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Abstract We investigate the external validity of giving in the dictator game by using
the misdirected letter technique in a within-subject design. First, subjects participated
in standard dictator games (double blind) conducted in labs in two different studies.
Second, after four to five weeks (study 1) or two years (study 2), we delivered pre-
pared letters to the same subjects. The envelopes and the contents of the letters were
designed to create the impression that they were misdirected by the mail delivery
service. The letters contained 10 Euros (20 Swiss Francs in study 2) corresponding
to the endowment of the in-lab experiments. We observe in both studies that sub-
jects who showed other-regarding behavior in the lab returned the misdirected letters
more often than subjects giving nothing, suggesting that in-lab behavior is related to
behavior in the field.

Keywords Other-regarding preferences · Fairness · Dictator game · Behavioral
game theory · External validity · Misdirected letter technique · Field experiment

JEL Classification C91 · C93 · D03 · D63 · D64

1 Introduction

Natural field experiments are still rare in social science, but most scholars consent that
they can offer important complementary insight to laboratory studies (e.g. Andreoni
et al. 2011; Card et al. 2011; Harrison and List 2004; Levitt and List 2007, 2009;
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List 2011). Experiments conducted in the lab have many advantages, such as the
ability to control the stimulus and conduct randomization of subjects between the
control and treatment group. Therefore, laboratory studies are considered to be the
gold standard of scientific inquiry. However, they also have the downside of often
being rather abstract and remote from the real life experiences of subjects. Therefore,
many laboratory studies investigating decision behavior leave us in doubt as to what
extent the results can be generalized to real world behavior.

Levitt and List (2007) point out a number of differences between laboratory set-
tings and naturally occurring situations. First, laboratory studies are mostly conducted
with student volunteers, who might be a very special group of subjects. Lab partic-
ipants self-select into the group of university students, and furthermore self-select
into the group of volunteers. They are younger and better educated than the general
population and might also differ on other important unobserved characteristics (e.g.
risk seeking, cooperativeness). This raises the question of whether findings based on
laboratory studies can be generalized to other individuals.

Second, for a number of reasons, the decision situations presented in the lab are
usually abstract and unparalleled in real life situations. Context free decision situ-
ations have the advantage that uncontrolled differences in subjects’ experiences or
interpretation of the experimental setup do not distort experimental results and there-
fore enable better control of the internal stimulus. However, this raises the question of
whether results from artificial decision tasks can be generalized to behavior outside
the lab. Third, subjects might be more generous in experiments because of “windfall
gains”, whereas outside the lab they have to deal with earned money (Cherry et al.
2002). Fourth, and maybe most importantly, subjects in the lab are aware that they are
scrutinized, and it is often unclear how much of their behavior can be explained by
their true preferences or by attempts to comply with the expectations of the researcher
or to signal cooperativeness and fairness to assumed observers.

All of the above caveats refer particularly to experiments designed to measure
other-regarding preferences, such as the dictator game, ultimatum game, or contribu-
tion behavior in public good games. For instance, more than a hundred experiments
with the dictator game show that individuals share substantial amounts (on average
28 %) of their endowments with anonymous recipients (see Engel 2011 for a meta
analysis). If these results have external validity, they would present an anomaly to the
standard economic assumption of monetary payoff maximization. However, there are
also a number of experimental studies casting doubt on the interpretation that subjects
share resources because of other-regarding preferences. Thus, Bardsley (2008) and
List (2007) find that individuals share much less or even withdraw money if dictators
have the option to do so. Dana et al. (2007) as well as Andreoni and Bernheim (2009)
show that giving is reduced if the outcome is co-determined by chance. Franzen and
Pointner (2012) demonstrate that giving almost disappears if decisions are concealed
from recipients and the experimenter by using the randomized response technique.
However, also these lab experiments can be critiqued on the grounds of lacking ex-
ternal validity and displaying subtle experimenter demand effects.

In this paper we consider whether the standard dictator game bears any relevance
to the behavior of individuals in a natural field setting. To test the external validity
displayed in a dictator game, we conducted two studies where in each case the same
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subjects are observed some time after the experiment. We use the misdirected letter
technique, which allows us to observe subjects in a situation that is similar to the de-
cision setup in the lab without them being aware of it. Our studies are similar to the
studies by Benz and Meier (2008), Baran et al. (2009), and Englmaier and Gebhardt
(2010) who also used within-subject designs. Thus, our study does not address the se-
lectivity argument of student populations, but it eliminates the experimenter demand
effect, because subjects are tested in a real life context.

