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• In the years that preceded the 
social networking revolution, 
indicators of social capital, in the 
forms of social participation and 
trust, have declined in many OECD 
countries (Bartolini et al., 2013; 
Costa & Kahn, 2003; Putnam, 2000). 

• More recently, the success of social 
networking sites (SNSs) has resulted 
in a steep rise in online social
participation (Brenner and Smith, 
2013; Duggan and Brenner, 2015). 

• The study was 
prompted by 
three stylised 
facts:  

• Online incivility, which includes 
aggressive or disrespectful 
behaviors, vile comments, online 
harassment, and hate speech, is a 
widespread and rising phenomenon 
(Rainie et al., 2012; Duggan, 2014) 

This is related to the literature 

about  collaboration in 

networks, showing that anti-

social behaviours are likely to 

prevail in big and complex 

networks (Currarini et 

al.,2009,  Econometrica; 2014, 

Dall’Asta et al, 2013, PNAS).



Pessimistic views on Internet use
• The more time people spend using the Internet 

during leisure time, the more time has to be 
detracted from social activities.

• The Internet allows users to conduct many daily 
transactions such as shopping or banking online 
from home: this may reduce the opportunities 
for face to face interactions.

• “Community without propinquity” argument 
(Webber, 1963). A heterogeneous urban 
environment would be characteristic of the 
absence of “intimate personal 
acquaintanceship” and would result in the 
“segmentation of human relations” into those 
that were “largely anonymous, superficial, and 
transitory” (Wirth, 1938, p. 1).

main arguments:
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Opimistic views
• Economic studies support the intuition that Internet 

use may actually encourage sociability and 
participation (Bauernschuster et al., 2014, JPUBE, 
Sabatini and Sarracino, 2017, Kyklos). 

• The effects on political participation are controversial 
(Falck et al., 2014, AER; Campante et al., 2016, JEEA; 
Sabatini et al., 2017, mimeo).

• Empirical studies in the fields of applied psychology 
and communication science have more specifically 
analyzed the role of SNS (e.g. many papers in the J 
App Soc Psy, and in the JCMC). 
Most of these studies find that networking supports 
social interactions, trust, self-esteem and SWB.



Weaknesses of the literature
• Pessimistic views (from the field of sociology) date 

back before the social networking revolution, when 
using the Internet mostly was a solitary activity.

• Economics studies – those ones that more convincingly 
address endogeneity issues – actually do not deal with 
online networks and only analyse the possible role of 
broadband access.

• Studies investigating the role of online networks – from 
the fields of applied psychology and communication 
studies – use small and non representative (and in 
some cases apparently biased) samples and generally 
do not address endogeneity issues.



Main research questions
• In the “social networking era”, may Internet 

use accelerate the decline in social 
participation documented by empirical 
studies?

• Or does it offer a way to support social 
relationships against the threats posed by the 
disruption of ties and the weakening of 
community life?

• How does social networking affect trust?
• Does online incivility play a role?



Contribution to the literature – Three steps

• The first empirical analysis of how the use of 
online social networks relates to social trust (and 
social participation, and well-being) in a large and 
nationally representative sample.

• (Attempt to) Account for endogeneity issues in 
the empirical analysis.

• “Online social networks and trust”. MPRA Paper 
62506. With Francesco Sarracino (STATEC and 
HSE) and “Online social networks and well-
being”, forthcoming in Kyklos.

• Media coverage (selection): The MIT Technology Review, The 
Telegraph, Business Standard, Wired, El Pais, The Financial Express, 
India Today, China Daily, The Register, Engadget, La Repubblica, Il 
Sole 24 Ore.



Contribution to the literature – Three steps
• Evolutionary game theoretical analyses of the evolution of 

social participation online and offline in potentially hostile 
social environments. Three papers so far:
– Antoci, A., Delfino, A., Paglieri, F., Panebianco, F., Sabatini, F. 

(2016). Civility vs. Incivility in Online Social Interactions: An 
Evolutionary Approach. PLoS ONE 11(11): e0164286.

