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Abstract
Spectator games have emerged as a tool for measuring equality preferences. To 
measure equality preferences, the spectators are matched with a pair of stakehold-
ers who have been allocated unequal endowments. The spectators decide how much 
to redistribute from one stakeholder’s endowment to the other one. We conducted a 
spectator experiment in which we fixed the spectators’ redistribution choice set and 
varied context of the “no distribution” choice. We found a strong effect of the con-
text variation. The spectators who chose not to redistribute the stakeholders’ endow-
ments increased from 12.3 to 38.0% in the treatment, making “no redistribution” 
more salient.

Keywords Spectator game · Measurement of inequality · Context

JEL Classification D63 · D90

1 Introduction

In the field of behavioral economics, spectator games have emerged as a tool for 
measuring equality preferences (Almås et  al., 2020; Cappelen et  al., 2013, 2020; 
Coffman, 2011; Engelmann & Strobel, 2004; Konow, 2000; Müller & Renes, 2021). 
Spectators act as a third party; they make decisions that affect the payoff of other 
subjects but not of themselves. To measure equality preferences, the spectators are 
matched with a pair of stakeholders who have been allocated unequal endowments. 
The spectators decide how much to redistribute from one stakeholder’s endowment 
to the other one. Choosing equal distribution of the stakeholders’ endowments is 
in the literature interpreted as a preference for equality (Bolton & Ockenfels, 2000; 
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Fehr & Schmidt, 1999). Cappelen et al. (2013) broadened this literature to allow for 
more heterogeneity in preference for fair and unfair inequality.

Our paper contributes to the literature by examining the effect of context on spec-
tators’ choices, thereby causally examining the robustness of spectators’ choices of 
redistribution as a measurement of equality preferences. In our experiment, we var-
ied the context by adding a “no distribution” option to the choice set and keeping the 
spectator’s choice set of redistribution the same across treatments. To the best of our 
knowledge, this design has not been reported in the literature.

We found a strong effect of making “no redistribution” more salient. The share 
of subjects who chose not to redistribute increased from 12.3% in the baseline treat-
ments to 38.0% in the salient treatment. The implemented inequality, measured 
using the Gini coefficient, increased from 0.42 in the baseline treatment to 0.56 in 
the salient treatment. These increases are significant, both statistically and in terms 
of size.

Our motivation is two-fold. First, as a large body of empirical literature has dem-
onstrated, that context matters, and we expect that by changing the context in the 
spectator game, we can alter the spectator’s redistribution choice (for a recent review 
on the role of context, see Gerlach & Jaeger, 2016).

Second, and importantly, the expectation that context matters is backed up by the-
ory. The spectator game is rooted in Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments 
(TMS); the spectators in the literature are interpreted as Smithian impartial specta-
tors rather than implicated stakeholders (Aguiar et al., 2013; Cappelen et al., 2020; 
Konow, 2000). Smith outlines a theory for how we morally judge others as well our-
selves.1 His central premise is that humans are sociable—it is only in and through 
society that humans become moral beings. Society is a mirror that guides us to sense 
what constitutes proper actions. Through praise, blame, or no reaction to one’s own 
actions, humans gradually sense—through experience—what others expect of them. 
Humans’ desire for praise and fear of blame, but also their desire for praiseworthi-
ness and fear of blameworthiness, drives their approval and disapproval mecha-
nism. According to Smith, when we judge ourselves, we step outside ourselves and 
“examine our conduct as any other fair and impartial spectator would examine it” 
(Smith, 1759, III.i.2, p. 110). In this process we consider whether the decision aligns 
with general rules of conduct in the specific situation. Moreover, Roland Bénabou 
and Jean Tirole’s theory of prosocial behavior—which also calls on Adam Smith’s 
impartial spectator—stresses that motivations “must be inferred from their choices 
and the context” (Bénabou & Tirole, 2006, p. 1654, our italics). Changing the con-
text without altering the output consequences may affect the subjects’ perception of 
what behavior is considered appropriate, thus impacting their choices in the experi-
mental situation.2 With the theoretical lens of Adam Smith’s TMS, such change in 

