class six 16 shows a positive effect on transfers. If this ethical preference

gains one unit in strength, transfers increase by 0.80 ECU (p-value< 0.02)17. The

more dictators refer to others’ expectations, social norms, or their social image –

Kohlberg class three16 – the less they transfer. The effect (−0.62, p-value < 0.07) is

less significant than for dictators’ first ’Give’ game. We conclude:

(D-1) Result 1: Dictators resort to the same ethical ideals in ’Give’, and ’Take’

games. Therefore, transfers in both games seem to reflect the same preference type.

(D-1) Result 2: The ethical ideals at play are inconsistent with a preference

over the recipient’s payoff. They are also inconsistent with the idea that transfers

result from a classic experimenter demand effect.

Interestingly, recipient transfers increase in a different ethical ideal than dictator

transfers, see tables A1a. and A1b. The more strongly recipients resort to the ethi-

cal ideal of a democratic social contract which stipulates the equality of civic rights

and liberties – Kohlberg class five in table 1 – to derive the right course of action,

the higher their hypothetical transfers. If the preference for Kohlberg class five gains

one unit in strength, hypothetical transfers increase by 0.28 ECU (p-value< 0.03) in

recipients’ first ’Give’ game, and by 0.59 ECU (p-value< 0.03) in their first ’Take’

game, respectively. Social image concerns, norms or others’ expectations – Kohlberg

class three – cannot be confirmed to be active. These results are robust to repeti-

tions of each game, see tables A2a. and A2b.

17If one includes all insignificant controls, the effect of Kohlberg class six for the ’Take’ game
(table 2b) becomes even stronger: 0.89, p-value < 0.008, and as significant as for ’Give’ (table 2a).
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Figure 2: Transfers decrease in ’Take’ games with Earned Income for
dictators (left: Fig. 2a) and recipients (right: Fig. 2b).

(R-1): Recipients resort to different ethical ideals than dictators. Hence, prefer-

ence types either depend on roles, or on the incentive-compatibility of transfers.

5.2 The same preference type is at play when money is earned and

when it is provided for free

List (2007) argues that in view of the newly available options to take, the cost of

giving in ’Take’ games increases as compared to the original ’Give’ dictator game

– hence the observed shift seen in Fig. 1. If this is the case, transfers should also

decrease in a ’Give’ game once dictators must earn their money since similarly to

adding ’Take’ options, work effort increases the cost of giving.

Yet, average transfers in ’Give’ with earnings (1.27 ECU) and without (1.38

ECU, see section 5.1) hardly differ. Also the distribution of transfers with earn-

ings shown by the first violin of Fig. 1a closely resembles the distribution without

earnings shown by the first violin of Fig. 2a. The shares of nonzero transfers are

also strikingly similar (’Give’: 40/54, ’Give’ with earnings: 37/53). This finding

is at odds with Cherry et al. (2002) who observe only 3% nonzero transfers once

dictators (but not recipients) work for the pie. Contrary to their study, recipients

in our paper’s design also work, an aspect which recovers the original feature of a

dictator game that dictators and recipients value each monetary unit similarly18.

At the same time, we maintain Cherry et al.’s (2002) feature that dictators earn

18Instructions inform participants that the dictator works for the endowment, and the pie, and
the recipient for her endowment to avoid any impression that the pie might be co-owned. If only
dictators work as in Cherry et al. (2002), dictators’ utility from each monetary unit reduces by the
disutility from the work effort spent to earn this monetary unit. The recipient incurs no work effort.
In section 7, we discuss how this feature evens out dictators’ and recipients’ freedom of choice and
equalizes the distribution of decision rights which takes away dictators’ original reason to give.
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the money they distribute which addresses the concern that dictators might spend

windfall money in an unrealistically carefree way.

The costliness of giving increases further in ’Take’ games with earned income.

Here, the average transfer drops from −0.09 ECU in ’Take’ to −0.52 ECU in ’Take’

with earned income and positive transfers decrease by 18%. Since work effort only

affects ’Take’ games, the shift from ’Give’ to ’Take’ is more pronounced with earned

income than without, see Figs. 1a and 2a. The first violin shows the first round

of treatment ’GTGT: Earned Income’ [average transfer: 1.27 ECU], the second vi-

olin the first round of ’TGTG: Earned Income’ [average transfer: -0.52 ECU]. The

difference between ’Take’ and ’Take’ with earned income could signal a change in

the underlying preference type and/or a demand effect. We therefore study which

ethical ideals are at play in these treatments. Treatment Dummy Earnings (EI)

did neither show a significant effect on the overall data set of transfers in table 2b.,

nor interact with Kohlberg class 6, Kohlberg class 3 or any other ethical ideal. For

earnings data exclusively, only Kohlberg class six is active amongst all ethical ideals,

see tables A3. Per one-unit increase in dictators’ preference for this ethical ideal,

transfers in ’Give’ games with earned income increase by 0.51 ECU (p-value < 0.01),

and by 1.11 ECU in ’Take’ games (p-value < 0.01). Dictators do not seem to consult

Kohlberg class 3 at all, once income must be earned.

(D-2): The same ethical ideal increases transfers with, and without earnings.

Therefore, transfers seem to reflect the same type of preference in each case.

For recipients, the result is similar. Recipient transfers without earnings increased

in Kohlberg class 5, the equality of civic rights backed by the social contract, and

tables A1 show that treatment Dummy Earnings (EI) does not change this result for

’Give’ or ’Take’ games. Turning to the shift in transfers between ’Give’ and ’Take’

games, Figs. 2 illustrate that with earnings, dictators take substantially more than

recipients would hypothetically do. The 25% quantile – the lower end of the fat

black vertical line in violin 2 of Fig. 2a – is −3 ECU for dictators but 0 ECU for

recipients in violin 2 of Fig. 2b. Section 5.5 will show that one main determinant

of the shift on the dictator side is inactive for recipients.

(R-2): Recipients’ hypothetical transfers also decrease in ’Take’ games. For

earned income, recipient transfers decrease noteably less than dictators’ transfers.