The remainder of the paper is organized into three sections. The next paragraph
shortly reviews the literature that is most relevant to our study. Particularly, we discuss
similar field studies in which the same subjects are observed in and outside the lab.
The third section describes the design of our own lab and field studies. We use the
misdirected letter technique in our field experiment, and because the method is not
well known, we describe it in more detail. The section also contains the description
of our results. Finally, the last section summarizes and discusses the results.

2 Evidence from natural field experiments

So far, there are only a handful of studies investigating other-regarding preferences
by comparing individuals’ behavior in and outside the lab via a natural field exper-
iment.1 The studies that are closely related to our experiment are Benz and Meier
(2008), Baran et al. (2009) and Englmaier and Gebhardt (2010). In Benz and Meier’s
(2008) study, students at the University of Zurich are asked every semester by the
university’s enrollment office whether they want to donate money (about 12 Swiss
Francs or about $12) to the university’s “social fund”, which supports students in
need. Benz and Meier (2008) were able to obtain the data and conduct two in-class
experiments giving participants the same amount and asking how much they would
be willing to donate to the same student fund (study 1) or to another fund not related
to the university (study 2). They find correlations from 0.25 to 0.4 between subjects’
in-class behavior and their response to the university’s donation request depending
on whether out-of-class behavior is compared before or after the in-class experiment.
However, both in-class and out-of-class situations are very similar and the chance that
students were able to guess the purpose of the experiment seems high. Thus, it is un-
clear to what extent the results are due to students’ attempt to be consistent. The fact
that the authors use an in-class experiment also limits the anonymity of the situation
since there is a high chance that students discuss their behavior after class. The low
anonymity is also reflected in the fact that a very high proportion of students (80 %
in study 1 and 65 % in study 2) donated some of their endowments in the laboratory
study.

1Generally, studies dealing with field experiments are still rare. Card et al. (2011) counted studies reporting
the results of field experiments that were published in one of the top five economic journals (AER, ECON,
JPE, QJE or RES) during the last 35 years (1975 to 2010). They found 84 studies overall, most of them
(particular until 2005) in the field of labor economics. Only eight (starting with a study by Frey and Meier
2004) are dealing with other-regarding preferences or cooperation.
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Baran et al. (2009) conducted trust games with MBA students at the University of
Chicago Business School to observe subjects’ response to the university’s alumni do-
nation campaign at the time of graduation. They report a correlation of 0.29 between
the proportion subjects returned as trustees in the lab experiments and the donations
made to the business school. Thus, although the design of the study differs from Benz
and Meier (2008) with respect to the experiment (trust game) and field setting (much
larger time lag), the results are very similar and confirm external validity of reciprocal
behavior displayed in the experiment. However, both studies are similar with respect
to the high level of reciprocal behavior observed in the lab (87.9 % return something
in the trust game) and the high level of contribution to the alumni campaign (94.8 %
donate at least a dollar). Thus, both studies use field environments with high return
rates, which suggests low anonymity in the lab experiments and in the field.

Englmaier and Gebhardt (2010) conducted field experiments with students at the
University of Munich. Their subjects had to register books in the university’s library
in groups of four without knowing that they were being observed. Two weeks later,
some of the same subjects participated in a standard public good experiment. The
authors find that subjects who showed less free riding in the library task also displayed
less free riding behavior in the lab. The reported correlation between the field setting
and the contribution behavior in the lab is 0.4.

There are also some studies that test external validity using non-student subjects.
Karlan (2005) conducted trust games and public good games with indigenous inhab-
itants of Peru to observe their repayment behavior of micro loans. He finds that the
behavior in the trust game is correlated with behavior in the field but no consistent re-
sults were obtained for the public good game. Fehr and Leibbrandt (2008) conducted
public good games with fishermen in Brazil. They find that those who contributed
more in the lab experiment also exploited common fishing grounds less by using
larger fishnet meshes. Barr and Zeitlin (2010) analyzed teachers in Uganda. The time
they spent working (lecturing in schools) is positively but weakly correlated with giv-
ing behavior in a dictator game. However, there are also some studies reporting no or
only partly consistent behavior between the lab and the field. Hence, Carpenter and
Meyers (2010) show that volunteer firefighters give more in a dictator game compared
with their non-volunteer colleagues. But giving does not correlate with the amount
of fire-fighting operations. Gurven and Winking (2008) find no relation between the
in-lab experimental behavior (dictator and ultimatum games) of Bolivian indigenous
inhabitants and the observed every day sharing of food.