– Antoci, A., *Sabatini, F., Sarracino, F. (2016). Online Networks, 
Social Interaction and Segregation: An Evolutionary Approach. 
MPRA Paper 70122. Submitted.

– Antoci, A., *Sabatini, F., Sodini, M. (2015). Online and offline 
social participation and social poverty traps. Journal of 
Mathematical Sociology 39 (4), 229-256.

• The first lab experiment on the effect of online incivility 
and civility on trust. 
With 
Angelo Antoci (University of Sassari) 
Laura Bonelli (CNR) and Fabio Paglieri (CNR) 
Tommaso Reggiani (University of Cologne) 



An introduction to online incivility



Online incivility
• Mutz and Reeves (2005, APSR): televised incivility 

is the violation of well-established face-to-face 
social norms for the polite expression of opposing 
views. 

• To the purpose of our study, we define “online 
incivility” as a manner of offensive interaction 
that can range from aggressive commenting in 
threads, incensed discussion and rude critiques, 
to outrageous claims, hate speech and 
harassment.



Online incivility
• The Pew Research Center (PRC) has documented the 

rising incidence of incivility in SNS-based interactions: 
• 73% of online adults have seen someone being 

harassed in some way in SNS.
• 40% have personally experienced harassment.
• 49% of SNS-using adults have seen other users 

behaving cruelly.
• 60% witnessed someone being targeted with very 

aggressive behaviors.
• 92% of Internet users agreed that SNS-mediated 

interaction allows people to be more rude and 
aggressive, compared with their offline experiences.



The roots of online incivility
• When it comes to the presentation of opposing 

views and opinions, there is a fundamental 
difference between face-to-face and Internet-
mediated interactions.

• In contrast to online conversations, face-to-face 
interactions entail the use of expressions, smiles, 
eye contact, tone of voice, gesturing, and other 
nonverbal behavior that makes it easier to 
correctly perceive the interlocutors’ feelings and 
intentions.



The roots of online incivility
• Kiesler et al. (1984) observed that computer-

mediated communication entails anonymity, 
reduced self-regulation, and reduced self-
awareness. 

• ‘The overall weakening of self- or normative 
regulation might be similar to what happens 
when people become less self-aware and 
submerged in a group, that is, deindividuated’. (p. 
1126). 

• Deindividuation has in turn been found to be 
conducive to disinhibition, deregulation, and lack 
of restraint (Diener, 1979). 



The roots of online incivility
• Anonymity.
• Reduced self-awareness.
• Reduced self-regulation.
• Weakening of normative regulation 

and no enforcement of social 
norms.

• Deindividuation
• Disinhibition.
• Lack of restrain.



• In physical interactions, we usually think 
twice before insulting a person who politely 
expresses an opposing view. 



• In online interactions, insulting strangers (and 
even non-strangers) is a very common practice, 
whatever the topic of discussion is.



Online incivility
• The Facebook “Pages” and the Twitter 

accounts of actors of public interest such as 
political parties, magazines, and celebrities 
provide a typical setting for online incivility. 

• In these settings, SNS users can randomly 
interact with strangers who subscribed to the 
same feed. 



Lampedusa shipwrecks
• On 3 October 2013, a boat carrying migrants from Libya to Italy 

sank off the Italian island of Lampedusa. 155 survivors were 
rescued.

• Death toll: 360. A lot of children among them.
• A few days later, a second shipwreck occurred near Lampedusa: at 

least 34 individuals were later confirmed dead.
• In Italy, media report about such shipwrecks at least on a weekly 

basis. What is the public’s reaction?



“I am not racist, but…”





“Let’s shoot and drawn these monkeys.”



“Tutte troie” (Women are all whores)



“Let’s torture, rape, prostitute, kill her”
She is Laura Boldrini: 
journalist and politician 
who has been President 
of the Chamber of 
Deputies of Italy since 
16 March 2013.