1 This is captured in the subtitle added in the fourth edition: “An essay towards an analysis of the prin-
ciples by which men naturally judge concerning the conduct and character, first of their neighbors and 
afterwards of themselves”. For secondary literature on Smith’s moral theory, see Campbell (1971); Gris-
wold (1999); and Smith & Wilson (2019).
2 Insights from Smith’s moral theory have also been applied to experimental situations including the 

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. 26 Jul 2025 at 00:50:44, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use.

https://www.cambridge.org/core


229

1 3

Context and preferences for equality in the spectator game  

context goes beyond changing information. Change in context may also change the 
moral approval and disapproval of actions (see Smith & Wilson, 2019, Ch. 6).

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. In Sect.  2, we present our 
experimental design. In Sect. 3, we present the results of our experiment. We dis-
cuss possible explanations for our findings in Sect. 4. Section 5 concludes.

2  Experimental design 

We randomized the subjects into either stakeholders or spectators. Upon finishing a 
real-effort task for 10 min, we gave the stakeholders a lottery ticket with equal prob-
abilities of winning the whole prize, 400 bonus points or winning nothing at all.3 
We also gave them the opportunity to exchange the ticket for a guaranteed payment 
of 140 bonus points, a considerably lower value than the expected reward from the 
lottery. The stakeholders were informed that they earned bonus points based on the 
choices they made as well as on a redistribution phase. We informed the subjects 
that each bonus point they earned had a conversion rate to 1 United States (US) cent, 
and that we would pay them their final earnings upon completion of the experiment.

Upon finalizing the same real-effort task as the stakeholders, we randomly 
assigned the spectators in the two treatments to a pair of stakeholders. Both stake-
holders had chosen the riskier lottery option. In this way, we created a situation 
where the stakeholders had chosen to participate in a lottery (like Cappelen et al., 
2013). We informed the spectators of the choice the stakeholders had faced between 
the lottery and the guaranteed payment, that both stakeholders had chosen the lot-
tery, and that one of the stakeholders was a loser in the lottery and the other was a 
winner. Only a random subsample of the spectators determines the actual payment 
of the stakeholders.

In the baseline treatment (B-treatment), we asked the spectators to type a number 
from 0 to 400 that they wanted to transfer from the winner to the loser of the lottery; 
the decision to transfer included the option to redistribute no money (i.e., 0). In the 
salient treatment (S-treatment), the spectators were first faced with the decision to 
exit by selecting “I do not want to redistribute” or to continue to the redistribution 
stage by selecting “I want to redistribute.” If they chose “I do not want to redistrib-
ute,” the winner of the lottery kept her or his money, and the factual redistribution 
was zero. If the spectator decided to enter the distribution stage, the spectator faced 
the same decision as in the B-treatment, including redistributing zero money.

3 We gave the stakeholders a set of five words, for example, “THE, EXCITING, GAME, NO, WAS.” We 
asked them to form an expression using four of these words. Each person had 20 s before her answer was 
automatically submitted and she was given a new set of words.

ultimatum game (Paganelli, 2009), the dictator game (Paganelli, 2009; Serdarevic & Tjøtta, 2022), and 
the receiver game (Serdarevic, 2021; Tjøtta, 2019).

Footnote 2 (continued)
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Text Box 1: Screen text for the B-treatment

You may determine the distribution of bonus points of two other participants 

that we are going to refer to as person X and person Y. Both persons have 

worked on the same task for 10 minutes and their payment was determined in 

the same way.

Person X as well as person Y initially received a lottery ticket. Person X and 

Person Y then chose to keep the lottery ticket. The result was that person X 

earned 400 bonus points from working while person Y earned 0 bonus points 

from working.