Our study is also closely related to a recent experiment conducted by Stoop (2012).
Stoop (2012) tests for experimental setting and scrutiny effects in a between-subjects
design administering misdirected letters to subjects in Tilburg (Netherlands). A letter
containing 10 Euros and addressed to a volunteer is given to students in a lab, to
ordinary citizens in a lab and at home, and is dropped into the mail boxes of randomly
chosen households. Subjects have the choice to either keep the letter or to forward
it to the addressed person. In all four groups the letters are returned by roughly the
same rate of 50 %. Hence, the results suggest that subjects behave similarly in the lab
as in the field and that student volunteers do not differ from ordinary citizens.

Our study differs from the preceding ones in that we conduct a standard dicta-
tor game using strict double blind conditions. Moreover, our field studies present a
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high level of anonymity by using the misdirected letter technique, which allows us to
keep the stakes involved in the lab experiment and in the field constant. Hence, the
incentive structure is literally identical in the lab as in the field. In contrast to Stoop
(2012), we use a within-subject design. Therefore, our study answers the question
of how giving in the dictator game is related to the response given to a misdirected
letter. The design of our lab experiment and the field study are described in detail in
the next section.

3 The design of the laboratory and field experiment

Our first study was conducted in May 2009 at the University of Cologne. We recruited
students on campus who were invited to the lab where they played a dictator game.
The in-lab experiment was conducted similarly to the double blind procedure used
by Hoffman et al. (1996). Thus, subjects’ decisions remained unknown to the exper-
imenter as well as to the recipients. Participants received an endowment of 10 Euros
and were told that they could divide the 10 Euros between themselves and the other
person. It was made explicit that every allocation is possible, including keeping or
giving everything. The laboratory was equipped with experimental booths with writ-
ten instructions for each subject, a large envelope containing ten one Euro vouchers,
and two small envelopes, one red and one blue. Subjects were instructed to put the
Euro vouchers they wanted to keep into the red envelope and the ones they wanted
to give away into the blue envelope. They had to place both envelopes in the larger
envelope that was afterwards dropped into a box. A student assistant took the box to
another room. For payout, the amount of vouchers in the red envelope was changed
into real money. The money was enclosed in small envelopes and placed on a desk.
Subjects passed this room on their way to the exit and could pick up their envelopes
without seeing anyone. It was explained to the subjects that the procedure of placing
the vouchers into envelopes guaranteed the anonymity of their decision.

To test the external validity of the laboratory experiment we use the “misdirected-
letter-technique” (MLT). MLT is a variation of the well-known “lost-letter-technique”
(LLT), which was introduced by Merritt and Fowler (1948). LLT has been success-
fully utilized in empirical research for non-reactive measurements of attitudes (see
Milgram et al. 1965; Milgram 1969; Sechrest and Belew 1983; Bridges et al. 2001;
Wilson et al. 2009). However, LLT has some shortcomings. One disadvantage is the
fact that the researcher has little control over who finds the letter. Particularly, it is
usually impossible to control whether single persons or groups find the letter or to
control for other circumstances (e.g. weather conditions), which could influence the
return rates. Since the researcher has no control over the composition of the finder
population, the sample is not representative and possibly biased towards some unde-
sirable characteristics (e.g. unemployed persons, elderly people). A further problem
is that curious finders sometimes open lost letters, which makes returning less likely.2

2Letters to a “Sex Research Project” have been opened more frequently than letters to an “Education
Research Project” (Sechrest and Belew 1983).
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Furthermore, LLT is a well-known technique and often the subject of lectures in so-
cial science classes, which increases the likelihood that student subjects could be
familiar with the technique.