He is Beppe Grillo: 
leader of the 5 Stars 
Movement (Movimento
5 Stelle).

They are Grillo’s
followers.







How does it make you feel?
• Reading vile comments?
• Dealing online with people 

who behave impolitely and 
aggressively?

• Being targeted with hate 
speech?

• Being involved in endless 
online conversations with 
people with with values and 
beliefs totally different from 
yours?

• Watching these people 
manifest their “horrible” views 
online. 



• Reading polite 
comments?

• Observing 
cooperative and civil 
behaviors in online 
social networks?

How does it make you feel?



The empirical analysis



Data
• Pooled cross-section drawn from the 2010 and 
2011 waves of the “Multipurpose Survey on 
Households” (Indagine multiscopo sulle 
famiglie) provided by the Italian National 
Institute of Statistics (Istat). 

• Nationally and regionally representative 
sample of approximately 24,000 households, 
roughly corresponding to 50,000 individuals. 



Social trust

• Social trust was 
measured through:

• The Rosenberg question 
– �Generally speaking…�

• The �wallet question�: In the city or 
area where you live, imagine you lost 
your wallet holding money and your 
identification or address and it was 
found by someone else. How likely 
do you think your wallet would be 
returned to you if it were found by a 
stranger?”. 



Offline networks

• Networks are measured by an indicator of 
face-to-face interactions, as given by the 
frequency of meetings with friends. 
Respondents were asked to report how many 
times they meet their friends on a scale from 
1 (in case they have no friends) to 7 (if 
respondents meet their friends everyday).



Online networking

• Social networking is 
measured through a 
dichotomous variable 
= 1 in case of 
participation in SNS 
such as Facebook and 
Twitter.



Controls
• The technology that respondents used to connect to the 

Internet. Possible categories were cable broadband (optical 
fibre, intranet, PLC, etc.), satellite or other wireless 
connections (e.g. wi-fi and wi-max), wireless connection 
through a tablet and or a mobile phone employing a 3G 
mobile telecommunication technology, wireless connection 
employing a 3G modem (e.g. a USB key), or connection with a 
WAP or a GPRS mobile phone. 

• Age (both in linear and squared form), gender, marital status, 
the number of childen, education, work status, and 

• The time spent in commuting (in minutes). 



Main results

• Face-to-face 
interactions are 
strongly 
significantly and 
POSITIVELY
correlated with 
online networking.

These results are robust: 1) to all the estimation methods we employed in the 
analysis, including probit and ordered probit estimates, 2SLS estimates conducted 
through the CMP estimator developed by Roodman (2009), and other techniques. 
2) to all the models specification we tested.



Table 4. SNS use and social trust: marginal effects after IV estimates through CMP 

Stage 2nd stage (probit) 1st stage (probit)  

Dependent variable Social trust Use of SNS 

Indicator of online networking 

 β se β se 
Use of SNS  -.5704655  .2656928**    
Type of connection to the Internet 
DSL   .050592  .0504724   3135702 .0444526 
Fibre .2365674  .1058137 **  .4478573  .1001245 ***  
Satellite  .1435258  .0606623 **  .3122218  .057782 *** 
3G  .1180891  .0937832  .4095122  .0873206 ***  
USB  .0390776   .0510928  .1887462  .050138 *** 
Mobile  .1005278  .0964267  .497327  .0861188 ***  

Main demographic, social and economic characteristics 

Women   -.0660401  .0260457 **  -.1342636  .0241327 ***  
Age  .0089927  .004995 *   -.0439405  .0014033 *** 
Single  .1698287  .0408236 ***  .2876527  .0317227 ***  
Divorced .0749779  .0539405  .266327  .0477523 ***  
Widowed  -.0693446   .1275446  .2562308  .1446357 * 
Medium level of education  -.0271939  .0236139   .0142046  .0238931 
High level of education  .472513   .0834133 ***   -.0720173  .0865949 
Unemployed ? ? ? ? 
Children in the household .0185065   .0144833   -.0447827   .0131833 *** 