5.3 Repetition and potential carry-over effects do not change the

preference type underlying dictator game transfers

In this section, we test in how far beliefs about the experimenter’s research ques-

tion and moral cleansing change the ethical ideals underlying dictator game giving
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(and hence, the preference type at play). In our design, dictators have no prior

knowledge about the transfers options in each round. Upon seeing a ’Give’ game

first as in treatment ’Give’-’Take-’Give’-’Take’, they might form a belief that the

experiment is about giving and that they are expected to give. Specifically dictators

who derive the right course of action from others’ expectations or social norms and

”...wish to be good subjects [...]” (Bardsley 2008, p. 129, Zizzo 2010, p. 77), might

condition their transfers on the belief that giving is expected. In contrast, dictators

in treatment ’Take’-’Give’-’Take’-’Give’ first experience a ’Take-5’ game which of-

fers equally many positive and negative transfers (List 2007) before seeing their first

’Give’ game in round two. This second group of dictators might hold a less definite

belief that giving is expected. If such beliefs matter, the distribution of transfers will

differ across the first round of treatment ’GTGT’ and the second round of ’TGTG’.

Similarly, beliefs from the first ’Give’ game in ’GTGT’ should update in the first

’Take’ game of the treatment, and as a result, transfers in the second ’Give’ game

of ’GTGT’ should link to other ethical ideals than in the first.

A further demand effect may arise from moral cleansing as in (Brañas-Garza et

al. 2013). Dictators who deem that by their own ethical ideals they transferred too

little in round one, may feel guilt and may wish to rectify their self-image by showing

particular generosity in round two. In this case, dictators with small transfers in

round one, for instance, would make high transfers in round two and so forth, which

would break up the statistical link between giving and dictators’ ethical ideals from

section 5.1 as a sequence of games proceeds. The same would happen, if dictators

substantially changed their transfers simply to avoid boredom.

Figure 3: Dictator transfers prior
to, and after the 1st Take game.
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Table 3: Kohlberg class six continues
to explain transfers in the 2nd Give
game.

DICTATOR TRANSFERS: 2ND ’GIVE’-GAME.

variable effect se

Intercept 0.85a 0.13
Kohlberg class 3 -0.36b 0.16
Kohlberg class 6 0.39b 0.17
sequence TGTG -0.10 0.12
Earnings -0.16 0.12
[Kohlberg 3 · EI] [0.07] [0.17]
[Kohlberg 6 · EI] [0.20] [0.17]

Fig. 3 shows, however, that transfers in dictators’ first ’Give’ game are highly

similar whether or not this first ’Give’ game lies prior to, or after a ’Take’ game –
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the average difference is 0.25 ECU [avg. transfer ’prior to Take’: 1.33 ECU, ’after’:

1.08 ECU]. Despite ten more zero transfers after ’Take’, interval regressions confirm

that sequence Dummy ’TGTG’ does not significantly affect transfers in the first

’Give’ game with windfall profits (table 2a). On earnings data exclusively, Dummy

’TGTG’ has a significant negative effect of −0.31 ECU (p-value< 0.04, see table

A3). In both treatments, however, table 3 next to Fig. 3 shows that transfers in

the second ’Give’ game link to the exact same ideals as in the first. Kohlberg class

3 still decreases transfers (by −0.36, p-value< 0.03), Kohlberg class 6 still increases

transfers (by 0.39, p-value< 0.02)19. Belief shifts and moral cleansing do therefore

not seem prevalent enough to change the preference type at play.

5.4 Is the shift in transfers between ’Give’ and ’Take’ at odds with

a cardinally stable preference for the recipient’s rights?

In section 5.1, we assumed that in a ’Take-5’ game, the most selfish dictator action

is to take the recipient’s entire endowment of 5 ECU, and that increasing departures

from this action essentially represent higher transfers. Under this assumption, the

same ethical ideals and hence, the same preference type, were found to be at play

in both games. The assumption implies that dictators could deem making the same

transfer in ’Give’ and ’Take’, even if they give in the former, and take in the latter.

A dictator who transfers 2 ECU in ’Give’ departs by 2 ECU from the most selfish

action in her choice set. If she takes 3 ECU in a ’Take’ game, she departs by the

same amount from rational self-interest.20 Yet, seen from the positive quadrant, her

transfer seems to decrease from ’Give’ to ’Take’ games. Table 4 counts how many

dictators make exactly the same positive transfer in ’Give’ and ’Take’, and how many

depart by the same absolute or relative amount from rational self-interest in both

games.

’manna from heaven’ ’Earned Income’
GTGT(#54) TGTG (#54) GTGT (#53) TGTG(#54)

same positive transfer 4 (7%) 19 (35%) 19 (36%) 19 (35%)

same absolute departure from
rational self-interest 13 (24%) 9 (17%) 11 (21%) 11 (20%)

same relative departure21 1 (0.02%) 1 (0.02%) 3 (0.06%) 2 (0.04%)

Table 4: How many dictators give a stable amount across their first
’Give’ and ’Take’ games per treatment?

19On the full specification with all insignificant controls, the coefficient of Kohlberg class 6 in
dictators’ second ’Give’ game becomes even larger, i.e. 0.44 (p-value< 0.01).

20Dictators could also depart by the same relative amount from the most selfish choice: 2 ECU
in ’Give’ and −1 ECU in ’Take’ both transfer 40% of the amount the dictator controls.

21This only counts dictators whose transfers do not depart by the ’same absolute’ amount from
rational self-interest.
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Only 7% of dictators make the same positive transfer in ’Give’ and ’Take’ when

money is free and when they see the original ’Give’ dictator game before their first

’Take’ game (’manna from heaven: GTGT’). These are significantly less same posi-

tive transfers than in all other treatments (one-sided Fisher’s exact tests, all p-values

< 0.01). In contrast, similarly many dictators depart by the same absolute or rela-

tive amount from the most selfish option in all treatments.

Turning to the transfers of these groups, only 15 of 61 same positive transfers

are selfish22 as compared with 40 out of 44 same absolute departures (’Give’: 0

ECU. ’Take’: −5 ECU). The remaining 46 non-selfish same positive transfers are,

on average, 2.25 ECU in ’GTGT manna’, 2.32 ECU in ’TGTG manna’, 2.08 ECU

in ’GTGT Income’ and 2.29 ECU in ’TGTG Income’. Same relative departures typ-

ically consist of ’equal splits’ (’Give’: 2.5 ECU, ’Take’: 0).

Summing up, already by straightforward inspection of raw data, 51 (46%) of

all 112 cardinally stable transfers depart by the same absolute or relative amount

from rational self-interest in ’Give’ and ’Take’ games. These same absolute and

same relative departures are of particular interest since they do not only satisfy a

stability criterion but can, at the same time, produce the well-known shift in ’Take’

games seen in Figs. 1 and 2. This shift need then not necessarily imply a cardinal

instability in dictators’ preferences. Transfers from classic ’Give’ games are least

often cardinally stable under a subsequent ’Take’ frame. Reaction times might pro-

vide some insight as to why this is. Dictators submit significantly faster choices in

classic ’Give’ games.23 This could imply that dictators do not evaluate their ethical

ideals as carefully in ’Give’ as in ’Take’ and thus see more need to revise the transfer

decision from ’Give’ later on. The next section models the transition from ’Give’ to

’Take’ econometrically, assuming some noise in dictators’ transfer decisions.

