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Abstract 

 

In this working paper we report on two trust games: a BDM-like game which is 

interpreted through its use of the possibly suggestive words ñshow up fee,ò ñsends,ò 

ñtripled,ò ñsend backò; and an uninterpreted spatial game that does not use these words 

suggestive or not.  In the spatial game we found a considerable amount of reciprocity, 

which implies the words are not necessary for reciprocity. 

     For further comparison we designed the two games to have a correspondence 

relation (the relation extends to the original BDM trust game).  We focused on two 

ñvariablesò ï interpreted or uninterpreted and spatial or word-based. We also designed  

ñconstantsò which were identical or near identical in the two games.  We did this to 

reduce confounding in statistical comparisons. 

     We found the frequency of reciprocity in the spatial game, without the suggestive 

words, was about the same as the frequency of reciprocity in the BDM-like game, with 

the suggestive words.  We found iterated dominance in the spatial game was 5.5 times 

higher than in the BDM-like game.  And we found sending the full endowment was  

significantly more frequent in the BDM-like game than in the spatial game. 
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The Original Trust Game: Success and Open Questions 
 

     In 1995 Berg, Dickhaut and McCabe (BDM) pioneered the trust game, opening 

many paths of research: definitions of trust and trustworthiness, cross-country 

effects, effects of markets, effects on economic growth, effects of oxytocin (for 

effects of oxytocin on trust see Kosfeld, Michael, Markus Heinrichs, Paul Zak, Urs 

Fischbacher and Ernst Fehr, 2005).  In a forthcoming survey Wilson and Eckel 

found 84 trust game experiments, 140 unpublished papers on trust games, and 10 

additional replications of the original BDM game. 

 

      But some researchers have doubts.  Could the language of ñsend,ò ñsend backò 

suggest reciprocal behavior?  Could these and other words be suggestive or value 

laden?  In efforts to achieve double-blind anonymity could some subjects draw 

conclusions about the need for anonymity (eg.ñitôs okay to be selfishò or ñthe 

experimenters want us to act selfishlyò)? 

 

     {Pages with a blue-green background are comments and analysis; pages in Arial 

font are instruction slides from the experiment or individual experiments.}  
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Palfrey, and Charles Plott for helpful comments on a preliminary version.  Talbot Page gives a 

special posthumous thanks to Richard McKelvey and his family. 
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Purpose 

     The main purpose of our experiment is to take a step toward resolving the doubts or confirming 

them.  

 

Design  

Å We designed three games.  One game, a spatial game, called the Trapezoid game because of its 

shape, is uninterpreted and does not use the words ñshow up fee,ò ñsends,ò ñtriples,ò ñsends back.ò  

 

Å The second game is interpreted and its interpretation is explained by the words ñshow up fee,ò 

ñsends,ò ñtriples,ò ñsends back.ò  We call this interpreted, non-spatial game ñBDM-like.ò By 

design, our BDM-like game emphasizes the words more than in the original trust game. 

 

Å The third game is a hybrid with both the spatial and word-based features; its discussion is 

postponed for now. 

 

Å We designed  ñconstantsò which were identical or near identical in the three games. 

  

Å We designed the games to achieve a correspondence relation between them.  

 

      The next pages are instruction slides showing the large reliance on graphics in the experiment 

and illustrate the above designs in the game forms, double-blind procedure, correspondence 

relation,  and the rest of the operationalization.  Full instructions and practice exercises for all three 

games are available on the website at:  http://www.econ.brown.edu/fac/Louis_Putterman/instructions.html  but 

omitted here because of time and space. 
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WELCOME TO AN EXPERIMENT  

ON DECISION MAKING 

Experimenters: 

     Professor Talbot Page 

     Professor Louis Putterman 

     Ken Ettinger, Undergraduate  

Please sit at a desk with a folded piece of paper  

taped to the desk (leave it taped for the moment) 

  

Please do not touch the cardboard boxes in front 

of you (we will use them later) 

Brown University   

November 14, 2009  

     Debra Kao, Undergraduate  

     Theo Page  
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We start by selecting 2 monitors (the selection depends on what seat you 

chose).  The monitors will verify that the instructions are exactly followed 

and will be in charge of the information flow, as explained below.   

 

The monitors have a responsible and essential role, as will become clear 

in the experiment. Each monitor will be paid $20. 

 

Now that everyone is seated, untape the paper on your desk.  If the letter 

A or C is written on the other side of the paper, you have been selected 

to be a monitor.  

Monitors 
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Please listen carefully to the instructions, which are to help you 

understand the experiment.  In the experiment itself, you will be 

reminded of each step, but with less explanation. If you have questions 

of clarification, at the end of the instructions raise your hand, and we will 

come to your desk to answer your questions.   

   

We ask that you do not talk, at all.  Please turn off cell phones, 

computers and other electronic devices. 

 

INSTRUCTIONS 
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Participants who are seated on this side of the room will have the role of 

ñRedò and will be referred to as ñRedò or ñReds.ò  Each Red will be given 

a yellow highlighter. 