Other controls 

Wave 2010 0 . 0 . 
Wave 2011 -.0527482  .0262756 **  .1071923  .023831 *** 
Commuting (log minutes)  .0094872  .0083726   .0031253  .0086 
TV watching  -.1064779  .0251766 ***   .0964008  .0222678 *** 
Real per capita GDP   .0104713  .0024117 ***   -.0044242  .0028066 
Instruments 
DSL   .0129158  .0024252 *** 
Fibre   .0044213  .0022061 ** 
Observations 17048 
* p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001 

 

Estimates were performed 
using CMP, an estimator 
developed by Roodman 
(2011) that allows to 
estimates different models 
in the two stages (the Stata 
routine is downloadable 
from RePEc).

• Social trust –
however 
measured – is 
significantly 
and 
NEGATIVELY
correlated 
with online 
networking.



Table 5. SNS use and social trust measured through the ‘wallet question’: marginal effects after IV estimates with CMP 

Stage 2nd stage (ordered probit) 1st stage (probit)  

Dependent variable Trust in strangers Use of SNS 

Indicator of online networking 

 β se β se 
Use of SNS  -.8989009  .0958191 ***   
Type of connection to the Internet 
DSL   .1355658  .0369043 ***  .3051196  .0443579 *** 
Fibre .2439012  .0814627 **  .4289321  .0983045 *** 
Satellite .1620081  .0483865 ***  .3192909  .0578516 *** 
3G .2404427  .0693729 ***  .3714463  .0882899 *** 
USB  .0821813  .0413044 **  .1877444  .0500027 *** 
Mobile  .1838062  .0746716 **  .4838944  .0858874 *** 

Main demographic, social and economic characteristics 

Women   .0104895  .0204972  -.1263073  .0239145 *** 
Age  -.0002904  .0020841  -.0440515  .0013987 *** 
Single .1707085  .0284905 ***  .2831504  .0315649 *** 
Divorced .0156594  .0425006  .2543769  .0476021 *** 
Widowed  -.0004214   .0991437  .2654581  .144001 * 
Medium level of education  -.0020327  .0198558  .0180112  .0238241 
High level of education  .2339116   .06041 ***  -.0735977  .0855928 
Unemployed     
Children in the household .0095255  .0111652  -.0491316   .0130728 *** 

Other controls 

Wave 2010 0 . 0 . 
Wave 2011 -.0258572  .0202956  .1093415  .0237546 *** 
Commuting (log minutes) -.0063684  .0073161  .0024027  .0086011 
TV watching -.1065562  .0197159 ***   .0934127  .0222251 *** 
Real per capita GDP  .0165171  .0019334 ***  -.0025401  .002725 
Instruments 
DSL   .0180883 .0024385 *** 
Fibre   .0071548 .0020243 ***  
Observations 17701 
* p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001 

 

• The coefficients are large, 
ranging from -0.57 for social 
trust to -0.97 for the 
likelihood that the police 
would return a lost wallet. 

• Remarkably, the size of the 
marginal effects for the 
likelihood that a wallet is 
returned by a stranger or by 
the police is quite high: -
0.89 and -0.97, respectively.

• This suggests that using 
SNS lowers by slightly less 
than 1 point (on a scale 
from 1 to 10) the answer of 
a respondent to the wallet 
question. 



Other results
• Women show:

1) a significantly lower propensity for 
participation in networks like Facebook and 
Twitter and in chats, forums, and newsgroups.
2) a significantly lower propensity for face to 
face interactions.
3) a significantly higher propensity to trust 
others.



Gender effects
• Being a woman significantly raises the 

probability to loose social trust in association 
with the use of SNS.



Interpretation
• Online incivility
–Hate speech

Racism, sexism, homophoby
–Vile comments
–Aggressive behaviors
–Harassment 

• Diversity
• Demolition of false consensus



Diversity
• In face to face interactions where we usually select a 

narrow circle of well-known friends and acquaintances 
to discuss political and moral issues. 