5.5 Shifts between ’Give’ and ’Take’ games: a finite mixture model

Let yG,i (0 ≤ yG,i ≤ 5) be the amount dictator i, i ∈ {1, ..., n}, transfers in her

first ’Give’ game, and yT,i (−5 ≤ yT,i ≤ 5) the amount she transfers in her first

’Take’ game. We define two types, dictators who in statistical expectation, transfer

the same positive amount in both games (Type 1), and dictators who in statistical

expectation, depart by the same absolute amount from rational self-interest in both

games (Type 2). Formally:

22The most selfish choice – the strict minimum – conditional on that the same positive (nonneg-
ative) transfer must be made in ’Give’ and in ’Take’, is a transfer of 0 ECU in both games.

23Dictators’ decision time for making a transfer in the first ’Take’ game is 0.87 times higher
(p-value= 0.00) than the average of their two decision times from the first ’Give’ and ’Take’ game
(random effects model of standardized decision times with individual intercepts and a Dummy for
the ’Take’ game as explanatory variables; standard errors clustered at the individual level). The
result also holds for the full set of four games.
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(Type 1) same positive transfer: yT,i − yG,i = ε

(Type 2) same absolute departure from self-interest: yT,i − yG,i + 5 = ε
(1)

For each type, the error term ε is assumed to be normally distributed, i.e. ε ∼
N(0, σ2) whereby the normal density function is denoted by φ. In this basic form

of the model, there are two parameters to estimate: σ and p. Parameter p denotes

the mixing proportion of dictators in the population who are of Type 2 as defined in

(1). Consequently, 1−p denotes the mixing proportion of dictators who are of Type

1. Parameter σ represents the dispersion of actual transfers around the statistically

expected transfers for Type 1 and Type 2.24 The sample log-likelihood is:

LogL =

n∑
i=1

ln

[
(1− p) 1

σ
φ

(
yT,i − yG,i

σ

)
+ p

(
1

σ
φ
yT,i − yG,i + 5

σ

)]
(2)

The maximum likelihood estimate for p is p̂ = 0.345 which indicates that around

35% of all dictators depart by the same absolute amount from rational self-interest

in ’Give’ and ’Take’ and consequently are of Type 2 whereas 65% make the same

positive transfer in each game and consequently are of Type 1.

Next, we study which factors determine p, the probability to be of Type 2. To

this end, we generalize (2) such that p depends on a set of characteristics pertaining

to dictator i which are contained in a vector Xi. More precisely, we replace p in (2)

by pi = Φ(β′Xi) where Φ denotes the normal cumulative density, and β′ a vector

which contains one coefficient for each characteristic in Xi. Which characteristics

could influence p, the likelihood of departing by the same absolute amount from

rational self-interest? The evidence in tables 2 showed that dictators depart the less

from the most selfish option in their first ’Give’ and ’Take’ games, the more they

infer the ethically right course of action from social norms, others’ expectations, or

their social image as in Kohlberg class three. Hence, these ethical ideals appear to

provide no reason to depart from rational self-interest in our design. Since the ra-

tional self-interested transfer itself shifts from 0 ECU in ’Give’ to −5 ECU in ’Take’

games, dictators who resort to Kohlberg class three should shift along with it and

transfer less in ’Take’ than in ’Give’. The probability to be of Type 2 – of a same

absolute departure from rational self-interest – should therefore increase in dictators’

preference for Kohlberg class three.

In contrast, ethical ideals of Kohlberg class six – universal ethical principles such

as the respect for human rights, dignity, and a free will – have by definition stand-

alone value and are context-free: ”I wanted to compensate the recipient for her lack

of decision rights by giving her two ECU in addition to her endowment. It is imma-

24Our specification search included a model with a third type: same relative departure as defined
in section 5.4. This type had a small mixing proportion and removing it did not have a major
impact on the remaining estimates.
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terial for this ethical problem whether or not I am also given the opportunity to take

her endowment.” The more a dictator prefers to derive the right course of action

from ethical ideals of Kohlberg class six, the more likely she is of Type 1 and makes

the same positive transfer in ’Give’ and ’Take’.

Finally, we anticipate that decision times might have an impact for the follo-

wing reason. Descriptively, same positive transfers were particularly rare in sequence

Give-Take-Give-Take. We pointed out that this might be because dictators who start

out with ’Give’ evaluate their ethical ideals less carefully in this first game than those

starting out with a ’Take’ game. If so, it is plausible that dictators who start out

with a ’Give’ game may see more need to revise their transfer decision in round two

– the ’Take’ game. As a consequence, decision time may affect transfer stability. In

absence of a clear prior about the mechanism at play, or about a causal direction (if

any) of this link, we use decision times merely as controls – as proxies for information

which would bias the model estimates if omitted. With this in mind, we measure

two decision times: the time between starting to read the on screen instructions of

a game and submitting the final transfer decision (decision time 1), and the time

– if any – spent revising the first selection until a final transfer decision is made

(decision time 2)25.

Tables 5 show maxmimum likelihood estimates and asymptotic standard errors

for all elements of β′. The initial specification of the corresponding vector Xi con-

tains dictator i’s preferences over the ethical ideals of all six Kohlbergian classes

from table 1, a TGTG treatment dummy, and logarithms of the decision times de-

scribed in the previous paragraph summed over the two games between which the

transition takes place26. We study two transitions: from round one to round two in

table 5a., and from round two to round three in table 5b.

We obtain the following results. From table 5a, the more strongly a dictator

resorts to others’ expectations, social norms, and her social image as in Kohlberg

class three to derive the right course of action, the more likely she is of Type 2

(p-value < 0.04). The more a dictator refers to general ethical principles such as

human rights, dignity, and the respect for the individual will as in Kohlberg class

six, the less likely she is of Type 2, and the more likely she consequently is of Type

1 (p-value < 0.02). Sequence treatment Dummy ’TGTG’ loses significance once de-

cision times are controlled for. The more time dictators spend on each game until

submitting their transfers as measured by decision time 1, the more likely they are

of Type 2 (p-value < 0.04). This is consistent with our intuition above. The longer,

however, dictators spend considering their options as measured by decision time 2,

25Many dictators select only their final transfer and submit this transfer immediately. There are
yet also many dictators who select and think about some option, then select some other option and
so forth, before submitting their transfer. The number of selected options does not affect p.