MLT addresses these problems. Most importantly, it is unknown to students be-
cause it has been rarely applied so far. We are aware of only three studies utilizing
MLT (Howitt et al. 1977; Howitt and McCabe 1978; Kremer et al. 1986). In con-
trast to LLT, the letters in MLT are not “lost” but intentionally “misdirected” to the
address of a specific household. This allows for greater control of the subjects’ char-
acteristics. In a study investigating attitudes towards Asian immigrants in the UK,
Howitt et al. (1977) misdirected letters to households with English family names and
to households suggesting an Asian background. Both types of households received
letters with real addresses but fake names such as “Mr. Edward” and “Mr. Singh”.
Households with the Asian background returned both letters equally. However, the
English households returned the letters addressed to the “Mr. Edwards” at a rate of
88 %, but the letters addressed to “Mr. Singhs” at a rate of only 55 %, suggesting
some reservations towards Asian immigrants. In a similar study, Howitt and Mc-
Cabe (1978) investigated attitudes of British inhabitants towards the Irish. Again,
the return rates of letters to “Mr. O’Reilly” (an Irish name) and “Mr. Bell” (an En-
glish name) differed in the assumed direction by 46 percentage points. Kremer et al.
(1986) tested the attitudes of Catholics towards Protestants and vice versa in North-
ern Ireland. Letters were misdirected to Catholic and Protestant households with the
names of “Patrick Connolly” (a Catholic name) and “William Scott” (a Protestant
name). Catholic households returned only 15 % of letters to the Protestant name
while Protestant households reacted equally towards “Connolly” and “Scott”.

We use MLT to test the external validity of giving in the dictator game. Directly
following the lab experiment we asked our subjects in an online-questionnaire to
leave their address if they would consider participating in further experiments. The
questionnaire contained a code which was not visible to subjects but allowed us to
link allocations made in the dictator game to addresses (if given). Overall, 179 of
276 subjects that participated in the experiment left the address information. In the
questionnaire, participants were also asked about the size of the household they live
in. In order to make sure that only subjects who participated in the experiment find
the misdirected letters, the letters were only delivered to subjects living in single
person households. This provided us with 27 subjects who finally received the letter
in study 1.

One difficulty when using MLT is the delivery of letters in such a way, as sub-
jects cannot discover their involvement in an experiment. Kremer et al. (1986) folded
the letter so that the addressees’ names were partly unreadable and only the rest of
the (real) address was visible. However, this method only allowed the delivery of
one-third of the letters by the postal service. In order to avoid the risk that the mail
service discovers the wrong addresses and does not deliver the letters, we decided
to distribute the envelopes ourselves. For this reason, the letters contained a slight
variation of the real address of the target household, the real family name, and an
identical surname initial. This way subjects had to open the letters in order to find out
that they were not the intended receivers, since a different surname appeared in full



The external validity of giving in the dictator game 161

length in the letter.3 Letters were distributed during the standard delivery time of the
post service. Furthermore, to make letters look real, we had them stamped with the
official postal date stamp.4

The subjects received the letters about 4 to 5 weeks after the laboratory experi-
ment while the semester was still going on. Therefore, our subjects should have been
available at their home address. Moreover, the likelihood of an individual moving to
a different address during this short time period is very low. The letter contained the
slightly manipulated address and a short text. The text was designed to give subjects
the impression that it was written by a grandmother to congratulate her grandchild for
good school grades: “Dear Alexander, we congratulate you for your excellent grades.
Grandfather and I are very proud of you. Best regards, your grandma Sophia”. A copy
of an original letter in German is displayed in Fig. 1. As a present for the grandchild,
the letter contained 10 Euros but this was not mentioned in the letter.

4 Results

The distribution of giving in the lab experiment is displayed in Fig. 2. On average,
the 27 subjects gave 2.51 Euros to recipients. The distribution shows that 9 subjects
(33 %) gave nothing and 5 persons divided their amount by half. The allocations in
our experiment are comparable to other distributions with simple dictator games and
standard conditions of anonymity (see Camerer 2003; Engel 2011). The distribution
is also not significantly different from the other 249 subjects who did not receive
a misdirected letter.5 Thus, there seems to be no selectivity with respect to other-
regarding preferences in the subsample of the 27.

Of the 27 misdirected letters 14 were forwarded and returned to the sender. All of
the returned letters were opened by the recipients and all of them still contained the
10 Euro note. Three of the returned letters also contained additional notes written by
subjects stating that the letter was obviously misdirected. Thus, we have no indication
that subjects discovered their involvement in a field experiment.