• Facebook and Twitter create rooms for discussion in 
which selection mechanisms are weak or absent.

• Diversity is much more diffused in the global 
population of Internet users than in their limited 
reference groups. 

• Empirical studies have shown that, at least in the short 
run, diversity along ethnic, religious, and socio-
economic characteristics may be a powerful source of 
frustration and distrust towards unknown others
(Alesina and La Ferrara 2006) 



False consensus
• The psychological literature has shown that most 

people tend to overestimate the extent to which 
their beliefs or opinions are typical of those of 
others. 

• People generally assume that their own opinions, 
beliefs, preferences, values, and habits are 
“normal” and that others also think the same way 
that they do. 

• This cognitive bias leads to the perception of a 
consensus that does not exist, or a “false 
consensus” 



False consensus
• People who previously felt part of a majority 

may discover to be surrounded with 
preference types they dislike.

A homophobic user 
may discover to be 
surrounded with 
people supporting 
gay marriage.

A Real Madrid 
supporter may 
discover that 
Barcelona’s 
supporters are 
spread all over the 
world.

Etc.



Limitations of the study
• We only have a pooled cross section: no longitudinal 

data.
• We know whether individuals use social media or not, 

we don’t know how and how much they use them.
• We cannot measure exposure to diversity nor to hate 

speech.
• We don’t know the “position” of individuals in “their” 

networks (i.e. their Bonacich centrality).
• The identification strategy relies on theoretically and 

empirically “weak” instruments (even if they work 
nicely from a merely econometric point of view), 
because they are measured at the regional level while 
our observations are taken at the individual level.



The lab experiment
• Main objective: to test the effect of online 

incivility on trust.
• General info
– Bologna Laboratory for Experiments in Social Sciences 

(BLESS) 
– February-March 2017
– Approximately 400 participants
– 8 sessions 
– Average duration: 45 minutes
– 32 participants * 8 sessions = 256



Workflow
1. Few initial questions (gender, age, city of origin, education)
2. Yamagishi test of trust (simplified version only including 6 

items)
- La maggior parte delle persone sono fondamentalmente oneste.
- La maggior parte delle persone sono degne di fiducia.
- La maggior parte delle persone sono fondamentalmente buone e gentili.
- La maggior parte delle persone si fidano degli altri.
- Io sono incline a fidarmi. 
- La maggior parte delle persone si comportano adeguatamente quando viene loro concessa fiducia. 

3. Other trust questions (Rosenberg, wallet – neighbour, police, 
stranger).

4. Big five test to assess participants’ personality traits.
5. Brief questionnaire about participants’ familiarity, habits,  

and experience with online social networks.

Data collected in this way were used to build a set of control variables.



Workflow
5. Treatment
6. Visual Analogue Scale 

- Sadness
- Rage
- Shame
- Guilt
- Embarrassment
- Sorrow
- Pain
- Disgust
- Fear
-

7. Trust game



The threads
• We administered four threads, about:

1. Sexism (incivility vs. women in general)
2. Racism (incivility vs. Roma people)
3. HIV (complot theories stating HIV is not a 
virus – they are very popular in Italy!)
4. Incivility vs. unknown others (vile 
comments vs. a young man who was injured 
while trying to climb over a fence at the 
Colosseum in Rome: he deserved it!). 



The treatments
• For each of these 4 threads, we proposed 2 

treatments:
1) Uncivil comments wrote by recognizable 
users: these comments were authentic and 
taken from a specialized Facebook page.
2) Civil comments (we invented them) wrote 
by recognizable users.

With two configurations each, in which we 
anonymized users by faking their names and 
profile pictures.



The treatments
Online incivility. We asked participants to: 
A) Read a real Facebook thread filled with online 
incivility OR with statements in favour of absurd –

yet popular - complot theories about HIV.
B) Summarize the prevalent “opinion” emerging 

from comments (which is an uncivil one, or a delirious 
one in the case of complot theories)

C) State how much they agree with such opinion.
D) State how much they consider offensive and/or 
aggressive the comments in the thread.
E) Identify the most outrageous comment in the 
thread.
F) To write a comment in the thread.