26The specification is then reduced to significant determinants only. We, do, however, display
some insignificant determinants of interest. 20
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the less likely they are of Type 2 (p-value < 0.04). The analysis of the second tran-

sition yields similar results except that Kohlberg class three and both decision times

are one level less significant in table 5b.

(D-3): 35% of all dictators are estimated to be of Type 2 (of departing by the

same amount from rational self-interest in ’Give’ and ’Take’).

Finally, we consider the posterior probabilities of each subject being of type 2.

Posterior type probabilities are obtained using Bayes’ rules, after estimation of the

mixture model as in (Moffatt 2015, chapter 8). Next, we illustrate the posterior

distribution of transfer types assuming that a subject is of the type for which her

posterior type probability is highest. Figs. A.7.9 and A.8.11 plot actual transfers

in ’Take’ games (yT,i) against actual transfers in ’Give’ games (yG,i) where circle size

represents the number of subjects who chooses transfers equal to the coordinates of

the center of the circle. As in expectation, subjects of Type 1 are distributed around

the 45◦ line, while subjects of Type 2 are distributed around a 45◦ line that has been

shifted downward by 5 units. Our model predicts the average amounts given and

taken in treatment ’TGTG’ exactly; in treatment ’GTGT’, it underestimates these

amounts by 0.54 ECU each.

Tables A4 show the respective results for recipients. Here, Kohlberg class six

is again important, with a negative effect on the probability to be of Type 2 (p-

value< 0.01). However, Kohlberg class three does not appear to be important for

recipients. This could explain why recipients’ transfers shifted less into the negative

domain than dictators’, see Figs. 1b and 2b in section 5.1. Figs. A.7.10 plot

recipients’ hypothetical transfers in ’Take’ against those in ’Give’, along with their

frequencies and posterior transfer types.

(R-3): The main ethical determinant underneath the shift in dictator transfers

between ’Give’ and ’Take’ – Kohlberg class 3 – appears to be inactive on the recipient

side.

Note: Significance levels of the z-tests are indicated by a : p < .01, b : p < .05, c : p < .10

5a. 1ST TRANSITION ’GIVE’/’TAKE’.
variable X ′ik coeff. asym. se

Intercept -0.89 1.05

Kohlberg class 3 0.22b 0.12

Kohlberg class 6 -0.25b 0.12
sequence TGTG -0.33 0.21

decision time 1 2.51b 1.20

decision time 2 -2.40b 1.14

5b. 2ND TRANSITION ’GIVE’/’TAKE’.
variable X ′ik coeff. asym. se

Intercept -1.50 1.08
Kohlberg class 3 0.17c 0.13

Kohlberg class 6 -0.23b 0.14
sequence TGTG -0.36c -1.74
decision time 1 2.35c 1.25
decision time 2 -2.05c 1.16

Table 5: Determinants of the likelihood to be of type 2 (of departing
by the same absolute amount from rational self-interest in ’Give’ and
’Take’ games).
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6 Equality of Rights

In this section, we describe the asymmetry in the dictator’s and the recipient’s free-

dom of choice more formally to obtain a tool for looking at previous work. In a

first step, we ask how the courses of action available to a party define that party’s

freedom of choice, that is, how much each available course of action assists an in-

dividual in the pursuit of her own will and ends (Sugden 1998, p. 318).27 Suppose

that X denotes the set of all options we might offer to the individual. Suppose

that Q := {R1, ..., Rn} denotes which option the individual would prefer in each of

j = 1, ..., n possible circumstances. Then, we recursively construct her ’opportunity

set’ S by adding only options x which expand the individual’s freedom of choice by

the following rule:

Addition of Eligible Options. For all opportunity sets S, and for all options

x 6∈ S: if there exists some Rj ∈ Q such that x � s for all s ∈ S, then S∪{x} � S.

Therein, an option x is eligible to S if at least one potential preference relation in Q

says the individual strictly prefers this option in circumstance j to all options she

already has, that is, to every element of S−x.

Each transfer option added to the dictator’s choice set expands the dictator’s

freedom of choice by the extent to which the new transfer is preferred over all

previously available transfers. Since we do not know the dictator’s set of potential

preferences Q for our experiment, we express the distribution of decision rights for

the simplest case – the preferences of a selfish dictator. If we introduce new transfer

options one by one to this dictator’s choice set such that each newly available transfer

allows her to keep exactly one more monetary unit of the same pie than her most

preferred option so far, then each new option expands the dictator’s freedom of

choice by the same degree. The recipient, however, has only one option – to always

accept. A selfish recipient cannot prefer the option ’always accept’ to an empty set,

i.e. to not doing anything. Hence, an only choice and no choice at all both give her

zero freedom to choose. If the selfish dictator holds no other ethical ideal than that

everybody enjoy the same rights to pursue their own self-interest – the same rights

to pursue their own ends – we can express the dictator’s preference by:

xD − βD max{#SD −#SR, 0} − αD max{#SR −#SD, 0}

as in (Chlaß et al. 2009) where xD denotes the monetary payoff from option x, #SD

and #SR = 0 are the cardinalities of dictator D’s and recipient R’s opportunity sets,

27The challenge here lies in the fact that each choice may increase the individual’s autonomy by
a different degree (’diversity’ of options), and that a pair of choices may expand the individual’s
autonomy whereas each choice of that pair taken by itself may not (’complementarity’ of options).
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βD is the degree to which the dictator dislikes having more rights, and αD the degree

to which she dislikes having lesser rights than the recipient. α and β hence express

the strength of the ethical ideal that decision rights should be equally distributed.28

In this paper, we have seen that a baseline for βD could be dictators’ tendency to

invoke Kohlberg class six ethical ideals. A transfer in a dictator game would then

correspond to βD max{#SD −#SR, 0} = βD max{#SD, 0} since #SR = 0.

