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Economics and Morality:
An unlikely couple?
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Economic Theory and Game Theory

Conception of homo economicus:
motivated to act according to his/her (selfish) preferences 
and to maximize his/her expected utility.

Game theory: Studies decisions in situations where several 
people (=players) interact.

Translation: People are motivated to get as much money out 
of a situation as possible and don‘t care about anything and 
anybody else!
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Game Theory

John Nash:

“Nash-Equilibrium”

John von Neumann:

“arms race” during 
the cold war
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Prototypical Games – the Dictator Game

Two players decide how to share (or not) resources:

DICTATOR GAME:

One player (proposer) makes an offer,

the other player (responder) can only accept it.
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Proposer Responder

20
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I give 16

Proposer decides how much to give to Responder

20
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4

Proposer
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Responder
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But research from experimental economics shows:

• Adult proposers give on average about 20% of the sum to 
the responder.

adults behave altruistically and show preferences for 
fairness (Camerer, Fehr, Gintis)

The Dictator Game measures altruistic behavior on the side of 
the proposer towards an anonymous person

Game theoretical assumption:

If proposer is rational in the sense of homo economicus, she 
should keep everything to herself and give nothing to the 
other player
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A hiker on Monday turned in a Louis Vuitton bag he 
found on a park bench in Sausalito containing a 12-carat 
diamond ring, pearl and emerald jewelry, a Cartier watch 
and about $500 in cash. The contents were worth $1 
million. The bag has been sent to its owners, the 
Ghannadian family of Toronto, who were in Northern 
California for a daughter's wedding. The hiker, John 
Suhrhoff, 56, said, "Every person I know or associate 
with would have done the same thing." 
Retrieved from the NY Times on March 29 2006

CALIFORNIA: A REALLY GOOD 
SAMARITAN
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Is the dictator game a good assessment tool 
for children‘s altruistic/moral behavior?

Previous research on moral development:
Qualitative interviews (e.g. Piaget, Kohlberg)
Questionnaires
- for the participants themselves
- for teachers, parents, or peers
Picture stories
Observation of behavior (in a naturalistic setting)
Comparison of extreme groups
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Advantages of the dictator game

An experimental measure of children’s sharing 
behavior
Children share real resources 
Children receive resources according to their 
decisions
The same instrument (= game) can be used 
across age groups and lines on inquiry
Meaningful comparisons across the lifespan, 

across cultures, and across species
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Economists do not:

ask their participants why they allocated the 
money the way they did
measure any other psychological variables
people’s preferences are only inferred from their 

actions
no information about the ecological validity of 

economic games

Combination of economic games and “traditional”
psychological measures of moral behavior
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How do children play the dictator game?
Harbaugh, Krause, & Liday (2003):
Dictator game with children from 2nd through 6th grade
Children from 2nd grade gave less money than 
participants from older age groups.

Two studies with children and adolescents:
- How do children and adolescents share in dictator 
game?
- Is this behavior related to traditional measures of moral 
behavior?
- Is the dictator game meaningful to children and 
adolescents?
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Study 1: 
The dictator game with preschool children

40 preschool children (20 girls, 20 boys) played the 
dictator game as proposers
Ages: 2 – 6 years
Children could share 10 pieces of candy between 
themselves and an anonymous other person
Children were tested individually; when they made 
their decisions, the experimenter left the room
Comparison of sharing behavior in dictator game 
with moral judgment and emotion attribution in two 
happy victimizer tasks.

Gummerum, Keller, Rust, & Hanoch (2006)
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Results
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The happy victimizer tasks
2 Stories:

Stealing & Helping

Questions asked:

• Moral judgment: Is it right what the 
victimizer did? 

• Emotion attribution: How does the 
victimizer feel?

• Emotion attribution self: How would 
you feel if you were the victimizer?

Emotions as indicator of moral 
motivation
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The happy victimizer tasks

Moral judgment:
82% of children in both tasks judged the violation as 
not right.

Emotion attribution:
In the stealing story, 37% attributed positive feelings 
and 53% attributed negative feelings.
In the helping story, 55% attributed positive feelings, 
37% attributed negative feelings.
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Dictator game & the happy victimizer tasks

Moral judgment:
Children who judged a rule violation to be wrong 
shared significantly more candies than children who 
judged the rule violation to be right.
Emotion attribution:
Children who attributed negative emotions to a rule 
violator shared significantly more candies than 
children who attributed positive emotions.

Children with moral knowledge and moral 
motivations act altruistically in dictator game
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Study 2: 
Dictator game with children and adolescents

Playing Dictator Game:
Groups of 3 children (same-sex / same-grade),
from 4 age groups: 9 yrs (n = 39), 12 yrs (n = 45), 

14 yrs (n = 48), 17 yrs (n=57)
shared 20 coins (= 2 / 4 / 4 / 6 Euros for each age)
with an anonymous other group.

Post-questionnaire:                  
Level of moral development (Keller, 1984, 1996)
Fairness preferences (Takezawa, 2003)

Gummerum, Takezawa, Keller, & Mata (2006)
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Oral instruction by 
an experimenter

Individual offers
(before group discussion)

Group discussion for common offer
(video-taped, about 10 min.)