 

Participants who are seated on this side of the room will have the role of 

ñBlueò and will be referred to as ñBlueò or ñBlues.ò  Each Blue will be given 

a black ink pen. 

 

Each Red participant will be randomly paired with a Blue participant  

(and each Blue participant will be paired with a Red participant). 

 

You wonôt know the identity of the person you will be paired with,  

and the other person wonôt know your identity, either. 

 

In this experiment you will make one single decision and the  

person you will be paired with will make one single decision.   

 

The two decisions will determine a location in a diagram.  The location  

will determine your payment and the payment to the person you are  

paired with. {Subjects in the Trapezoid game read the above 2 sentences 

                     and the next 7 slides.}  7 



The diagram is a trapezoid with a green triangle in it.  The dots are 

possible locations.  The possible locations are intersections of the grid in 

the green triangle or on its boundary. 

Red will make a decision on how high or low the location will be. 

Blue will make a decision on how far to the left or right the location will 

be in the triangle.  The two decisions determine the location. 

The Diagram and Possible Locations 
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Red can choose any horizontal grid line.  It could be the top grid line, 

the bottom grid line, or any of the other grid lines in between.  

Redôs Decision 
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In this example, Red chooses the line as shown below.  Red indicates 

his or her choice by highlighting the chosen line with a yellow 

highlighter.  

The above is only an example.  The actual decision is made by each person. 

Redôs Decision 
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Blue can choose any dot on the yellow line that Red chose.  On the 

yellow line, Blue can choose the left most dot, the right most dot, or any 

dot in between.  Note there are no dots outside of the green triangle.  

Blueôs Decision 
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Continuing the example, Blueôs chooses the dot as shown below.  Blue 

indicates her or his decision by using a black ink pen to circle the chosen dot.  

Redôs and Blueôs decisions together determine the chosen location,  

The location is indicated by the circled dot in the example. 

Blueôs Decision 
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If you are Red, your payment is the horizontal distance from the 

chosen location to the Red Sideline.   

If you are Blue, your payment is the horizontal distance from the  

chosen location to the Blue Sideline. 

Payments 
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The horizontal distances are measured in grid widths.  In the example 

there are 9 grid widths from the chosen dot to Redôs Sideline. Each grid 

width is worth $1.  So in the example Redôs payment is $9. 

In the example there are15 grid widths from the chosen dot to Blueôs 

Sideline, and Blueôs payment is $15. 

Payments 
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In the above example from the uninterpreted  Trapezoid game 

Redôs action was to choose the third line from the top and Blueôs 

action was to circle the second dot to the left.  With these decisions 

Redôs payment was $9 and Blueôs payment was $15.  

 

Next we consider the interpreted  BDM-likeôs game form and an 

example from the BDM-like game.      

 

{ No subject participated in more than one game or session.  

Subjects in the BDM-like game read the next 7 slides.}    
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Each Red and Blue participant is given $10 as a show-up fee. 

Show-Up Fees and Decisions 

Each Red participant is given the opportunity to send some, all, or none 

of his/her show-up fee to an anonymous Blue participant. 

The experimenter matches, twice over, the amount Red sends, and Blue 

receives the tripled amount. 

Then Blue is given the opportunity to send back to the anonymous Red 

participant some, all, or none of the amount that Blue received. 
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Red and Blue indicate their decisions on a decision sheet, as shown 

below. 

The Decision Sheet 
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As an example, Red decides to send $2 to Blue (and Red keeps the 

remaining $8 of the show-up fee).  Red fills in the $2 bubble. 

An Example: Redôs Decision 
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The experimenter triples the $2 to $6 and Blue receives the $6.  The 

experimenter fills in the $6 bubble. 

Continuing the Example: The Experimenter Triples 
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Blue cannot send back more than the amount that Blue received.  The 

experimenter shows this limit by drawing the crossed-out rectangle. 

Continuing the Example: Experimenter Shows Limit 
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Continuing the Example: Blueôs Decision 

In the example, Blue decides to send back to Red $1 (and Blue keeps the 

remaining $5 of the $6 amount Blue received).  Blue fills in the $1 bubble. 
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The Example Continued: The Money Outcomes 
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In the BDM-like game Redôs action was to send $2 to Blue and Blueôs action 

was to send back $1.   

 

In the Trapezoid example Redôs action was to choose a line and Blueôs action 

was to choose a dot.   

 

The actions differ but Redôs payment of $9 was the same in the Trapezoid 

example as it was in the BDM-like example.  Similarly, Blueôs payment of $15 

was the same in the two games. 

 

The two games differ, one uninterpreted the other interpreted, and differ 

between spatial or word-based forms. The examples show that the subjectsô 

actions can vary but have the same payments.   

 

{The next 3 slides are nearly identical in both the Trapezoid and BDM-like 

games and illustrate the constancy.} 
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This is a ñdouble blindò experiment. 

 

We have structured the experiment so that the experimenters and 

monitors will not learn who made what decision.  Following a fairly 

simple procedure we will be able to make the correct payments without 

knowing your identity as a decision maker. 