7 Previous evidence from the viewpoint of a concern

for the recipient’s decision rights

To date, many experimental interventions have been devised to gain insight into why

we observe positive transfers in dictator games. Yet, none of these studies discusses

their results from the viewpoint of a purely procedural preference. In this section,

we show how these previous findings can be reconciled with and explained by our

results. In particular studies which design interventions under which giving in dic-

tator games disappears, uncontrolledly also even out the asymmetric distribution of

decision rights and thus – according to our findings – eliminate the reason for why

dictators transfer money in dictator games.

beliefs & social norms. Di Tella et al. (2015) report that dictators give less when

they can justify their greed by choosing to believe that recipients accept bribes to

reduce the pie. The authors conclude that beliefs about others’ altruism cause dic-

tator transfers in the original game. A key element in Di Tella et al.’s (2015) design

is that recipients are commonly known to choose the size of the pie at the same time

as dictators decide how much to transfer. Since the recipient now defines the dic-

tator’s freedom of choice, the distribution of decision rights symmetrizes and there

is no longer a need to compensate the recipient for her unprotected rights. Indeed,

Chlaß and Riener (2015) show directly that Kohlberg class six concerns disappear

once a dictator knows that a previously passive recipient can simultaneously reduce

the pie – Kohlberg classes one to four come into play and actual beliefs about how

much the recipient reduces the pie. In sum, the manipulations in Di Tella et al.

(2015) deactivate ethical concerns about the recipient’s lack of decision rights and

the authors’ findings do not contradict our results.

Other studies (Krupka and Weber 2013; Kimbrough and Vostroknutov 2015) pur-

sue the idea that dictator transfers reflect social norms. Krupka and Weber (2013)

ask one group of dictators which transfers should ideally be made to behave in a

socially optimal way and predict quite accurately what a second group of dictators

28In section 5.1, we found that the recipient resorts to a different set of ethical ideals – Kohlberg
class five – than the dictator who resorts to Kohlberg class six. Hence, α could also measure an
individual’s preference for the ethical ideal she applies when in a position with lesser rights, and β
her preference for the ethical ideal she applies when in a position with more rights than an opponent.
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does – both in ’Give’ and ’Take’ frames. Suppose now that within a society, many

individuals nurture the ethical ideal that every human being has inalienable rights

such as a right to state her own will, and that all individuals – but also collective ac-

tion – must ensure and defend these rights. If we draw two samples from this society,

the first sample will report an ideal distribution of compensations for violating such

a right which will accurately predict the compensations chosen by the second. Con-

sistent with this idea, dictators who choose a specific transfer (out of three possible

ones) in (Iriberri and Rey-Biel 2013) also believe that all other dictators make very

similar choices. Kimbrough and Vostroknutov (2015) elicit to what extent dictators

follow an announced rule to stop at red traffic lights on a virtual city map when

obeying this rule is costly. The authors find a weakly significant positive correlation

at the 10% level between the time dictators spend waiting and their transfers. They

conclude that social norms which unconsciously carry over to the laboratory cause

dictator game giving. – The authors do yet also document that dictators’ impulse

to follow the announced rule intermingles with their own idiosyncratic reasons for

stopping at red lights. Since stopping at red traffic lights correlates considerably

with one’s ethical ideals29, dictators’ waiting time in the stopping task and their

transfers should weakly correlate.

Earnings. In (Cherry et al. 2002), dictators work some 45 minutes for the

pie while recipients do not work. Dictators can transfer the pie in whole dollars

and hardly transfer anything; a significant decrease also occurred in (Hoffmann et

al. 1994). To exemplify how the distribution of decision rights changes in this set-

ting, take a purely selfish dictator and ask how much she would prefer an additional

option which allows her to keep exactly one more Dollar over her previously pre-

ferred option. This is one Dollar minus the cost c she has incurred to earn that

Dollar. Therefore, the new option expands the dictator’s freedom to choose only by

1$ − c$. Indeed, as soon as the perceived cost equals One, dictators and recipients

both have zero freedom of choice. If the perceived cost exceeds One, dictators have

even lesser freedom to choose than the recipient. Therefore, if the selfish dictator

believes that everybody should have equal decision rights – equal rights to pursue

their own self-interest – she would transfer a nonzero amount when money is free

but less, or nothing, if she alone must work for the pie. It is therefore consistent with

a preference for an equal distribution of decision rights that Cherry et al. (2002)

observe hardly any transfer while earnings in this paper do not have such an effect

29Individuals who stop at red lights give very similar arguments for why they stop as listed in
table 1, for instance, ...because otherwise, i) they might get fined (Kohlberg class one), ii) ...because
other people expect them to wait and make unpleasant remarks if they do not or because it feels
awkward to be the only person crossing the street when everyone waits (all Kohlberg class three), but
also ...because iii) especially children or people with impaired ability could imitate this behaviour in
other traffic situations and come to considerable harm (Kohlberg class six ). Note that these reasons
can intuitively and unconsciously carry over to the laboratory just as Kimbrough and Vostroknutov
(2015)s’ argumentation assumes that social norms do.
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since both dictators and recipients work30.

Options to quietly exit the dictator game. Many dictators (and in particular ge-

nerous ones) pay for quietly exiting the dictator game if given the option (Lazear et

al. 2012; Broberg et al. 2007) – a finding which shed doubts on whether dictators

derive utility from the recipient’s payoff31. If, instead, dictator game giving reflects

an ethical concern that the game violates the recipient’s rights, we would expect that

dictators who derive much disutility from this violation (and who are therefore gen-

erous if forced into the game) prevent the game from happening if possible. Those

who opt in would resort to Kohlberg class three, would not be ethically concerned

about the game, and behave selfishly. Both groups would deem to choose in line

with their ethical ideals (Andreoni and Rao 2011).

information about the recipient/losses of anonymity. Several studies document

that dictator game transfers vary along with information about the recipient such

as her wealth, name, or face (Brañas-Garza 2006; Charness and Gneezy 2008; Burn-

ham 2003). In contrast to our setup, access to recipient and dictator characteristics

reverses the implication of Kohlberg class three because these help identify peer

beliefs, define social norms, and provide opportunities to manage dictators’ social

image. The more dictators resorted to such ethical ideals in section 5.1, the less they

gave. Our setup aimed at making low transfers ethically right by these ideals (”I

don’t know who else is in the laboratory and hence, I don’t know what they might ex-

pect me to do/nobody will know it was me, I can’t be told or seen to be a nice person

– it is ethically right to be selfish.”). Yet, Kohlberg class three leads to the opposite

conclusion, once dictators can actually identify their peer group (other dictators or

recipients) and thereby its expectations, beliefs, and norms, once dictators can give

and receive feedback (Ellingsen and Johannesson 2008; Houser and Xiao 2009). Sim-

ilarly, if dictators know for sure they will be publicly identified as in (Andreoni and

Bernheim 2009), social image concerns become motivations for non-selfish transfers

but only insofar as a selfish transfer would damage this image. Selfish transfers are

still ethically right in such a setting once they can be disguised as nature’s random

move (or hidden behind some socially acceptable excuse (Andreoni and Rao 2011)).