In the field below you can write down how many of the bonus points earned by 

the two participants, 400, you want to give to person Y. Person X will receive 

the points you do not give to person Y. Remember that your choice can decide 

how much each of the two other participants will be paid for the work task.

Text Box 2: Screen text for the S-treatment

You may determine the distribution of bonus points of two other participants 

that we are going to refer to as person X and person Y. Both persons have 

worked on the same task for 10 minutes and their payment was determined in 

the same way.

Person X as well as person Y initially received a lottery ticket. Person X and 

Person Y then chose to keep the lottery ticket. The result was that person X 

earned 400 bonus points from working while person Y earned 0 bonus points 

from working.

☐ I want to redistribute 

☐ I do not want to redistribute
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Text Box 3: Screen text for subjects in the S-treatment conditional upon choosing “I want to 

redistribute” in the previous screen. 

In the field below you can write down how many of the bonus points earned by 

the two participants, 400, you want to give to person Y. Person X will receive 

the points you do not give to person Y. Remember that your choice can decide 

how much each of the two other participants will be paid for the work task.

We collected data online using the Qualtrics Research Suite.4 We recruited a total 
of 236 US-based participants from the online workplace Amazon Mechanical Turk 
in June 2021: 106 spectators in the B-treatment, 100 spectators in the S-treatment, 
and 30 stakeholders. Both the spectators and stakeholders received a fixed pay-
ment of 2 USD. We did not pay the spectators for their redistribution choices. We 
used a randomized matching procedure to pair the spectators and stakeholders. We 
informed the spectators that the “choices that you make will with some probability 
decide how many bonus points each of the two other participants will be paid at the 
end.” Therefore, only a random subsample of the spectators determined the actual 
distributions of bonus points between the stakeholders. Among the 30 stakeholders, 
21 chose the lottery and 9 chose the safe option.5 In addition to fixed payments of 2 
USD, those 21 stakeholders were paid according to their corresponding randomized 
drawn spectators’ redistribution choice; 10 stakeholders received the guaranteed 
payment of 1.40 USD.

3  Results

We present the distribution of the spectator’s redistribution from the lottery win-
ner to the loser in Fig. 1. The two panels in Fig. 1 illustrate a significant difference 
in the spectators’ redistribution across the two treatments. For the S-treatment, we 
set the redistribution equal to zero for those spectators who chose “I do not want to 
do redistribute.” Among those spectators who chose “I want to redistribute,” none 
of them chose to redistribute zero. The treatment in which “no redistribution” was 
salient (S-treatment), 38.0% of the spectators did not redistribute; in contrast, only 

4 Qualtrics, Provo, UT, USA (http:// www. qualt rics. com).
5 Of the 21 stakeholders, we randomly drew 10 pairs of a winner and a looser of the lottery and a cor-
responding 10 spectators who would determine the actual distribution of the bonus points between the 
looser and the winner. For the remaining stakeholder, we randomly drew whether this person would be a 
winner or loser of the lottery and a spectator to determine the actual payment for this person.
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12.3% of the spectators in the B-treatment chose to redistribute zero. Finally, the 
number of spectators who chose an equal distribution dropped from 41.5% in the 
B-treatment to 31.0% in the S-treatment.

In Table  1, we report the main aggregate statistics. The mean redistribution 
dropped from 169.4 experimental units in the B-treatment to 101.6 units in the 
S-treatment. The inequality the spectators implemented as measured by the Gini 
coefficient in the corresponding two-person stakeholder situation increased consid-
erably from 0.42 in the B-treatment to 0.56 in S-treatment.

The OLS estimated effect of the S-treatment showed a reduced redistribution by 
67.6 experimental points (p < 0.01) and an increased implemented inequality by 
0.142 (p < 0.05). We report the OLS regressions in the Supplementary Material. The 
treatment effects were robust to the inclusion of the background variables of gender, 
age, education, and political orientation as controls.