 

To make your and othersô decisions private we ask you and others:  

 

   (1) Not to tell your decision to others  

   (2) To take care to block the view of your highlight  or circle* from 

         others when you make your decision. 

 

If you and others follow these steps, you will experience an experiment 

on private decision making. 

 

_____________ 

*In the BDM-like game, the words ñhighlight or circleò are replaced by 

ñdecision sheet.ò 

Privacy 
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In this experiment, getting the correct payments while preserving privacy 

is made possible by using ñclaim checks.ò  Here is the idea: 

Claim Checks 

If you go to a museum, you may give your coat to a ñcoat checkò person.  

The check person sometimes has specially printed tickets, each with a 

number at the top, the same number at the bottom, and perforated in the 

middle.  The check person tears a ticket and gives you the top half of it 

and keeps the bottom half, which is attached to your coat.  When you are 

ready to leave, you give your half of the ticket to the check person.  The 

check person finds the coat with the matching number on the bottom half 

of the ticket, and gives you your coat.  There is no confusion over which 

coat to return, because the matching number on each half of your ticket 

differs from the number on any other ticket. 
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The claim checks in this experiment differ from the example in some ways: 

Claim Checks 

Second, for most claim checks, the numbers are prominently displayed.  

Your claim check envelopes are sealed until the end of the experiment. 

But like other claim check systems, your claim check number differs 

from anyone elseôs in the experiment. 

First, a claim check is not made up by a ticket torn in two halves.  Instead 

your claim check consists of two small envelopes with the same check 

number written inside each of the two envelopes.   

The experiment is structured so that when the claim check envelopes are 

opened they provide no information about your identity. 
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Now for the specific steps of the experiment . . . 

 

(You donôt have to memorize the steps; weôll 

remind you during the experiment.) 

 

 

 

 { Each subject in each game reads this slide and the next slide.}  
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At the beginning of the experiment, the monitors bring a box of large 

envelopes to the Red participants and shuffle the envelopes. 

 

Each Red participant randomly picks a large envelope from the box. 

 

We call the large envelopes ñcarriersò because we use them to carry 

things around. 

Reds Randomly Pick Carriers 
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     The next slides are about operationalization.  

 

     In the Trapezoid game, from which the following slides are 

drawn, the slides show the trapezoid diagram and remind 

subjects how highlighting lines and circling dots determine 

payments. 

 

     In the BDM-like game, the slides show the decision sheet 

and how to make decisions by filling in the bubbles.   

 

     Otherwise, the slides are the same in the two games and are  

nearly constant. 
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The trapezoid diagram 

Two red envelopes (a) and (b) 

Do not unseal any envelopes until 

you are told to. 

Two blue envelopes (c) and (d) 

Carrier Contents 

Carrier Contents  

The contents of the carrier you picked 

are: 
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Carrier Contents First, open the carrier and put the small 

red envelope (a) in your pocket for safe 

keeping. It contains the top half of your 

claim check, and you will need it later to 

get your payment.   

If You Are a Red Participant, Your 

Actions and Decision Are: 
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As a Red Participant, Your Actions 

and Decision Are: 

Second, take the trapezoid diagram out 

of the carrier and decide which 

horizontal grid line to choose.  Highlight 

your chosen line with the yellow 

highlighter. (We donôt show the yellow 

line, because it depends on your 

choice.) 

 

Later we will explain how you can make 

your decision private. 

Carrier Contents 
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Third, put the diagram back in the carrier 

and make sure that the large envelopes 

(b) and (c) and the small envelope (d) 

are in the carrier.  Close the carrier. 

As a Red Participant, Your Actions 

and Decision Are: 

Carrier Contents 
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After all the Reds make their decision 

the monitors collect the carriers and 

shuffle them.  

Monitors and Experimentersô Actions 

The experimenters check the carriers 

and contents for problems.* 

The monitors shuffle the carriers and bring them  

to the Blues. 

__________________ 

* Among other things, the experimenters checked that no subject attempted to 

communicate information to his or her counterpart beyond the permitted highlighting 

of a line, circling of a dot, or filling in of a bubble.  The instructions stated: ñCIearly 

indicate your decision.  Make no other marks on your decision sheet.  Make no 

marks on the envelopes or on the carrier. If your decision is not clear, or there are 

problems of marking envelopes, or the carrier, or its contents, then your decision may 

not be useable and you may be disqualified from receiving payment.ò  These 

instructions were strictly followed, which safeguarded anonymity and ruled out 

transmission of suggestions or requests. 
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Blue Participants Randomly  

Pick Carriers, Establishing Pairs 

With 16 Red and 16 Blue participants, 

some (anonymous) Blue participant will 

pick the carrier containing the decision of 

the (anonymous) participant we have 

been referring to as ñyou.ò 

Each Blue participant randomly picks a 

carrier.  

This anonymous Red participant and this 

anonymous Blue participant are now 

paired for the rest of the experiment. 

35 



Trapezoid diagram   

One large red envelope (b)  

Carrier Contents 

Do not unseal any envelopes until 

you are told to. 

Two blue envelopes (c) and (d) 

Carrier Contents  

The contents of the carrier you, the 

Blue participant, picked are: 
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