Social thermometers 
Money-game experiments show cultural variances in behavior
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Suppose you win a contest with a catch: You have to share your winnings with a stranger. 
The prize is $100; you can offer the stranger as much as you like, and you keep the rest – unless the stranger refuses your offer. Then you have to give all the money back, and nobody wins anything. 

In theory, the stranger should take any offer, no matter how small, in order to get something rather than nothing. But in practice, most strangers reject low offers. If you offer $10, for instance, you're much more likely to walk away with zero than $90, as the stranger will probably punish you, even at personal expense. 

People just don't like cheapskates. It's human nature. 

Or maybe not. When economists conduct this experiment – called the "ultimatum game" – with college students, the results are pretty much the same, whether in Los Angeles, Pittsburgh or Tokyo. But college kids may not represent the entire human race. So anthropologists with economist collaborators have tried the game in small, isolated societies around the world. And the outcomes suggest that human nature isn't so universal after all. 

From Fiji to Kenya, Mongolia to New Guinea, people play the ultimatum game not just the way that college students do, or that economic theory dictates, but any way they darn well please. 

"It really makes you rethink the nature of human sociality," says anthropologist Joe Henrich of Emory University in Atlanta. "There's a lot of variation in human sociality. Whatever your theory is about human behavior, you have to account for that variation." 

With college students, offers average more than 40 percent of the pot, but lower offers are sometimes made – and rejected. Among the Machiguenga of eastern Peru, though, lower amounts are routinely offered – and accepted. In a few cultures the offers can be extra generous – even more than half. But in some societies such generous offers are likely to be refused. Among other groups, rejections almost never occur, regardless of the size of the offer. 

Understanding human psychology and economic behavior, these studies show, requires paying more attention to culture than some schools of thought have taught. 

Game behavior typically reflects culture-specific aspects of daily life, the researchers found. Choices seem to depend not so much on individual idiosyncrasies as on the sorts of economic activity a society engages in. More experience dealing with markets, the research suggests, produces not cutthroat competition, but a greater sense of fairness. 

This worldwide game-playing project began after Dr. Henrich, then a graduate student at the University of California, Los Angeles, tried out the ultimatum game with the Machiguenga in 1996. 

"We both expected the Machiguenga to do the same as everybody else," said Robert Boyd, a UCLA anthropologist. "It was so surprisingly different that I didn't know what to expect anymore." 

Taken abroad 

In following years, with funding first from the MacArthur Foundation and then the National Science Foundation, economists and anthropologists repeated the games in 15 small-scale societies on four continents. Results are described in a paper submitted for publication and a new book just published by Oxford University Press. 

"I think it's a wonderful enterprise," says philosopher-psychologist Joshua Greene of Princeton University, who is not associated with the project. "We can't just look at ourselves if we want to understand human nature – we have to take a broader sample." 

Much of the early work in the project focused on fine-tuning the study's methods. Natives typically attend a schooling session where they are taught about the games, and have to pass a quiz in order to participate. Money offered in the game is real (usually local currency) and substantial, amounting to a day's wages or more. 

Response from the natives is varied. The Orma of northern Kenya loved to play the game. In Fiji, where Dr. Boyd participated in conducting the experiments, the natives were puzzled. One curious tribe member quizzed him incessantly about the purpose of the experiment. "They were still quite mystified about why we were doing this," said Dr. Boyd, who is also associated with the Santa Fe Institute in New Mexico. "Part of the problem was we can't tell them." 

Not by the book 

Team members met last month in Pasadena, Calif., to discuss the latest round of field work, which is in the process of analysis, and the scientists stress that the results so far are preliminary. 

Still, the research clearly shows that people in many cultures do not play in the selfish way that economic textbooks envision. And the evidence suggests that a culture's experience with markets conditions the fairness of its offers. 

Among the Machiguenga, where market-based economic activity is very limited, the offers are typically pretty stingy. The Machiguenga are economically detached from most of the world – in fact they hardly interact with anyone outside their own families. 

In cultures with more "market integration," such as the cattle-trading Orma in Kenya, ultimatum game offers are generally higher, often as much as half. 

Among the Orma, the average offer was 44 percent, similar to the average offer by American college students. But American students usually make such fair offers because they know low offers will be turned down. 

So you could argue (and economists do) that college students are behaving selfishly – in accord with economic dogma – even when offering 40 percent or more, as they fear anything less will be rejected. 

But students still occasionally make low offers, and the Orma rarely do. And students generally reject low offers, while in some societies any offer is accepted, no matter how low. 

Other reasons 

In games with the Torguud Mongols of western Mongolia, for example, offers averaged between 30 and 40 percent, even though lower offers were accepted. It seems that reputation for fairness is valued in the local Mongolian culture, while inflicting punishment (by rejecting an offer) is not highly regarded. 

