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Abstract

Participants’ willingness to give in the dictator game has been found to be very

sensitive to extending their choice set so that they can also take from recipients.

To reduce this choice-set effect, we make the game less abstract by permitting

potential recipients to opt out of it. Across four treatments, we vary whether taking

is permitted and whether recipients can opt out of the game. Results suggest that

while the choice-set effect is replicated when recipients cannot opt out, it plays

less of a role when recipients enter the game voluntarily. We rule out a competing

reciprocity-based explanation for this result, and conclude that the modified opt-in

dictator game may provide a less sensitive measure of other-regarding preferences.
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I Introduction

The dictator game is a workhorse for studying other-regarding preferences in the social sciences.

But it is also established that behavior in this game is extremely sensitive to subtle changes

in participants’ choice environment (Brañas-Garza, 2007; Cherry et al., 2002; Hoffman et al.,

1994). In particular, several studies have found that just extending the dictator’s choice set

so that they can also take money from the recipient has a large and robust negative effect on

the frequency of giving (Bardsley, 2008; Cappelen et al., 2013; List, 2007). In this paper, we

examine whether increasing the external validity of the game can provide a more stable measure

of altruism that is more easily reconciled with standard distributional preference models (Bolton

and Ockenfels, 2000; Fehr and Schmidt, 1999).

One reason for the volatility in giving could be that structurally, the dictator game is unlike

any situation that would be encountered in the real-world, where people rarely, if ever, receive

“windfall” money to be shared with someone else. This means there are no experiences or

familiar norms participants can rely on. As a result, rather than revealing true altruistic

preferences, the game instead captures participants’ sensitivity to a perceived social norm

(Guala and Mittone, 2010; List, 2007). Thus while it is very useful for measuring the impact

of subtle changes in the participants’ choice environment, it is less conducive to measuring and

comparing stable altruistic preferences across populations.

In our modified dictator game, potential recipients first decide whether to enter the game:

if they enter, it proceeds as usual; if they stay out, it ends and both players receive their initial

endowments with the recipient’s endowment being a third of the dictator’s. This simulates

an interaction where a potential recipient of help first chooses whether to ask for help post

which the helper decides whether or not to help. We conjectured that giving (or “helping”) in

this more realistic context would reflect players’ true altruistic preferences and thus not be as

affected by whether they have the opportunity to take.

To test this, we conduct an experiment in which we vary (i) whether dictators are permitted

to take from recipients and (ii) whether the recipient’s decision to enter the game is intentional or

determined by a random device. The random-entry variation creates treatments that resemble

the standard dictator game, in which recipients are entirely passive players. We call these

treatments the Baseline-Give (BG) and the Baseline-Take (BT) treatments. The corresponding

Opt-In Give (OG) and Opt-In Take (OT) treatments incorporate the recipient opt-in feature.

Replicating List (2007) and Bardsley (2008), we find a lower rate of giving in BT compared to

BG. In the new opt-in dictator game, meanwhile, we find preliminary evidence that permitting

taking has only a negligible negative effect on the rate of giving.1 But this lack of a negative

1We note that the proportion of money-maximizing participants, i.e., who choose the most selfish transfer,
does not change as we move from the give to the take games in both the baseline and opt-in treatments. A drop
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effect could also be explained by another mechanism: when recipients voluntarily enter a game

where taking is permitted, they are also deliberately making themselves vulnerable to potential

exploitation by dictators. Accordingly, dictators may interpret their voluntary entry as an act

of trust2, which triggers a positive reciprocal response from them and thus counters the negative

effect on transfers of permitting taking. However, comparing transfers in OT to BT, where the

only difference is the recipient’s intentional entry, we find no difference in dictators’ behavior,

indicating that the mere intention to become vulnerable is insufficient to elicit a trustworthy

response.

Finally, we find that while in the baseline dictator game, permitting taking has a large neg-

ative impact on what dictators think recipients expect from them, it has a much less dramatic

impact in the opt-in dictator game. We conclude that when recipients voluntarily enter the

dictator game, dictators’ transfers and beliefs are less susceptible to an important social cue in

their choice environment, namely, their choice set.