Note that introducing general social frames without lifting anonymity in turn does

not provide dictators with access to the expectations or norms of their relevant peer

30Our instructions state that both parties work, the recipient for her endowment; the dictator for
her endowment and the pie to avoid the impression that dictators and recipients co-own the pie.

31Dana et al. (2006) study exit options in a setup where all parties share the same room without
visual isolation. As described further down, the implication of Kohlberg class three reverses as
anonymity thus lifts: dictators who (also) care about others’ expectations obtain access to those
and start seeing ethical reasons to give. Upon opting in, they will be as generous as those dictators
who give because of Kohlberg class six when forced into the game but who now prefer to exit the
game. In addition, once Kohlberg class three encourages giving, more dictators should opt in when
this signals their generosity as compared to when it does not (when the choice of the game is private)
– which is exactly what the authors report.
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group. Such general frames do consequently not reverse the implication of Kohlberg

class three and should hence not affect dictator game transfers as was indeed not

the case in (Dreber et al. 2013).32

In sum, two types of ethical ideals are at play in this paper’s setup – Kohlberg

class six implying that rational self-interest is ethically wrong by the equality of

rights, and Kohlberg class three, concluding that selfishness is not ethically wrong by

others’ expectations, dictators’ social image, and their peer group’s norms because

these cannot be accessed. In other setups, recipient and dictator characteristics are

known, provide access to peer beliefs, define social norms, and provide opportunities

to manage dictators’ social image. By Kohlberg class three, it then becomes ethically

right to transfer more. Our results do therefore not contradict this literature.

8 Conclusion

This paper provides evidence that under strict dictator-dictator and dictator-recipient

anonymity, giving in anonymous dictator games springs from none of the ethical ide-

als suggested in the literature so far.33 We cannot confirm that the degree by which

dictators resort to social norms (for instance, about payoff equality as in inequity

aversion) increases giving, nor the extent to which dictators resort to others’ expec-

tations, nor social image concerns (as assumed in the experimenter demand debate,

or in guilt aversion and moral cleansing). Surprisingly, this paper finds that these

ethical criteria are negatively linked to giving in dictator games – a result which

holds for ’Give’ and ’Take’ frames, for dictator game giving of earned income, and

for dictator game giving of windfall gains.

The only ethical ideal which does increase transfers in all settings under study,

is an outcome-invariant ethical ideal about the human rights of the recipient; about

her freedom of choice, her will, and her dignity. This suggests first, that dictators

deem the rules of the dictator game unfair and seek to compensate this unfairness

through a monetary transfer. It suggests second, that dictator game giving signals

a different preference than assumed in the literature so far. Thereby, our findings

do not contradict previous experimental results (just their interpretation) and can

32Kogut and Ritov (2007) show that recipient characteristics only affect dictator transfers if the
recipient belongs to the dictator’s own (peer) group which is exactly in line with the idea that
such losses in anonymity activate Kohlberg class three. The authors also cite neurological studies
which report more activity in emotion-related areas when personal information about the recipient
is provided than when it is not. This is in line with the idea that additional ethical ideals apply
when anonymity is lost. If additional ethical ideals are at stake which dictators deem binding,
dictators experience stronger moral emotions such as guilt or shame (Tangney et al. 2007).

33In our analysis, every dictator can care for all ethical ideals suggested so far (or none), and can
resort to several ideals at the same time to guide her actions. Dictators are not ’classified’ by the
ethical ideal they prefer most and dictators’ transfers therefore regressed on their complete set of
preferences over all ethical ideals discussed.
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organize the lion’s share of the literature on dictator game giving.

At the same time, our study retrieves several aspects of the experimenter demand

debate. First, decision times and a stability analysis of transfers for the same dicta-

tor suggest that decisions in classic ’Give’ dictator games with windfall money are

carefree, fast, and spontaneous. They seldom survive changes to the frame, or rep-

etition. Second, dictators who care about their social image, others’ expectations,

and social norms do indeed trigger the shift between ’Give’ and ’Take’ games (List

2007; Bardsley 2008). In each game, they tend to choose the most selfish option – a

zero transfer in ’Give’ games and taking the recipient’s entire endowment in ’Take’

games – and thereby produce the well-known average decline of giving in the latter.

The more, however, dictators care about universal ethical principles such as human

rights, the individual’s will and freedom to choose, the more likely they are to opt

for the same context-free transfer in all games.

What implications do our findings have? If we endorse the view that so far, the

preference underlying anonymous dictator game giving has indeed been misunder-

stood, applying List and Levitt’s (2007) criteria for assessing the external validity of

social preference experiments from the laboratory leads to different conclusions when

applied to dictator game giving. In our setting which ensured the non-identifiability

of the experimenter (researcher) and strict between-subjects anonymity, ethical ide-

als which might trigger experimenter demand did not encourage giving. If so, the

scrutiny of the laboratory, or the lack of double-blindness in an experimental setup

(List and Levitt’s (2007) criteria 1 & 2) would not endanger the external validity of

dictator game giving (apart from making it a conservative estimate for altruism in

the field where social image concerns, expectations, and norms are additional mo-

tives for altruistic behavior). Stakes (criterion 3) – the financial externality imposed

on the recipient – should also be a minor concern (beyond ensuring a careful evalua-

tion of dictators’ ethical ideals) since the distribution of rights, and not of outcomes

underlies transfers. If universal ethical principles are at play, dictator game giving

would not vary along with mere changes in the context of a situation (criterion 4).

Finally, a selection of particularly pro-social students who seek social approval into

laboratory dictator games (criterion 5) would not reduce the external validity of

dictator game giving if pro-sociality, social image concerns, and others’ approval do

in the end, not cause the phenomenon. Also the selection effect observed in (Lazear

et al. 2012) – that particularly generous dictators quietly opt out of laboratory

dictator games if given the opportunity – does not imply that generous individuals

simply avoid sharing situations in the field: dictators who are generous must care

particularly strongly about the recipient’s rights and will certainly not wish to bring

this violation about by opting into the game. Only by List and Levitt’s (2007) crite-

rion 6 – the artificality of the restriction on the choice set imposed – would giving in

dictator games indeed spring from a demand effect. If the field does not distribute
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parties’ rights as unequally as the laboratory dictator game, no altruism should oc-

cur. Into which areas of real life should the phenomenon then generalize? Not into

competitive market forms where all agents enjoy similar rights to pursue their own

self-interest. Rather, altruism should occur where also the field distributes rights

of participation unequally (for instance, where monopolies restrain other economic

actors’ freedom of choice, where suppliers hold price-setting power etc.).