(At first, the results in Mongolia were even more perplexing. Francisco J. Gil-White, of the University of Pennsylvania, was puzzled by the offers and rejections – until discovering that some players didn't believe they would actually receive real money. In another incident, he was baffled by the rejection of a generous offer. It turned out the player thought Dr. Gil-White was an impoverished graduate student and didn't want to take his money.) 

In another scenario for testing selfishness, called the dictator game, the recipient merely gets what is offered, with no right of rejection. College kids typically offer small amounts in this case, as they get to keep all the money they don't give. But the Tsimané of Bolivia offer an average of over 30 percent of the pot in the dictator game, even though there is no risk in offering less. 

Cultural differences seem to drive unselfish behavior in other societies as well. Among the Aché of Paraguay, for example, hunters often leave the day's game on the outskirts of their village. Members of the tribe then retrieve it for sharing among the villagers. When playing the ultimatum game, the Aché typically make high offers, often more than half. So do the whale-hunting Lamalera of Indonesia, who carefully and fairly divide up the meat from killed whales. 

On the other hand, the meat-sharing Hadza of Tanzania make low offers, with high rejection rates. The Hadza may share meat, but they complain about it, and try to get away without sharing when they can. But non-sharers risk ostracism, social scorn and negative gossip. 

High offers do not always signify altruism, though. The Au and Gnau of Papua New Guinea often offer more than half the money, but such generosity is frequently rebuffed. The reason, it seems, is that among the Au and Gnau accepting a gift implies an obligation to reciprocate in the future. And an excessively large offer may be interpreted as an insult. 

"Offering too much money, rather than being extremely generous, is actually being kind of mean – it's demeaning," says team member Colin Camerer, a behavioral economist at the California Institute of Technology in Pasadena. "So the money is turned down because they don't want to be insulted, and they don't want to be in debt." 

Not win or lose 

Such results were surprising, showing that the games were not necessarily measuring what the scientists thought they were. Rather than purely testing economic behavior, the games actually tapped into familiar cultural practices. In other words, the players tried to figure out how the game related to their real-world life, and then behaved accordingly. 

"That really changed our thinking a lot about what was going on when people are in an experiment," Dr. Camerer said. "In game theory, the bias we inherited was the mathematician's bias, which was when you present the game, it's like a smart kid sitting down to play Monopoly or poker. ... They read the rules, figure out what to do, they treat it as like a logic problem. But these subjects treat it as like analogical reasoning – what is this like in my life." 

For instance, the Orma quickly recognized a similarity between real life and a variant of the ultimatum experiment called the public goods game. In that game the experimenter (Jean Ensminger of Caltech) offered each of four Orma some money from which they could contribute to a community pot and keep the rest. Dr. Ensminger would then double the pot and divide it equally among the four players. When she described the game to her Kenyan assistants, they quickly replied that it was just like harambee – a practice of soliciting contributions for community projects. 

The fairness displayed in many societies, and the variety of behavior among them, are hard to reconcile with the view that human psychology is universally programmed by the evolutionary past. Hard-liners among evolutionary psychologists would expect similar behavior everywhere. The game-experiment project argues otherwise. 

"I think the hard story about cultural universality, you can reject," says Dr. Camerer. 

Dr. Boyd points out, though, that evolution remains important to human psychology. 

"No educated person should doubt that our psychology is the product of evolution, that's a given," he said. "The question is how did it work." 

Still, advocates of a strict cultural universality might want to reassess their views in light of the project's findings, he advised. 

"I think that if it had turned out that everywhere in the world people were ... ruthlessly selfish, they would have said, see, I told you so," said Dr. Boyd. "And when it didn't turn out that way ... that's not a comfortable fact for them. It's some fairly strong evidence on the other side of the scale." 

Product of culture 

Cultural influence on behavior also seemed to be a more important factor than individual differences. Sex, age, education, and even individual wealth do not seem to affect the likelihood of rejecting an offer, for example. Average offers do seem to reflect a society's amount of commerce with other groups. 

But it's not clear, said Dr. Camerer, whether trading with other groups generates fair behavior, or societies that behave fairly naturally tend to have more trade. 

"I guess one thing it tells you," he said, "is that expanding markets globally and allowing lots of trading opportunities, whether it's on the Internet or opening up free trade with Mexico, may actually bring people closer together, in a sense." 

In any event, the games have shown that the purely mathematical approach to economics and human behavior – placing it in an abstract realm of assumptions and calculations – needs to be modified by real-world considerations. 

"My goal is to get the mathematicians to loosen their grip on game theory and get away from thinking about a game ... that's purely of mathematical interest," Dr. Camerer said. Instead, as the anthropology studies show, playing games can be "like an X-ray about a thing that's happening in the world." 
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