II Experimental design

We implemented four dictator game treatments in a between subjects design. Participants were

randomly matched in recipient-dictator pairs with initial endowments of 125 ECU (EUR 5) and

375 ECU (EUR 15) for the recipient and dictator respectively. In the Opt-in Give (OG) and

Opt-in Take (OT) treatments, the recipient first decided if they wanted to enter the game. If

they entered, the game proceeded as usual; if they stayed out, it ended and players received

their initial endowments. These treatments only differed in the dictator’s choice set: In OG,

the dictator could transfer any amount τGive = {0, 25, 50, . . . , 200} to the recipient; in OT, the

dictator could also take some of the recipient’s endowment, i.e. the dictator could transfer any

amount τTake = {−75,−50,−25, . . . , 200}.
Two other treatments, Baseline-Give (BG) and Baseline-Take (BT), were identical to OG

and OT except that rather than have the recipient decide whether or not to enter the game,

this was determined by a random device, so the recipient made no deliberate choice throughout

the game.

The experiment consisted of Part 1, in which recipients and dictators’ made their choices,

and Part 2, in which recipients’ first and dictators’ second order beliefs (SOBs) were elicited.3

in mean transfers is thus observed not only in the baseline dictator game (BG) but also in the opt-in dictator
game (OG).

2There is some debate about whether vulnerability alone is sufficient for trust to be expressed and recipro-
cated. In the investment game, Cox et al. (2016) and Engler et al. (2018) find that the trustor’s vulnerability
plays a key role in eliciting a trustworthy response. But studies by Malhotra (2004), Keser and Özgümüs (2018)
and Attanasi et al. (2023) suggest that vulnerability may not be as important. None of these studies can (nor
were they designed to) isolate the effect of voluntary vulnerability by itself.

3The full instructions for both parts can be found in Appendix B.
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In Part 1, we employed the strategy method to collect more data: dictators were asked to make

their choice conditional on the recipient entering before they knew whether the recipient had

actually entered. Either Part 1 (choices) or Part 2 (beliefs) was randomly selected to be paid at

the end of the experiment. Results from both parts were revealed at the end of the experiment.

The experiment was run at the Masaryk University Experimental Economics Laboratory

(MUEEL) participated in Brno, Czech Republic, between December 2021 and April 2022. A

total of 288 students participated in the experiment. They were recruited using hroot (Bock

et al., 2014) and the experiment was implemented in oTree (Chen et al., 2016). The mean age

of subjects was 22.59 (SD: 2.55) years and 44.44% were female. All instructions appeared on

subjects’ computer screens. Sessions lasted 45 minutes and subjects earned on average 219.11

ECU (SD: 109.49), which is equivalent to approx. EUR 10 in Purchasing Power Parity terms

at the time of the experiment.

III Results

The distribution of transfers from dictator to recipient is presented in Figure 1, and Table 1

reports the main aggregate statistics.

The two upper panels of Figure 1 replicate the result from List (2007) and Bardsley (2008):

the share of dictators transferring a positive amount to passive recipients drops from 64% in

BG to 42% in BT (p = 0.057, Fisher’s exact test).4 In both treatments, we observe peaks at

the payoff maximizing transfer, which is 0 in BG and -75 in BT. 5

Comparing the two lower panels of Figure 1, we find there is still a drop, though smaller,

in the share of positive transfers: 50% in OG and 43% in OT. However, the difference is not

significant at any conventional level (p = 0.366, Fisher’s exact test). Here, once again, we

observe similar peaks at the payoff-maximizing transfers in OG and OT.

Table 2 reports marginal effects from Probit regressions of whether the dictator transferred

a positive amount to the recipient on a dummy for whether the participant was assigned to

a treatment where taking was permitted (‘Take’ variable). The regressions confirm that the

choice-set effect exists in the baseline games (Models 1 and 2) but not in the opt-in games

(Models 3 and 4).6

4We note that this drop in the share of positive transfers is in line with the more recent replication of List
(2007) by Cappelen et al. (2013) where the share of positive transfers drops from 74% to 34% when take options
are included in the dictator’s choice set.

5Unlike existing studies, we do not observe prominent peaks at either the payoff-equalizing transfer of 125
or at zero in BT.

6In Table A1 in Appendix A, we report the results from a linear probability regression with the same
dependent variable as in Table 2, a dummy for the take treatments, another for the opt-in treatments and an
interaction term. Our results do not survive this robustness check, i.e., the coefficient of the interaction between
Take and Opt-in is not significant).
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FIGURE 1: Distribution of dictator transfers by treatment

TABLE 1: Aggregate summary statistics

Treatment N
Share of
Positive
Transfers

Median
Transfer

Mean
Transfer

Rate of
Most Selfish
Transfer

Baseline Give (BG) 33 0.64 25.00 31.81 0.36
Baseline Take (BT) 38 0.42 -25.00 -5.92 0.32
Opt-In-Give (OG) 36 0.50 12.50 41.67 0.50
Opt-In-Take (OT) 37 0.43 -25.00 -8.11 0.43

Notes: Median and mean transfers are in ECU.

