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INDIVIDUAL DECISION-MAKING VS. DECISION-MAKING IN GROUPS

Many important decisions are made in groups rather than by 
individuals

Å Academia, business, politics, judiciary, military, family

Economics: groups more self-regarding (money-maximizing) and 
rational than individuals 

Å Based on laboratory experiments(tǊƛǎƻƴŜǊΩǎ 5ƛƭŜƳƳŀΣ 5ƛŎǘŀǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ¢Ǌǳǎǘ 

games)

Å Mostly attributed to the group decision-making process
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ñGroups are more likely to make choices that follow 

standard game-theoretic predictions, while individuals are 

more likely to be influenced by biases, cognitive limitations, 

and social considerationsò (Charness and Sutter 12, JEP)



INDIVIDUAL DECISION-MAKING VS. DECISION-MAKING IN GROUPS
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... But is this the whole story?

ÅVandalism and violence against strangers often in collective settings 
(crowds, gangs, armed groups).

ÅCovert obstructionism and sabotage in organizations and large 
bureaucracies.

ü These patterns are hardto explain by purely self-regarding (money-
maximizing) behavior

ñIsolated he may be a cultivated individual; in a 

crowd he is a barbarianò (Le Bon, 1895)

ñHad every Athenian citizen been a Socrates, every Athenian 

assembly would still have been a mob.ò (Publius, 1788) 



ARE PEOPLE NASTIER TOWARDS OUTSIDERS WHEN IN GROUPS?

Research questions:
Å Do people become nastier to other people when acting in groups vs. individually? (are decisions in 

groups more self-regarding/less prosocial or more nasty/more antisocial)?

Å Due to group context (being part of a group) or group decision-making?

Why important:
Å Prevalence of prosocial behavior important for cooperation, provision of public goods, etc. (Fehr and 

Gachter02; Gintiset al. 05)

Å Nasty behavior reduces cooperation even in situations in which mutual cooperation is an equilibrium 

for selfish players (Fehr, Hoff, and Kshetramade08). 

Å Greater scope for welfare losses and mutually destructive conflicts. 
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KEY ELEMENTS OF THE DESIGN

Research questions:
Å Do people become nastier to other people when acting in groups vs. individually?(are decisions in 

groups more self-regarding/less prosocial or more nasty/more antisocial)?

Å Due to group context (being part of a group) or group decision-making?

Measuring nasty/antisocial behavior
Å Decision whether to financially harm an anonymous counterpart at a small personal cost 

(Joy of Destruction game)

Å Comparison with previous work: harm a counterpart for a personal benefit 

(tǊƛǎƻƴŜǊΩǎ 5ƛƭŜƳƳŀ game)

Effect of group context
Å Individual choice

Å Choice on behalf of a group (no communication among group members)

Effect of group decision-making
Å Choice on behalf of a group

Å Joint group decisions (after communication and deliberation)
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FOUR EXPERIMENTS

Experiments 1 and 2: Initial patterns (2013)
Å Adolescents from Slovakia(age 13-15): N=790; 13 schools  

Å Adolescents from Uganda(age 12-18): N=1,679); 34 schools

ü ά5ŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ǎƘƛŦǘέΦ aŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

prevalence of nasty behavior in JDG and increases defection in PDG.

Experiment 3: Mechanisms(2019)
Å University students in Slovakia (N=795); 2019

Å Different group-context treatments, additional tasks

Å Mechanisms: Reduced perception of individual responsibility(self-image); 

social-image concerns (signaling toughness); in-group/out-group biases; 

pleasing other group members; action bias (destruction=active choice)

Experiment 4: Generalizability to adult population, 
heterogeneity analysis(2019)
Å Nationally representative sample of adults in Slovakia(N=4,243)
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RELATED LITERATURE

Nasty behavior quite common 
Å Falk et al. 05, Abbinkand Herrmann 11, Predigeret al. 14, Krantonet al. 18

Å The lowest prevalence of nasty behavior in our four experiments: 12%

Moral wiggle room and low perception of individual responsibility increase the prevalence of 
unfair or immoral behavior for own financial benefit 
Å Scope for excuses by obscuring the role of decision-maker in determining the outcome (Dana et al. 06, 

Dana et al. 11); Reduced likelihood of making pivotal decision (Falk et al. 20); Reduced salience of self 

(Falk 17)

Å Self-signaling models (Benabouand Tirole11, Benabouet al. 18)

Å Another important decision environment: acting on behalf of a group

Differences between individual decisions and decisions in groups
Å Greater prevalence of self-regarding behavior due to group deliberation (Charnessand Sutter 12, Kugler

et al. 12)

Å Greater prevalence of nasty behavior due to group context
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EXPERIMENT 1 AND 2 (ADOLESCENTS IN SLOVAKIA AND UGANDA)
INITIAL PATTERNS



EXPERIMENTAL TASKS

ÅJoy of Destruction Game (JDG)
Å Aim: Distinguishbetween selfish and anti-social behavior

Å Two players with same endowment (EUR 2 in Slovakia, Ush1000 in Uganda)

Å Choice ǘƻ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅΥ ƭƻǿŜǊ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇŀȅƻŦŦ όōȅ рл҈ύ ŀǘ ƻǿƴ Ŏƻǎǘ όōȅ мл҈ύ

Å Destructive choice consistent with:

Å Selfishness (money-maximizing)

Å Anti-social preferences: minimizing counterpartΩǎ ǇŀȅƻŦŦ; 

maximize payoffs difference

ÅtǊƛǎƻƴŜǊΩǎ 5ƛƭŜƳƳŀ DŀƳŜ όt5D)
Å Aim: replicate findings of previous studies

Å Two players with same endowment (EUR 1.6 in Slovakia, Ush800 in Uganda)

Å /ƘƻƛŎŜ ǘƻ ŘŜŦŜŎǘΥ ƭƻǿŜǊ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǇŀȅƻŦŦ όōȅ рл҈ύ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ 

own payoff (by 25%)

Å Defection consistent with:

Å Selfishness (money-maximizing)

Å Anti-social preferences
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EXPERIMENTAL CONDITIONS

ÅIndividual
Å Choices made individually in isolation

ÅGroup
Å Subjects in groups of three

Å 4 min. to reach a joint decision

ÅGroupContext_1
Å Subjects from Group condition: individual preference 

regarding the group decision, prior to group discussion (but expected)

ÅGroupContext_2 (in Slovakia)
Å Individual decisions on behalf of the group
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PAYMENTS AND PROCEDURES

Payments
Å All choices incentivized, except in the GroupContext_1 condition (hypothetical)

Å Subjects paid for randomly selected decisions.

Å Slovakia: Credit to order items from an experimental store

Å Uganda: Earnings in cash

Anonymity
Å All answers submitted under experimental ID.

Å Answers submitted privately into a box (Slovakia) or collected by assistants (Uganda).

Å Payments processed by a different person.

M A X  P L A N C K I N S T I T UT E  FOR  TA X L AW  A N D  P UB L I C F I N A N C E |   PA G E  1 1



JOY OF DESTRUCTION GAME: RESULTS 
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Slovakia Uganda

Å When individuals decide for their groups, they are more destructive

Å Groups decision-making process does not reduce destructiveness

Å Groups are more destructive compared to individuals = less likely to follow standard game-theoretical behavior