Racism



Complot theories: HIV



Hate towards strangers



Sexism



The treatments
• Summarizing we have 2 treatments

1) Uncivil / recognizable comments
2) Civil / recognizable comments

And a control condition: we made participants read 
a newspaper article, offline, on the same topics 
covered by the online threads.



Trust game
• 2 participants
• In the trust game, one participants (the so-called 

“trustor”) first decides how much of a given 
endowment to give to the second participant, and this 
amount is usually multiplied by the researcher.

• Then the second participant (now acting as a 
“dictator”, generally called the “trustee”) decides how 
much of this increased endowment to send back of the 
first participant.

• If the 1st participant trusts the dictator, she will believe 
that the 2nd will send a higher amount back.    



The trust game
• Sender A (trustor):  endowment of 10 points 
• Receiver B (trustee) : endowment of 10 points

- The share of A´s endowment sent to B was multiplied by a 
factor of 3. 

- We equalized the endowments of the players to exclude 
inequity aversion concerns that could fosters ‘’trust’’.

- We used the strategy method: responder makes 
conditional decisions for each possible information set.

- Conversion rate: 1 point = 1 €



The trust game

• Strategy method:
Following this elicitation method, subject B –
the trustee - states contingent choices for 
every possible amount sent by subject A – the 
trustor - then B’s decisions are matched with 
A’s actual choice and the payment of the 
game is defined accordingly.



The empirical analysis
• We then assessed through an econometric 

analysis whether the trust of participants was 
influenced by the treatments.

• In all regressions we controlled for all the 
information collected during the workflow, i.e. 
the participants’ baseline level of trust, their 
personality traits, socio-demographic 
characteristics, and their familiarity with 
Facebook.



Preliminary results
Senders who have been treated with online 
civility are significantly more trusting.



Preliminary results
Being a woman entails significantly less trust 
independently of the direction of the treatment (i.e. 
civil vs. uncivil). 



Preliminary results
Anonymity is not a significant predictor of trust



Summary
• Does the use of online social networks affect 

trust? How?
• Empirical analysis on cross-sectional data: SNS 

use is significantly associated with lower levels of 
trust.

• This result is robust to our attempt to control for 
endogeneity.

• Does online incivility play a role?
• Experiment on the effect of online incivility on 

social trust. 
• Incivility is not significant, but the experiment 

shows that CIVILITY plays a positive role.



Next steps
• New empirical analysis in the UK using far 

better instruments to identify the effect of 
online interactions, based on BHPS data, with 
Mattia Nardotto (DIW Berlin), Tommaso 
Reggiani (University of Cologne) and Andrea 
Geraci (University of Oxford).

• Evolutionary analysis of the civil and uncivil 
modes of online interaction, with Angelo 
Antoci (Uni Sassari) and Fabrizio Panebianco
(Bocconi University of Milan).



Thank you!



Supplementary materials



IV strategy



Identification issues

We cannot discard the 
hypothesis that online 
networking is 
endogenous to social 
trust

Common bias: Individual effects, such as 
personal characteristics or exogenous 
shocks, may be correlated with both 
online networking and social trust.

Reverse causality might also arise. Easy-
going and trusting people may be more 
inclined to join online social networks to 
socialize with unknown others.



Instruments
1) The percentage of the population for 
whom a DSL connection was available in 
respondents’ area of residence.
2) Regional digital divide, given by the 
percentage of the region’s area that was not 
covered by optical fibre.

• Both the instrumental variables were 
measured in 2008, two years before the first 
wave of the Multipurpose Household Survey 
we employ in our study.



• 3rd possible instrument: regional density of 
local loops.

• Further ideas? Feedback most welcome!