Next, we consider whether subjects who displayed fairness in the lab also show
fairness in the field. The 14 subjects who returned the letter allocated on average 3.36
Euros to co-players, while those who did not return the letter donated 1.62 Euros. A t-
test results in a t-value of t = 1.76 which is statistically significant for a one-tailed
test (p = 0.045) at the 5 % significance level and on the 10 % level for a two-sided
test (p = 0.09) (compare Table 2). Furthermore, we classify participants as regarding

3The addresses were scattered throughout the urban area of Cologne (Germany).
4These stamps cannot be received on request. Rather we got hold of officially stamped envelopes by asking
a colleague from a neighboring city (Bonn) to mail us unsealed envelopes a day before the experiment.
We were able to reuse these envelopes for the experiment. The sender address of the misdirected letter
came from the same city the official stamp came from (Bonn) so that letters looked consistent and real.
The fact that the sender address and the stamp come from a different city than subjects’ place of residence
was done purposely to avoid that subjects could carry letters in person to the sender’s address and to dilute
any suspicion that the University of Cologne was involved.
5From the 249 subjects 29 % kept everything and the average given to others is 2.94 Euro. The distributions
do not differ according to a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test as well as to a standard t -test.
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Fig. 1 Example for a
“misdirected” letter. The address
is covered here to prevent the
disclosure of the participant’s
identity

Fig. 2 Allocations of subjects
in the dictator game of study 1
(N = 27, x = 2.51)

others if they allocated any Euros in the dictator game to the anonymous co-player
and present the results via cross-tabulation (Table 1). Eleven of the 18 subjects (61 %)
who gave something in the lab also returned the letter, compared to only 33.3 % (3 out
of 9) of the subjects who gave nothing. The difference is 27.8 percentage points and
the phi coefficient is 0.26, indicating that the behavior displayed in the laboratory is
at least weakly associated with field behavior.

Since 27 is a very small sample size we repeated the experiment at the University
of Bern (Switzerland). The in-lab dictator games for study 2 were all conducted in
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Table 1 The association between experimental behavior and field behavior

May 2010 and stem from three different groups. One group played the dictator game
exactly as in study 1. In the second group, subjects first played a different version of
the dictator game and afterwards (though knowingly unrelated) the standard double
blind dictator game (as in study 1). In a third group, subjects were provided with
the pictures of the recipients. However, comparing the distributions of giving in the
three groups revealed no significant differences. Thus, we are confident in pooling the
data from the three groups, which results in an overall sample of 233 subjects. As in
study 1, students answered a questionnaire after the experiments and could leave an
address if they wanted to participate in further experiments, which 165 of the 233 did.
Of these 165 some addresses were no longer valid or subjects left Bern by the time
we conducted the field experiment. Finally, we ended up with 77 addresses to which
we delivered a misdirected letter in May 2012. In contrast to study 1, letters were also
delivered to subjects living in multiple person households. The letter was designed as
in study 1, but contained 20 Swiss Francs (as the endowment in the dictator games in
study 2) as opposed to 10 Euros. The delivery of the misdirected letters was also done
as in study 1. From the 77 letters that we slipped into the mailboxes of subjects, 55
were returned. Most of the letters were opened and returned by subjects in an extra
envelope accompanied by a note, stating that the letter was obviously misdirected.
However, two subjects returned the letters stating that they suspected being part of
an experiment. Both returns did not include the 20 Swiss Francs. Rather, the subjects
stated that they would forward the money if they would receive the correct address,
accounting obviously for the insecurity about their guess. We deleted both cases from
further analysis.

Figure 3 displays the distribution of giving in the dictator game in Bern. The al-
location of the 75 subjects in Bern who received the letter does not differ from the
distribution of the rest of the subjects that participated in the dictator games according
to a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test.

