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The world has many public goods 
problems...



Background

• Lab and lab-in-the-field experiments on public good 
provision

• Contributions exceed Nash prediction

• Reciprocity important social norm to explain 
cooperation levels



We explore cooperation and reciprocity in 
mass populations.

1) Who cooperates?

2) Which types of conditionally cooperative strategies do 
individuals employ and who uses them?



Linear public good game in representative 
samples

• Representative samples of citizens in four wealthy 
countries (Germany, France, United Kingdom, United 
States)

• Conducted in summer 2012 by YouGov, N=8,500

• Anonymous, one-shot linear two-players public good 
game (expected pay-off relevant)



Public good game: Set up

1. Public good game

2. 2 vouchers (each $100)

3. Can give to other winner; will be doubled

4. How much do you want to contribute?

5. How much do you think the other winner will 
contribute?

6. Payoff-relevant (in expectations)



Expectations about the other individual‘s 
contribution strongly predicts cooperation.



We embedded an expected cooperation 
experiment in the instructions.

• “The ultimate value of the voucher depends on your decision on 
the following: If you win a voucher, you can decide to increase the 
value of the second voucher that another person has won. You 
can give any amount between 0 and 100 $ by which the value of 
your voucher will be decreased. Each dollar that you decide to 
give to the other individual will be doubled. 

• This means that if you decide to give, say, $[10, 30, 60, 90], the 
other person will receive $(20, 60, 120, 180) and you will receive 
$(90, 70, 40, 10). Likewise, if the other person decides to give, 
say, $[10, 30, 60, 90], you will receive $(20, 60, 120, 180) and 
they will receive $(90, 70, 40, 10)’’



Specific example

• This means that if you decide to give, say, $90, the other person 
will receive $180 and you will receive $10. Likewise, if the other 
person decides to give, say, $10, you will receive $20 and they will 
receive $90.’’

• Distinguish between high (>10) vs. low other contribution 
treatment



Higher expectations of others’ contributions 
increases own contributions.
• Reduced form results

• High other contribution frame: +2.4 $/€/£ higher own 
contributions

• IV results
• Use treatment indicator as instrument for expectations
• 1 $/€/£ increase in expectations of other contributions causes 

+1.4 $/€/£ higher own contributions



The Strategy Method

1. Public good game

2. 2 vouchers (each $100)

3. Can give to other winner

4. Contribution if other winner gives
– 0, 25, 50, 75, 100

5. Use contribution table to classify types of cooperators



Distribution of strategies



About 45% percent of the sample uses 
positively reciprocal strategies.



We find significant differences in the socio-
demographic distribution of strategy types.
• Positive reciprocity

• More likely among female, highly educated, middle to high 
income

• Less likely among elderly



Conclusion

• Examine reciprocity and cooperation in mass 
populations using representative samples
• Socio-demographics and contribution behavior at most weakly 

correlated
• Expected contribution behavior causes higher own 

contributions
• 45% positive reciprocity types
• Types concentrated within socio-demographic groups

• Adds to our understanding of the potential role of 
institutions for solving cooperation problems
• Affecting expectations
• Institutional design adapted to prevalent strategy types



Thank you!



Additional slides



There are slight differences in strategy 
types across countries.



Distribution of strategies across countries



We find significant differences in strategy 
choice across socio-demographic groups.



Most conditional cooperators have an 
elasticity below one.



We find significant differences in the 
distribution of contribution elasticities.
• Higher among

• Male, young, high income, highly educated



Experimental evidence on the effect of 
expected cooperation.



We find significant differences in the socio-
demographic distribution of strategy types.
• Positive reciprocity

• More likely among female, highly educated, middle to high 
income

• Less likely among elderly

• Positive nonconditional
• More likely among female, elderly, middle income