The Salient treatment results in a substantial decrease in the proportion of specta-
tors who choose to redistribute everything compared to the Baseline condition. In 
the Baseline, 12 percent of spectators redistribute everything, while in the Salient 
treatment, this percentage reduces to just 1 percent. This substantial shift in behav-
ior highlights the impact of the Salient treatment on individuals’ choices regarding 
redistribution.

These results align with the findings from our pre-wave data collection, as 
reported in Telle (2016). In the pre-wave experiment, the average amount of redis-
tribution was 157.0 in the baseline condition and 85.8 in the salient treatment. The 

Fig. 1  Redistribution of bonus points
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OLS regression analysis estimated a reduction of 72.6 bonus points being redis-
tributed in the salient treatment, and this difference was statistically significant 
(p < 0.01). Note that the protocols used in the pre-wave data collection slightly dif-
fered from those reported in the current study.

4  Discussion

Making the “no redistribution” option salient substantially altered the spectators’ 
redistribution choices. One possible explanation of the observed treatment effect 
is that offering the spectators in the S-treatment an exit option provided them 
with moral “wiggle room” to avoid making a costly decision.6 Previous research-
ers reported that introducing an exit option into dictator games reduced the dicta-
tor’s willingness to share the endowment (Broberg et al., 2007; Dana et al., 2006). 
One explanation put forward for this result is that the exit option provides the dicta-
tor with moral “wiggle room” to avoid making a decision that has a monetary and 
image cost. Hence, dictators acquire an option to hide their true preference for ine-
quality due to social image concerns. Similarly, offering spectators an exit option 

Table 1  Summary statistics for treatments

We measured the mean redistribution in experimental unit points ranging from 0 to 400. For the S-treat-
ment, the redistribution of the spectators who chose “I do not want to redistribute” is 0. “Implemented 
inequality” is the mean Gini coefficient. “Education” is a scale variable from 1 to 8, where 1 = less than 
high school, 2 = high school/GED, 3 = some higher education, 4 = two-year college degree, 5 = four-year 
college degree, 6 = master’s degree, 7 = doctoral degree, and 8 = professional degree (JD, MD). “Political 
orientation” is a scale variable from 1 to 5, where 1 = very liberal and 5 = very conservative. “Female” is 
a dummy variable set at 1 if the spectator is a female.

Baseline Salient

Mean redistribution 169.4 101.6
Share of spectators who chose “I do not want to redistribute” in the 

S-treatment (# of subjects)
38.0 (38)

Share of spectators who chose zero redistribution (# of subjects) 12.3 (13) 38.0 (38)
Share of spectators who chose an equalizing output (# of subjects) 41.5 (44) 31.0 (31)
Implemented inequality 0.42 0.56
Age (years) 38.9 40.3
Education 4.7 4.7
Political orientation 2.8 2.9
Female 0.40 0.34
Observations 106 100

6 Some may argue that choosing the option ‘I do not want to redistribute’ is not the same as choosing to 
exit the situation thus the word ’exit’ is not entirely correct. However, we believe that context matters in 
this situation. Therefore, some subjects may still perceive the option ‘I do not want to redistribute’ as an 
exit option.
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in the S-treatment may have provided them with the chance to avoid a decision that 
carried an image cost, as there was no direct monetary cost for the spectators in our 
experiment. Thus, the exit option gives the spectators room to hide their true prefer-
ences for inequality.

However, offering the spectators an exit option may also been offering them a 
deliberation room. Kahneman describes decision-making as falling within a dual 
cognitive process comprising two systems (2009, pp. 20–21). System 1 operates 
intuitively, automatically, and quickly; System 2 demands reflection, deliberation, 
and time. In this sense, offering the spectators an exit option provided them with 
room to deliberate, which could influence their redistribution choices toward a true 
preference for equality.

Our findings may also relate to explanations of the experimenter demand effect. 
This effect suggests that experimental subjects respond to indications about what 
constitutes the appropriate behavior “demanded” of them. Here, in the S-treatment, 
the “demand” may become more salient.