Second, we compare the allocations from the in-lab experiment in Bern (N = 75)
with the allocations in Cologne (N = 27). Although our Bern subjects were a little
more generous than the subjects in Cologne (25.3 % gave nothing as compared to
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Fig. 3 Allocations of subjects
in the dictator game of study 2
(N = 75, x = 5.17)

Table 2 Comparison of mean allocations (returned versus non-returned letters)

means:
not returned/
returned

difference
means

t-statistic p-value:
one-sided

p-value:
two-sided

Study 1
(Cologne, n = 27)

1.62 (n = 13)/
3.36 (n = 14)

−1.74 −1.76 0.045 0.090

Study 2
(Bern, n = 75)

3.59 (n = 22)/
5.83 (n = 53)

−2.24 −1.81 0.037 0.073

33.3 %), the test statistics indicate no significant differences. Hence, the in-lab results
of study 1 and study 2 are not significantly different.

The 53 subjects who returned the letter gave on average 5.83 Swiss Francs to
the recipient in the in-lab dictator game, while the average was only 3.59 for those
who did not return it. The t-value equals 1.81 and is statistically significant for a
one-sided test (p = 0.037) and on the 10 % level for a two-sided test (p = 0.07)
(Table 2). Moreover, the phi correlation between giving something in the lab (versus
giving nothing) and returning the letter (versus not returning) equals 0.1634 and is
statistically not different from the correlation of study 1 (Fisher’s z-test: z = 0.43,
p = 0.67). Thus, study 2 replicates the results of study 1.

Next we pool the data from study 1 and study 2. The resulting cross-tabulation is
presented in Table 3. A chi2-test (χ2 = 4.21) indicates that subjects who gave some
money to recipients in the experiment also returned the misdirected letter more often
(p = 0.04). However, the relationship is not very strong. 72 % of the subjects who
gave some money to recipients also returned the letter compared to 50 % who gave
nothing, resulting in a difference of 22 % percentage points or a phi correlation of 0.2.

Since we gathered further information about subjects in the online-questionnaires
in both studies, we can also control for subjects’ socio-demographic characteristics
and the place where the experiments were conducted. Furthermore, we were inter-
ested in whether subjects’ level of trust, their social network size, and social desir-
ability are related to returning the letter.6 One explanation of why people behave

6See Appendix for a table with descriptive statistics of the variables.
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Table 3 The association between lab behavior and field behavior of study 1 and 2

fairly is that they like to signal fairness (Andreoni and Bernheim 2009). In this case,
subjects with larger networks could have a higher motivation to signal fairness as
compared to those with small networks. Similarly, the extent of trust in others could
be an indicator for the importance or closeness of others and thus could increase the
motive to signal fairness. In addition, the questionnaire contains a measure of sub-
jects’ social desirability, which could explain their conformity to social norms. The
results of the multivariate logit analyses are presented in Table 4. Model 1 presents
the bivariate estimate of giving something in the dictator game and the probability of
returning the letter. The logit coefficient is positive and significant at the 5 % level,
echoing the result obtained from the cross-tabulation. The odds of returning the letter
increase by 2.5 if subjects gave some money to the recipient in the experiment (i.e.
the probability for returning the letter increases by 0.22).

In Model 2 we introduce subjects’ gender, age, income, the place where the study
was conducted, and whether subjects live in a single household or not.7 None of these
control variables have a significant influence on behavior in the field, and they do not
alter the effect of giving in the lab. Finally, in Model 3 we add further measures of
subjects’ trust in other people, network size, and a measure of social desirability. Our
trust variable is an index consisting of answers to three questions that are also used
in well-known surveys (e.g. WVS) (see Appendix for question wording). Network
size was measured by asking subjects about the number of weak and closely related
friends. Social desirability is measured by using a short version (four items, see Ap-
pendix) of the well-known Marlowe-Crowne Scale (Crowne and Marlowe 1960). The
results show that none of these control variables have a statistically significant influ-
ence on the observed field behavior, and the effect of giving in the lab remains stable.

7In Cologne the letter was only delivered to subjects living in single households. In the Bern study 16 of
all 75 participants lived in single households.
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Table 4 Logit regression,
dependent variable “letter
returned” (coded 1)

z-value in parentheses;
∗p < 0.05

letter returned
(dependent variable)

Model

(1) (2) (3)

fairness in DG (fair = 1) 0.926∗ 0.960∗ 1.017∗
(2.02) (2.00) (2.02)

sex (female = 1) 0.189 0.211

(0.40) (0.44)

age – 0.108 – 0.109

(−1.57) (−1.59)

income (z-standardized) 0.341 0.330

(1.32) (1.27)

household (single = 1) – 0.441 – 0.377

(−0.66) (−0.55)