Indeed, pharmaceutical companies with patents on chemotherapeutics in Euro-

pean countries give away medicine for free to complete patients’ treatments – if

public health insurance does not cover the respective medical expenses and patients

cannot afford the expense themselves34. Many taxi drivers bring foreigners who –

due to their poor knowledge of local public transport – do not have the same freedom

to choose an alternate mode of transportation as locals – to their destination rather

than having them step out of the taxi, once they learn the foreigner cannot afford

to pay the entire way (Grosskopf and Pearce 2015).

34This does not pay off in terms of reputation since it is commonly known that these same
pharmaceutical companies could reduce their prices such that also poorer national health services
could cover the respective products – in which case treatment would become available to all insured
patients. Yet, companies prefer not to exploit their margins in these countries, since reducing the
price in one country reduces the price companies can achieve with richer health services of other
European countries. Therefore, companies prefer to complete treatments on a case-to case basis.
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A Appendices35

A.1 Instructions36

Instructions

Welcome and thank you for participating in this experiment. For showing up

on time you receive €2.50. Please read the instructions carefully. Instructions are

identical for all participants. If you have any questions, please raise your hand - we

are going to answer them individually at your seat.

Please stay quiet, switch off your mobile phone and do not talk to other partici-

pants. In the experiment all amounts of money will be stated in ECU (Experimental

Currency Units).

Description of the Experiment

In this experiment you interact with other participants whom you do not know.

Participants take on different roles A or B. You are randomly assigned a role for the

entire experiment. [At first, all participants solve a number of tasks. All participants

solve the same type of tasks. Please work on these tasks without delay since the

experiment only proceeds once all participants have solved them.] The [remaining]

experiment consists of several rounds. In every round you are matched with a dif-

ferent participant such that you never encounter the same participant twice. Every

round proceeds as follows:

At the beginning of each round participants A and B receive an endowment

[for solving the tasks]. Additionally, participant A (not participant B) receives a

certain amount of ECU [for solving the tasks]. Then, participant A decides between

different alternatives how many ECUs she receives, and how many ECUs participant

B receives in that round. At the beginning of each round, you are informed about

the different alternatives A can decide between. At the end of a round, you do not

receive any information about the alternative A has opted for.

During the experiment, we will also ask you to answer some questions.

Your payoff

At the end of the experiment, the computer randomly chooses with equal probability

one out of all rounds. You see which decision A made in that round. A’s decision on

35The appendix is available online at www.chlass.de/Research.

36Instructions of the experiment were written in German. This appendix reproduces a translation
into English. Text in square brackets shows additional information for the earnings treatment.
Emphases are taken from the original text. Further documentation is available from the authors
upon request.
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how many ECUs she was to receive and on how many ECUs B was to receive in that

round determines your overall payoff from the experiment. During the experiment,

your payoff will not be stated in Euros but in ECU (Experimental Currency Units).

The exchange rate of ECU to Euros is in every round:

1 ECU=0.8 Euros

Please be patient until all participants have read the instructions.
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A.2 Decision screens
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Figure A.2.1: Dictator decision screen for the original ’Give’ dictator
game [translation into English in square brackets below the screen].
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Figure A.2.2: Dictator decision screen for the original ’Give’ dictator
game after the dictator has selected a transfer of 1 ECU – which she
can still revise –, and before submitting her choice.
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Figure A.2.3: Dictator decision screen for List’s (2007) and Bardsley’s
(2008) ’Take-5’ dictator game.
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Figure A.2.4: Dictator decision screen for List’s (2007) ’Take-5’ dic-
tator game after the dictator has selected a transfer of −3 ECU –
which she can still revise –, and before submitting her choice.
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Figure A.2.5: Recipient decision screen for the original ’Give’ dictator
game [translation into English in square brackets below the screen].
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Figure A.2.6: Recipient decision screen for the original ’Give’ dictator
game after the recipient has selected a hypothetical transfer of 0
ECU – which she can still revise –, and before submitting her choice.
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Figure A.2.7: Recipient decision screen for List’s (2007) ’Take-5’ dic-
tator game.
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A.3 Recipients’ hypothetical transfers

A.3.1 Distribution of hypothetical transfers before and after a ’Take’ game
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Figure A.3.8: Do recipients’ hypothetical choices differ in the first
’Give’ game prior to and after a ’Take’ game? Treatments ’Manna
from Heaven’ (left: Fig. A.3.8a) and ’Earned Income’ (right: Fig.
A.3.8b).

A.3.2 Determinants of recipients’ hypothetical transfers

Note: Significance levels of the z-tests are indicated by a : p < .01, b : p < .05, c : p < .10

A1a. RECIPIENTS’ FIRST ’GIVE’-GAME.
variable effect se

Intercept 2.11a 0.15
Kohlberg class 3 -0.13 0.12

Kohlberg class 5 0.28b 0.13
sequence TGTG -0.16 0.12
Earnings (EI) -0.16 0.11

controls (all insignificant): Kohlberg 3 · EI,
Kohlberg 5 · EI, reaction time 1, reaction time 2.

A1b. RECIPIENTS’ FIRST ’TAKE’ GAME.
variable effect se

Intercept 0.26 0.30
Kohlberg class 3 -0.12 0.26

Kohlberg class 5 0.59b 0.27
sequence TGTG -0.00 0.24
Earnings (EI) 1.05c 0.54

controls (all insignificant): Kohlberg 3 · EI,
Kohlberg 5 · EI, reaction time 1, reaction time 2.

Table A1: Kohlberg class five – ethical ideals about equal civic rights
as stipulated by a democratic social contract – increase recipients’
hypothetical transfers in the first ’Give’, and the first ’Take’ game.
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A.4 Do recipients’ ethical motivations crowd out with repetition?

Note: Significance levels of the z-tests are indicated by a : p < .01, b : p < .05, c : p < .10

A2a. RECIPIENTS’ SECOND ’GIVE’-GAME.
variable effect se

Intercept 1.92a 0.30
Kohlberg class 3 -0.06 0.13
Kohlberg class 5 0.24c 0.13
sequence TGTG -0.09 0.12
Earnings -0.15 0.11
reaction time 1 0.08c 0.05
reaction time 2 -0.08c 0.04

controls (all insignificant): Kohlberg 3 · EI,
Kohlberg 5 · EI.

