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Introduction

The question for today

Do cultural, economic, and methodological differences explain how people behave in
ultimatum-game experiments?

• The paper studies whether people from different societies bargain differently.
• It focuses on two outcomes: average offers and rejection rates.
• The authors use a meta-analysis of existing ultimatum-game experiments.
• The key issue is whether observed differences are really cultural, or whether they come

from stakes, design choices, or sample composition.



The Paper’s Core Contribution

What the paper does

• It collects results from standard ultimatum-game experiments across countries.
• It documents average behavior across the literature.
• It tests whether countries and regions differ systematically.
• It evaluates whether cultural indicators explain those differences.
• It also controls for stakes, subject pools, and experimental procedures.

Main idea
The paper asks whether deviations from standard game theory are universal, culturally
specific, or driven by experimental design.



The Ultimatum Game

Game structure

• Two players divide a fixed amount of money M.
• The proposer chooses an offer x .
• The responder decides whether to accept or reject.
• If accepted:

(πP , πR) = (M − x , x)
• If rejected:

(πP , πR) = (0, 0)



Standard Prediction

Backward induction

• A self-interested responder should accept any positive offer.
• Any positive amount is better than receiving zero.
• Therefore:

x > 0 ⇒ accept

• Anticipating this, the proposer should offer the smallest possible positive amount.
• The predicted offer is:

x∗ ≈ 0



The Empirical Puzzle

Observed behavior does not match the theory

• Proposers usually offer far more than the minimum.
• Responders frequently reject low offers.
• People seem willing to sacrifice income to punish unfairness.
• This suggests that fairness, reciprocity, or social norms affect behavior.

Puzzle
Why are offers high and rejection rates non-trivial if standard theory predicts near-zero offers
and almost universal acceptance?



Dataset

Data collected by the authors

• 37 papers.
• 75 experimental results.
• 25 countries.
• Real monetary stakes.
• Standard ultimatum-game designs only.

Important limitation
The authors use study-level averages rather than individual-level raw data.



Table 1: Descriptive Statistics



Reading Table 1

What Table 1 establishes

• The average offer is about 40.4% of the pie.
• The average rejection rate is about 16.2%.
• The average pie size is about USD 37, but stakes vary substantially.
• Most experiments are one-shot or first-round observations.
• Most studies use student subjects.
• Weighted and unweighted averages are very similar for the main outcomes.

Immediate conclusion
The standard self-interest prediction fails very strongly in the pooled data.



Table 2: Country-Level Outcomes



Reading Table 2

Country-level variation

• Average offers differ across countries.
• Rejection rates differ even more strongly across countries.
• No country behaves close to the standard game-theoretic prediction.
• Most country-level offers remain within a relatively narrow range.
• Rejection behavior appears more culturally variable than proposer behavior.

Important pattern
Cross-country differences are more visible in responder behavior than in proposer behavior.



Explanatory Variables

What factors are tested?

• Pie size.
• Pie size relative to GDP per capita.
• Strategy method.
• First or single round.
• Economics/business student dummy.
• Country or regional indicators.
• Cultural variables: individualism, power distance, authority, trust, competitiveness.
• Economic variables: GDP per capita and Gini index.



Cultural Variables

How does the paper measure culture?

• IDV (Individualism)
• Degree to which individuals identify with personal goals rather than collective goals.
• Higher values indicate more individualistic societies.
• Source: Hofstede (1980).

• PDI (Power Distance)
• Acceptance of unequal distributions of power.
• Higher values indicate greater acceptance of hierarchy.
• Source: Hofstede (1980).

• AUTH (Respect for Authority)
• Preference for obedience and deference to authority.
• Higher values indicate stronger authority-oriented norms.
• Source: Inglehart (1997).



Additional Cultural and Economic Variables

• TRUST
• Share of respondents reporting that most people can be trusted.
• Source: World Values Survey.

• COMP (Competitiveness)
• Attitudes toward competition.
• Higher values indicate more positive views of competitive outcomes.
• Source: World Values Survey.

• GDP per capita
• Average income level of a country.
• Proxy for economic development.

• GINI
• Standard measure of income inequality.
• Higher values indicate greater inequality.



Table 3: Basic Meta-Regression (Offers)



Table 3: Basic Meta-Regression (Offers)



Table 3 Findings: Stakes and Procedure

• Larger pie sizes are associated with lower offered shares.
• The stakes effect is statistically significant but economically modest.
• Moving from the smallest to the largest observed pie size reduces offers by less than six

percentage points.
• The strategy method is associated with higher offers.
• First-round and one-shot experiments generate higher offers.
• Repeated interaction lowers offers.
• Economics students do not systematically differ from other subjects.