Bern (study 2 = 1) 0.365 0.412

(0.52) (0.55)

trust in people – 0.014

(−0.13)

social desirability – 0.171

(−0.35)

number of friends 0.003

(0.34)

Constant – 6.32e–16 2.326 2.341

(−0.00) (1.28) (1.13)

Observations 102 102 102

McFadden R2 0.031 0.093 0.095

5 Discussion and conclusion

This paper reports the results of two studies that were conducted at the Universities
of Cologne (N = 27) and Bern (N = 75). In both studies we first conducted standard
double blind dictator games. In Cologne, the same subjects received a misdirected
letter four to five weeks after the lab experiment. In Bern, the misdirected letter was
delivered two years after the lab experiment. In order to keep the incentive structure
constant, the letters contained the same amount as was at stake in the experiments,
10 Euros in Cologne and 20 Swiss Francs in Bern. Both studies show very similar
results in the lab as well as in the field. In Cologne, 33 % of our subjects kept the
whole endowment in the lab. Of those who gave some money to recipients in the lab,
61 % also returned the letter in the field whereas only 33.3 % returned it if nothing was
allocated to the recipient. In Bern, 25 % kept everything in the dictator game. Of those
who gave some money in the lab, 75 % returned the letter in the field as compared
to 58 % who shared nothing in the lab. The difference in terms of percentage points
(28 % and 17 %) or correlation (φ = 0.26 and 0.16) between the two studies is small
and statistically not significant. Hence, study 2 replicates the findings of study 1, even
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though the misdirected letter was delivered two years after the experiment in study 2.
If we combine the two samples, then the misdirected letter was returned by 72 % who
gave something as compared to 50 % who shared nothing in the lab, resulting in a
difference of 22 percentage points or a phi correlation of 0.20. Our results are closely
in line with other studies using within-subject designs (Benz and Meier 2008; Baran
et al. 2009; Englmaier and Gebhardt 2010). In sum, the misdirected letter technique,
as used in the field, confirms the hypothesis that the decision situation of the dictator
game has real life relevance.

Our results, as well as results from other field experiments, suggest that the associ-
ation is only weak or moderate. However, whether the glass is half full or half empty
depends on one’s expectations. Although we tried to find a field situation that closely
resembles the dictator game, the two setups differ.8 The misdirected letter was ad-
dressed to a specific person (as compared to a randomly assigned recipient in the lab)
and, therefore, the money was “earned” by the recipient in the field. On one hand,
this should elicit more prosocial reactions in the field than in the lab. On the other
hand, forwarding a misdirected letter takes more effort than allocating something in
a dictator experiment. This should lead to lower return rates. Given these differences
between the lab and field experiment, a correlation of 0.2 makes the glass look half
full.

Stoop (2012) finds no difference in results if the misdirected letter technique is
used in or outside the lab. However, Stoop uses a between-subject design and there-
fore compares group averages. If we compare the group margins of our studies, then
the findings are similar to Stoop’s: 65.7 % returned the letter and 72.5 % gave some-
thing in the lab. However, the within-subject design reveals that only a subsample of
subjects behave prosocially in the lab as well as in the field. Consistently prosocial
behavior in both situations is shown by 52 % of subjects and consistently selfish be-
havior by 14 %. The rest of the subjects switch decisions depending on the situation.9

It should be emphasized that our results do not show that the consistent half of
our subjects really have other-regarding preferences. The results could also be driven
by their attempt to appear fair in the eyes of possible observers. We tried to imple-
ment high anonymity of the decisions inside and outside the lab. However, evidence
from other studies demonstrates that standard double blind procedures render less
anonymity than methods with a random mechanism such as the randomized response
technique (Franzen and Pointner 2012) or decision concealment by using a chance
mechanism (Dana et al. 2007; Andreoni and Bernheim 2009). Also, returning a mis-
directed letter is not necessarily done in isolation. Subjects might feel observed by
other household members, friends or the postal service. Therefore, we are careful in
interpreting the results: Patterns of giving in and outside the lab could also be driven
by individuals’ intention to signal fairness.

8Field settings will probably always differ in some aspect from in-lab experiments, which limits the ex-
pected correlations (see Camerer 2011).
9See also Blanco et al. (2011) who find inconsistencies of subjects’ behavior in different games.
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