Post-questionnaire

Experimental Procedure

6 weeks later
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Individual Offers in Dictator Game
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fairness preference: nno age effect

moral reasoning: Significant age effect;
older participants are on higher stages

fairness preference and individual offers: 
Significant correlation (r = .35)

moral reasoning and individual offers: 
No significant correlation

Individual offers and other psychological
variables
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Group offers

No age effect concerning the group decisions

Individual offers are larger than group offers.
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Is the dictator game meaningful to children 
and adolescents?

Qualitative analysis of group discussions
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Types of arguments that
support or change offers

Give less

"They cannot do anything."

Give more

Equity Arguments
Negative: Give less

Group
Needs

Reciprocity
Impression

Power

Fairness
"It is fair / democratic / just."

Egoistic/Economic
"I am / everybody is an egoist."

Positive: Give more
"They are like us." "They are unpleasant."
"They are poor." "They do not need it."

"They would also give half." "They would also give little."
"They think we are friendly." “We don’t care what they think."

"We are responsible for    
them. "
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Process of Group Discussion
(girls,14 yrs)

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

0 2 4 6 8 10 12

sequence of offers and arguments

o
ff

e
rs

 (
n

u
m

b
e

r 
o

f 
co

in
s
)

Member 1
Member 2
Member 3

give more
give less

Arguments:



29

Process of Group Discussion
(girls,14 yrs)

give more
give less

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

0 2 4 6 8 10 12

sequence of offers and arguments

o
ff

e
rs

 (
n

u
m

b
e

r 
o

f 
co

in
s

)

Member 1
Member 2
Member 3

Arguments:

I didn‘t want to be
unfair. At first I 

wanted to take all 20 
coins, but it seemed a 

bit mean.
Fairness



30

Process of Group Discussion
(girls,14 yrs)
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Process of Group Discussion
(girls,14 yrs)
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Process of Group Discussion
(girls,14 yrs)
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Process of Group Discussion
(girls,14 yrs)
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Results of Content Analysis

Arguments increasing others‘ offers:
Fairness, reciprocity, power
No age difference

Arguments decreasing others‘ offers:
Younger participants: Egoism
Older participants: Power, group, reciprocity

--> Connection with literature on justifications and excuses
in case of moral violations (Bandura, 1999; Scott and 
Lyman, 1980; Keller, 1996) 
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What can we conclude from these two 
studies?

Sharing behavior in dictator game:

The variance of children’s offers in dictator game 
is similar to the one found in adults.

differences in dictator game giving might 
indicate interindividual differences concerning 
altruistic behavior
Gender differences are small
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What can we conclude from these two 
studies?

Sharing in dictator game and other psychological 
variables:

Relationship with more mature moral judgment 
and moral emotion attribution
Relationship with fairness preferences
No relationship to cognitive-structural level of 
moral reasoning
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What can we conclude from these two 
studies?

Is the dictator game situation meaningful?

Proposers do not just randomly pick a number
They justify their offers with moral or unmoral 
arguments that have been discussed in the 
literature before
Game situation is engaging for children
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Another prototypical game – the trust game

Two players allocate resources between each 
other
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1st player 2nd player

5 5
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Step 1: 1st player decides how much to give

I give 1
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Step 1: 1st player decides how much to give

I give 1
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Step 2: 2nd player is informed about this decision and 
decides how much to give 

I give 3
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Step 2: 2nd player is informed about this decision and 
decides how much to give 

I give 3

10 4
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Another prototypical game – the trust game

Two players allocate resources between each 
other

Measures trust on the side of the 1st player:
Amount the 1st player gives to the 2nd player
Measures reciprocity on the side of the 2nd

player: Amount that 2nd player returns to 1st

player
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Children’s behavior in the trust game

Harbaugh, Krause, Liday, & Vesterlund (2002):
8- to 17-year-olds were playing 1st and 2nd players

Amount of trust increases with age.
Younger participants reciprocate less than older 
participants.
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Children’s behavior in the trust game

Sutter & Kocher (2005):
Preschool children, 2nd graders, 6th graders, 10th

graders, students, working professionals (mid 
thirties), retired adults were playing 1st and 2nd

players

Amount of trust linearly increases with age.
Amount of reciprocity increases with age.
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Children’s behavior in the trust game

Gummerum, Takezawa, & Keller (2006):
7- and 12-year-olds played 2nd players only

7-year-old children reciprocate significantly less than 
12-year-old children.

Reciprocal behavior is significantly related to 
fairness preferences.
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Conclusion

Economic games 
are a new way to investigate children’s moral 
and social behaviors experimentally.
are easy to administer.
are easy to understand even for young children.
are engaging to children.
are related to traditional measures of moral 
behavior.
allow comparisons across age groups, cultures, 
and species.
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The Future…
Dictator game as an assessment tool for 
prosocial/moral behavior?
- moderate correlations between measures of moral 
reasoning and moral behavior 

Dilemma discussions about the sharing situation
- perspective-taking, importance of different fairness norms

Teaching the “cost” of prosocial behavior in 
intervention programs
- e.g. for bullying-interventions, changing the behavior of the 
bullying bystanders 
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Thank you!

More information?

Michaela.gummerum@ubc.ca
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