Another possible explanation for our result is that the spectators selecting the 
option not to redistribute in the S-treatment were saving time, as they had to make 
one less decision. The participants had an incentive to make the choices as quickly 
as possible. However, the average time used, recorded from entering the experiment 
to exiting it, was quite similar in the two treatments: 976  s (standard deviation is 
316 s) in the B-treatment and 1064 s (587 s) in the S-treatment.7 In the S-treatment, 
the subjects who chose not to redistribute used less time than those who did chose 
to redistribute, at 931 versus 1146 s, respectively. However, in the B-treatment, the 
subjects who chose to redistribute zero points used less time than those who chose 
to redistribute a positive amount: 888 versus 988  s, respectively. As choices are 
made on the margin, however, we cannot rule out that some spectators chose the exit 
option to save time.

Our motivation for this paper grew out of Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral 
Sentiments, which holds that people’s decisions are affected by context. The exper-
imental spectator’s situation is a complex one with a multitude of corresponding 
and conflicting norms. It involves taking money from one stranger and giving it 
to another stranger. Taking harms others, giving does good toward others. In our 
design, both stakeholders had chosen to participate in the lottery with a winner and a 
loser. According to some spectators, intervening and redistributing the outcomes of 
someone’s voluntary choices may be considered as a norm violation. Other specta-
tors follow norms of equalizing outcomes between the stakeholders.

Moreover, in judging the propriety of an action in a situation, we also considered 
the intentions among the involved agents, including the experimenters (Smith, 1759, 
VII.iii.3.15, p. 326). An intended harm is often judged more harshly than the same 
unintended harm—a well-meant “doing good” action is usually more praised than 
the same ill-meant “doing good” action. For example, we would blame someone for 
giving a bottle of wine to a friend with the intention of sharing it when that person 

7 We measured the total time of the experiment as the time from when the subjects entered the experi-
ment to the time they logged out, including the real effort task.
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knows the friend is a former alcoholic. Keeping the spectator’s redistribution choice 
set constant but varying the salience of the “no redistribution” choice may make the 
experimenter’s intention clearer—it may be more proper to follow procedural norms 
in this situation, causing the spectators to choose not to redistribute.

To explore the spectators’ motivation for their choices, after they made their 
redistribution choice, we asked them the following open-ended question: “What 
motivated your redistributive decision?” One issue with analyzing the answers to 
such open-ended questions is that talk is cheap; the subjects could easily rationalize 
their choices to make themselves look good. As these answers do not directly affect 
payoff, what incentive is there to tell the truth? (Farrell & Rabin, 1996). Economists 
are reluctant to use qualitative data for this reason. However, looking at this situation 
through the lens of Adam Smith, cheap talk does not come easily (for an elaboration 
of these arguments, see Serdarevic, 2021). Smith acknowledges that people have an 
incentive to cheap talk to “appear fit for society” as he puts it. However, they also 
have an incentive to talk honestly in order “to be really fit” for society rather than to 
appear fit (Smith, 1759, III.2.7, p. 117). Smith continues, the second incentive must 
be the stronger of the two. It is only the “weakest and superficial of mankind” who 
can be pleased by cheap talk to appear fit for society; “wise” people reject such talk. 
Humans gradually learn from their experiences to distinguish between cheap talk 
that is used to appear fit for society and honest talk that makes one truly fit. In this 
process, we struggle to avoid cheap talk and strive for honest talk. Smith’s theory 
treats humans as weak and imperfect beings, meaning that there is no guarantee peo-
ple will always reach the perfection of honest speech.

To analyze the respondents’ motivations, we, therefore, classified respondents’ 
answers into four categories8:

1. Procedural: The subject’s motivation focuses on the “rules of the game”, for 
example, “They both took a 50% gamble,” or “I don’t think it’s my right to inter-
fere.”