To test whether the recipient’s willingness to trust the dictator by entering the game in OT

contributed to the lack of a negative effect of introducing take options, we compare OT to

BT, where the only difference is the recipient’s intentional entry into the game. We find no

evidence of a positive reciprocal response to the recipient’s trusting intention in terms of mean

transfers (-5.92 in BT and –8.11 in OT, two-tailed t-test, p = 0.89), distribution of transfers

(Mann-Whitney test, p = 0.74) or the frequency of positive and negative transfers (Fisher’s

exact test, p = 0.55 and p = 0.54 respectively). Thus a positive response to perceived trust

does not appear to drive our results.

Finally, comparing dictators’ beliefs about the transfers recipients expect from them (i.e.,

their SOBs), we find that while there is a large and significant drop in these SOBs between BG
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TABLE 2: Probit regressions: positive transfer to recipient.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
(BG & BT) (BG & BT) (OG & OT) (OG & OT)

Take -0.22* -0.25** -0.07 -0.07
(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12)

Controls No Yes No Yes
Constant 0.35 -1.44 0.00 -2.83

(0.22) (1.98) (0.21) (1.46)
N 71 71 73 73

Notes: We report marginal effects with standard errors in parentheses. Models 1 and 2 only include
dictators in the two baseline treatments, BG and BT. Models 3 and 4 only include dictators in the two
opt-in treatments, OG and OT. In all models,“Take” is a dummy that has value 1 if the dictator was in
a take treatment. Models 2 and 4 include controls for the dictator’s age, gender and self-reported risk
aversion. *, ** and *** denote significance at the 10%, 5% and 1% levels respectively.

and BT (24.79 in BG and -17.18 in BT, two-tailed t-test, p < 0.001), the drop is not significant

between OG and OT (44.17 in BG and 23.89 in BT, two-tailed t-test, p = 0.14), indicating

that permitting taking in the opt-in games also has less of an impact on what dictators think

might be expected of them.

IV Conclusion

We find that the choice-set effect identified in List (2007) and Bardsley (2008) and replicated

in Cappelen et al. (2013) is reduced if recipients voluntarily enter the dictator game. There

is thus suggestive evidence that making the the game less abstract by giving recipients more

agency in the final outcome reduces the volatility of dictator giving to social cues in their choice

environment.

The negative effect of permitting taking is still present, as evidenced from the small drop,

though statistically insignificant, in both the rate of giving as well as in dictators’ SOBs between

OG and OT. A change in the perceived social norm and possible experimenter demand effects

may therefore still play a role in the opt-in games. Their reduced influence is likely due to this

game more closely resembling a real-world helping interaction where help is solicited before

it is offered. We conclude that the opt-in dictator game might be more suited to comparing

stable distributional preferences across samples. However, more research with a larger and

more representative sample is needed to confirm these findings.
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A Tables

TABLE A1: Diff-in-diff Regression: Positive transfer to recipient

(1) (2)
Take -0.22*** -0.24**

(0.07) (0.09)
Opt-In -0.14 -0.16

(0.11) (0.10)
Take x Opt-In 0.15 0.17

(0.16) (0.15)
Controls No Yes
N 144 144
R-squared 0.03 0.06

Notes: The table reports linear probability regressions where the dependent variable is a dummy that
has value 1 if the dictator transferred a strictly positive amount to the recipient. “Take” is a dummy
that has value 1 if the dictator was in treatment BT or OT. “Opt-in” is a dummy that has value 1 if
the dictator was in treatment OG or OT. Model 2 includes controls for the dictator’s age, gender and
self-reported risk aversion. *, ** and *** denote significance at the 10%, 5% and 1% levels respectively.
Standard errors clustered at session level in parantheses.
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B Instructions

Screenshots of the instructions and choice screens viewed by participants in the opt-in-take (OT) treatment are
presented below. The OG treatment is identical except that the dictator’s choice set excludes the possibility
to take from the recipient. The baseline treatments, BT and BG, differ in that instead of having the recipient
make an active choice in Part 1, information was provided about a random device determining the recipient’s
entry in Part 1. In all other respects, BT and BG were identical to OT and OG respectively.

General instructions
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Recipient specific instructions
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Dictator specific instructions
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Demographic questionnaire common to both
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