Interpretation
Experimental design affects behavior, but none of these effects restore the standard
game-theoretic prediction.



Table 3 Findings: Cultural Variables

• Individualism (IDV) does not explain offers.
• Power Distance (PDI) does not explain offers.
• Trust does not explain offers.
• Competitiveness does not explain offers.
• GDP per capita does not explain offers.
• Income inequality (GINI) does not explain offers.
• Respect for Authority (AUTH) is the only cultural variable that consistently predicts

offers.
• Countries with stronger authority-oriented norms tend to make lower offers.

Key Result
Most standard cultural measures fail to explain proposer behavior.



Table 3: Main Takeaway

• Offer behavior is remarkably stable across countries.
• Experimental design matters more than most cultural variables.
• The strongest cultural result is the negative relationship between authority and offers.
• The standard prediction of near-zero offers remains strongly rejected.



Table 4: Regional Differences (Rejection)



Table 4: Basic Meta-Regression (Rejection)



Table 4 Findings: Stakes and Fairness

• As the stakes become more economically important relative to local income, rejection
rates fall.

• Responders become less willing to reject when more money is at stake.
• Rejection rates decrease as offered shares increase.
• Responders care strongly about relative fairness.
• Economic importance appears to have a stronger statistical relationship with rejection

rates than fairness considerations.

Interpretation
Responders are motivated by fairness concerns, but those concerns weaken when the
monetary stakes become sufficiently large.



Table 4 Findings: Experimental Procedure

• The strategy method increases rejection rates.
• The strategy method appears to strengthen fairness-based responses.
• Repeated interaction has little effect on rejection behavior.
• Economics students do not systematically differ from other participants.



Table 4 Findings: Regional Effects

• Regional effects are much stronger for rejection rates than for offers.
• Asian responders reject significantly more often than responders in the United States.
• Responders in the western United States reject less often than responders in the eastern

United States.
• Cross-country variation is driven primarily by responder behavior.

Key Result
Cultural differences appear mainly through willingness to reject unfair offers.



Table 4 Findings: Cultural Variables

• Individualism (IDV) does not explain rejection rates.
• Power Distance (PDI) does not explain rejection rates.
• Respect for Authority (AUTH) does not explain rejection rates.
• Trust does not explain rejection rates.
• Competitiveness does not explain rejection rates.
• GDP per capita does not explain rejection rates.
• Income inequality (GINI) does not explain rejection rates.

Key Result
Standard cultural indicators have almost no explanatory power for rejection behavior.



Table 4: Main Takeaway

• Rejection behavior varies much more across regions than offer behavior.
• Most cultural measures fail to explain this variation.
• Regional effects remain significant even after controlling for study characteristics.
• The strongest evidence for cultural differences appears among responders rather than

proposers.
• Differences can’t be attributed to standard measures of culture such as individualism,

power distance, trust, competitiveness, income, or inequality. The source of the regional
gap therefore remains largely unexplained.



What Culture Explains

Culture matters, but not in a simple way

• Broad cultural indices explain less than expected.
• With one major exception, the paper cannot attribute observed differences to Hofstede

or Inglehart classifications.
• The authority variable is the only cultural measure that clearly predicts lower offers.
• The findings do not support a simple story where national culture strongly determines

proposer generosity.
• They also do not support a simple story where national culture strongly determines

punishment behavior.
• Other studies point towards enforcement of social norms, levels of cooperation required

in production, and participation in markets as possible explanations.



Offers and Rejections

Behavioral interpretation

• Proposer behavior may reflect fairness preferences.
• It may also reflect strategic fear that low offers will be rejected.
• Responder behavior reveals willingness to punish unfair offers.
• Rejections show that relative fairness matters, not only absolute money.

Key insight
The ultimatum game is not only about income maximization; it also captures perceived
fairness and punishment.



What About Theory?

Implications for standard economics

• The evidence rejects pure self-interest.
• Offers are far above zero.
• Rejections are common.
• Fairness concerns are economically important.
• Proposers likely combine fairness motives with strategic concerns about rejection.
• Responders reveal willingness to punish unfairness even at a cost.



Final Message

The paper in one sentence
People do not behave as narrow self-interest predicts in ultimatum games, and although
cultures differ, standard cultural measures explain much less of that variation than expected.

Thank you.
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