2. Consequential: The subject’s motivation focuses on outcomes and relates to 
consequences in terms of the redistribution of bonus points between the two 
participants, for example, “I just wanted to equalize bonus points and gave each 
participant 200 points.”

3. Both category 1 and 2: Motivations related to both 1 and 2.
4. Other: When none of the above categories apply, including ambiguous and empty 

answers.

We recruited two independent coders from the University of Bergen. Neither had 
any prior experience with coding. We informed them of the main structure of the 
experiment but did not give them information about the two treatments or the pur-
pose of the study. We informed the coders about the subjects’ redistribution choice 
and their motivation. Before the coding process started, we committed to report the 

8 Our classifications are similar to the terms “consequential” and “deontology,” which Aguiar et  al. 
(2008) used to analyze answers in dictator games.
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results of both coders’ categorization separately, rather than combining them into 
a single classification.9 The two coders differed in their categorization as follows: 
11.3% in the B-treatment and 11.0% in S-treatment, see tables B2 and B3 in the sup-
plementary material. Table 2 provides an overview of the results obtained from the 
two coders.

Making the “no-distribution” salient increased the percentage of answers cate-
gorized as “procedural” from 10.4 (11.3)% in the B-treatment to 32.0 (33.0)% in 
the S-treatment for Coder 1 (Coder 2 in parentheses). The consequential motivation 
decreased from 43.4 (36.8)% in the B-treatment to 31.0 (26.0)% in the S-treatment. 
Conditional upon choosing “no distribution,” the most common motivation was pro-
cedural norms in both treatments. In the B-treatment, 13 out of 106 spectators chose 
“no redistribution”; 11 (12) of these 13 were motivated by procedural norms. In 
the S-treatment, 38 out of 100 spectators chose not to redistribute. Among these 38 
spectators, 31 (33) were motivated by procedural norms. Conditional upon choosing 
an equal distribution, the most common motivation explanation was categorized as 
consequential. In the B-treatment, 44 out of 106 spectators chose equal distribution. 
Among these 44 spectators, the two coders categorized 39 (39) as having conse-
quential motivation. In the S-treatment, 31 out of 100 spectators chose to equalize 
between the two stakeholders. Among these 31 spectators, the coders categorized 25 
(25) as having consequential motivation.

Table 2  Summary of classification of motivations by Coder 1 and Coder 2 (Coder 2 in parentheses)

X = points redistributed

X = 0 0 < X < 200 X = 200 200 < X < 400 X = 400 Total Percentage

B-treatment
 Procedural (1) 11 (12) 0 (0) 0 0 (0) 0 (0) 11 (12) 10.4 (11.3)
 Consequential (2) 0 (0) 6 (0) 39 (39) 0 (0) 1 (0) 46 (39) 43.4 (36,8)
 Both (3) 0 (0) 12 (17) 0 (0) 1 (0) 0 (0) 13 (17) 12.3 (16.0)
 Other (4) 2 (1) 14 (15) 5 (5) 4 (5) 11 (12) 36 (38) 34.0 (35,8)
 Total 13 32 44 5 12 106

S-treatment
 Procedural (1) 31 (33) 1 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 32 (33) 32.0 (33.0)
 Consequential (2) 0 (0) 5 (1) 25 (25) 1 (0) 0 (0) 31 (26) 31.0 (26.0)
 Both (3) 0 (0) 2 (4) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (4) 2.0 (4.0)
 Other (4) 7 (5) 17 (20) 6 (6) 4 (5) 1 (1) 35 (37) 35.0 (37.0)
 Total 38 25 31 5 1 100

9 A description of the instruction and coding process as well as the types of motivations is included in 
Supplementary Material.
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5  Conclusion

We found a strong effect from making the “no distribution” option salient; it 
seemed to substantially alter the spectators’ redistribution choices. This result 
suggests that either preferences for redistribution are unstable and heavily 
affected by decision context, or that these redistribution choices are not a direct 
manifestation of the underlying preferences for equality.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1007/ s40881- 023- 00140-8.
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