A2b. RECIPIENTS’ SECOND ’TAKE’ GAME
variable effect se

Intercept 0.84 0.52
Kohlberg class 3 -0.48c 0.27

Kohlberg class 5 0.70b 0.28
sequence TGTG -0.16 0.23
Earnings 0.22 0.23

controls (all insignificant): Kohlberg 3 · EI,
Kohlberg 5 · EI, reaction time 1, reaction time 2.

Table A2: Kohlberg class five – ethical ideals about equal civic rights
as stipulated by a democratic social contract – still increase re-
cipients’ hypothetical transfers in the second ’Give’, and the second
’Take’ game.

A.5 Determinants of dictator transfers for earnings data exclusively

Note: Significance levels of the z-tests are indicated by a : p < .01, b : p < .05, c : p < .10

A3a. FIRST ’GIVE’-GAME – EARNINGS.
variable effect se

Intercept 1.01a 0.16
Kohlberg class 3 -0.00 0.17
Kohlberg class 6 0.51a 0.17

sequence TGTG -0.32b 0.15

A3b. FIRST ’TAKE’ GAME – EARNINGS
variable effect se

Intercept -0.65c 0.33
Kohlberg class 3 0.00 0.37
Kohlberg class 6 1.11a 0.37
sequence TGTG 0.03 0.34

Table A3: Kohlberg class six – ethical ideals about Human rights,
Freedom of choice, and Dignity – increase dictator transfers when
money is earned. Kohlberg class three is not active.
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A.6 A finite mixture model for recipient transfers. Determinants of trans-

ferring the same hypothetical absolute difference to the most selfish option

Note: Significance levels of the z-tests are indicated by a : p < .01, b : p < .05, c : p < .10

A4a. 1ST TRANSITION ’GIVE’/’TAKE’.
variable X ′ik coeff. asym. se

Intercept -0.69 1.08
Kohlberg class 3 0.11 0.13
Kohlberg class 6 -0.40a 0.12
sequence TGTG -0.19 0.22
reaction time 1 0.50 1.11
reaction time 2 -0.51 1.08

A4b. 2ND TRANSITION ’GIVE’/’TAKE’.
variable X ′ik coeff. asym. se

Intercept -1.31 1.05
Kohlberg class 3 0.10 0.12
Kohlberg class 6 -0.37a 0.12
sequence TGTG -0.05 0.22
reaction time 1 0.21 1.15
reaction time 2 -0.03 1.11

Table A4: Determinants of departing by the same absolute difference
from rational self-interest in ’Give’ and ’Take’ games for recipients’
hypothetical transfers.37

37The more recipients care about general ethical principles such as the individual’s human rights,
her freedom of choice, and dignity (Kohlberg class six ), the less likely they transfer the same
absolute difference to the most selfish choice and the more likely they consequently transfer the
same hypothetical positive amount in ’Give’ and ’Take’ games. Kohlberg class three is not active
on the recipient side.
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A.7 Predicted transfer types and actual choices in ’Give’ and ’Take’ games.

A.7.1 Dictators
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Fig. A.7.9a. ’First transition’
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Fig. A.7.9b. ’Second transition’

Figure A.7.9: Dictators’ predicted transfer type 2 (of departing by
the same absolute amount from rational self-interest, light shaded
bubbles), and type 1 (of transferring the same positive amount, dark
shaded bubbles) along with transfers in each game (black diamond).
1st transition (left: Fig. A.7.9a), and 2nd transition (right: Fig.
A.7.9b) from a ’Give’ to a ’Take’ game for all dictators and all treat-
ments.
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A.7.2 Recipients
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Fig. A.7.10a. ’First transition’
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Fig. A.7.10b. ’Second transition’

Figure A.7.10: Recipients’ predicted transfer type 2 (of departing by
the same absolute amount from rational self-interest, light shaded
bubbles), and type 1 (of transferring the same positive amount, dark
shaded bubbles) along with hypothetical transfers in each game. 1st
transition (left: Fig. A.7.10a) and 2nd transition (right: Fig. A.7.10b)
from a ’Give’ to a ’Take’ game for all recipients, and all treatments.
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A.8 Dictators’ predicted transfer types and actual choices: ’TGTG’ versus

’GTGT’
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Fig. A.8.11a. ’Give-Take-Give-Take’
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Fig. A.8.11b. ’Take-Give-Take-Give’

Figure A.8.11: Dictators’ predicted transfer type 2 (of departing
by the same absolute difference from rational self-interest, light
shaded bubbles) and type 1 (of transferring the same positive amount,
dark shaded bubbles) separate for treatments ’GTGT’ (left: Fig.
A.8a) and ’TGTG’ (right: Fig. A.8b). 1st transition from ’Give’ to
’Take’ only.
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B An Excerpt of the Moral Judgement Test by Georg
Lind (1978, 2008)

Doctor
A woman had cancer and she had no hope of being
saved. She was in terrible pain and so weak that a
large dose of a pain killer such as morphine would
have caused her death. During a temporary period
of improvement, she begged the doctor to give her

enough morphine to kill her. She said she could no
longer stand the pain and would be dead in a few
weeks anyway. The doctor decided to give her a over-
dose of morphine.

I strongly disagree I strongly agree

Do you agree or disagree with the doctor’s action ... -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3

How acceptable do you find the following arguments in favor of the doctor’s actions?
Suppose someone argued he acted rightly...

...because the doctor had to act according to his conscience.
I strongly reject I strongly accept

The woman’s condition justified an exception to the moral obli-
gation to preserve life

-4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4

. . .

...because the doctor was the only one who could fulfill the
I strongly reject I strongly accept

woman’s wish; respect for her wish made him act as he did. -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4

How acceptable do you find the following arguments against the doctor’s actions?
Suppose someone argued he acted wrongly

. . .

...because he acted contrary to his colleagues’ convictions.
I strongly reject I strongly accept

If they are against mercy-killing the doctor shouldn’t do it. -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4

. . .

...because one should be able to have complete faith in a
I strongly reject I strongly accept

doctor’s devotion to preserving life even if someone with -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4
great pain would rather die

NOTE: This excerpt of the moral judgement test MJT is reprinted with kind permission by Georg
Lind (the dots represent items – arguments representing specific Kohlbergian classes – which we
cannot reproduce due to copyright protection.). Moreover, the excerpt does not faithfully reproduce
the formatting of the original test. For ease of readability, the original test numbers each item, and
the alignment slightly differs from this excerpt. The full test cannot be published due to copyright
protection.
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