Instruments



A local loop is the physical link or circuit that connects from the demarcation 
point of the customer premises to the edge of the common carrier or 
telecommunications service provider's network.



• The location of local loops was determined several 
decades before the advent of the Internet, based on 
the orographic features of the territory.

• If the distance between final users and local loops is 
above a certain threshold (approximately 4.2 kilometres, 
corresponding to 2.61 miles), then the band of the 
copper wires serving telephone communications cannot 
be wide enough to support a fast Internet connection 

• In 2007 most rural areas were generally characterised by 
the high length (≥ 4.2 kilometres) of local loops, which 
ultimately depended on the imperviousness of the 
territory. 

• As a consequence, these areas in most cases lacked 
the infrastructures needed for the diffusion of the 
DSL broadband (Agcom, 2011).

Orthogonality: local loops



If this is
< 4.2 Km

You can easily 
have broadband

Provider’s central office



If this is
> 4.2 Km

It is NOT easy to 
have broadband



!

!Darker areas are those with the worst coverage. 
Green areas have the best coverage.



Instruments’ orthogonality
• 2008 level of regional DSL or fibre coverage cannot per 

se exert a direct influence on individual trust in others. 
Rather, their availability in the area creates the premise 
for the individual choice to purchase a fast-speed 
access and, subsequently, to participate in SNSs.

• DSL or fibre coverage in the region of residence have 
never been found to be correlated with social trust at 
the individual level. 

• DSL and fibre coverage in 2008 cannot be endogenous 
– in the sense of reverse causality – to the individual 
involvement in online networks in 2010-2012. 



• The digital divide in terms of fibre coverage 
basically depends on orographic differences 
between regions, which generated a variation 
in access to fast Internet across Italian regions 
that is exogenous to people’s social capital.

• The assumption of orthogonality of the 
instruments is not disconfirmed by the tests of 
over-identifying restrictions we run in the 
context of IV estimates.

Instruments’ orthogonality



The trust game



The trust game
• The Trust Game, designed by Berg et al. (1995) 

and otherwise called “the investment game,” 
is the experiment of choice to measure trust 
in economic decisions. 

• There are two participants that are 
anonymously paired in two separate rooms.



• Both of these individuals are given some quantity 
of money. 

• The first individual, or player 1, is told that he 
must send some amount of his money to the 
anonymous second player (player 2). The amount 
sent may be zero. 

• Player 1, the sender, is usually called “trustor”.
• Player 2, the receiver, is usually called “trustee”.

The trust game



• The first player is 
also informed that 
whatever he sends 
will be tripled by the 
experimenter. 

• So, when the first 
player chooses a 
value, the 
experimenter will 
take it, triple it, and 
give that money to 
the second player. 

The trust game



• The second 
player is then 
told to make a 
similar choice, 
i.e. to give some 
amount of the 
now-tripled 
money back to 
the first player, 
even if that 
amount is zero.

The trust game





The trust game
• We can translate this in 

the form of decision tree, 
assuming that:
– person А gives $3 to 

person B at first round
– person B return $4 in the 

second round
• The amount sent by the 

trustor is considered as a 
measure of her trust.

• The amount sent back by 
the trustee is considered 
as a measure of her 
trustworthiness.



• Under standard economic assumptions of 
rational self-interest, the predicted actions of 
the first player in the trust game will be that 
he will choose to send nothing. 

• Even with perfect information about the 
mechanics of the game, the first player option 
to send nothing (and thus the second player 
option to send nothing back) is the Nash 
equilibrium for the game.

The trust game



• In the original Berg et al. experiment, thirty out of 
thirty-two game trials resulted in a violation of 
the results predicted by standard economic 
theory. In these thirty cases, first players sent 
money that averaged slightly over fifty percent of 
their original endowment.

• Despite these results apparently contradicting the 
economic notion of rational self-interest, there 
are explanations of the results that preserve this 
notion. If he is acting under rational self-interest, 
a first player who decides to give anything to the 
second player must be expecting a positive return 
on his risk

The trust game


