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Facing expectations:
Those that we prefer to fulfil and those that we disregard
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Abstract

We argue that people choosing prosocial distribution of goods (e.g., in dictator games) make this choice because they do
not want to disappoint their partner rather than because of a direct preference for the chosen prosocial distribution. The
chosen distribution is a means to fulfil one’s partner’s expectations. We review the economic experiments that corroborate this
hypothesis and the experiments that deny that beliefs about others’ expectations motivate prosocial choice. We then formulate
hypotheses about what types of expectation motivate someone to do what is expected: these are justifiable hopeful expectations
that are clearly about his own choices. We experimentally investigate how people modulate their prosociality when they face
low or unreasonably high expectations. In a version of a dictator game, we provide dictators with the opportunity to modulate
their transfer as a function of their partner’s expectations. We observe that a significant portion of the population is willing to
fulfil their partner’s expectation provided that this expectation expresses a reasonable hope. We conclude that people are averse
to disappointing and we discuss what models of social preferences can account for the role of expectations in determining
prosocial choice, with a special attention to models of guilt aversion and social esteem.
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1 Introduction
Standard theories of social preferences assert that decision-
makers care not only about their own material payoffs, but
also about the material resources allocated to others. These
theories concentrate on the final distribution of material ben-
efits. Thus, inequity aversion, preference for social welfare
(Charness & Rabin, 2002), conditional altruism (including
strong reciprocity) (Fehr, Fischbacher & Gächter, 2002) and
preference for fair outcomes (Rabin, 1993), are distributive
preferences: the agent having such preferences prefers not
just benefits for herself (self-regarding preferences) but also
benefits for others (other-regarding preferences). She cares
about how the benefits are distributed between her and oth-
ers. In this paper, we defend the view that there are other
preferences that cause prosocial choice, which are not about
how goods or benefits are distributed. Rather, they are about
the mental states of the protagonists (Dufwenberg, 2008).
We say that they are mind-directed preferences.1 The aver-
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1Dufwenberg and others talk about “psychological games.” They focus

on the game theoretic models. We talk about mind-directed preferences
because we focus on what truly motivates people and the content of the
social preferences.

sion to disappointing one’s partner is such a preference.2 We
will argue that it motivates much of the prosocial choice ob-
served in lab experiments and in real life. People, we argue,
conceive what is reasonably expected from them and they
prefer to fulfil these expectations. This leads them to make
prosocial choices.

We experimentally investigate the extent to which others’
expectations foster prosocial decisions. To test the effect
of expectations on altruistic choice, we use a modified ver-
sion of the well known Dictator Game, to which we apply
the Strategy Method (Brandts & Charness, 2011). In or-
der to assess sensitivity to others’ expectations, we asked
each dictator to specify what she would transfer for a num-
ber of possible expectations. Previous experiments show-
ing sensitivity to expectations have all compared behaviour
across subjects in different conditions. We used a within-
subject design, which allows us to observe whether individ-
uals vary their transfer when nothing else but expectations
vary. This is therefore a more direct and stronger test of
the sensitivity to expectations. This method also enabled us
to test hypotheses about which types of expectations peo-
ple prefer to fulfil. A first hypothesis relies on Miceli and
Castelfranchi’s (Miceli & Castelfranchi, 2002) analysis of

2This preference has been debated under the name of “guilt aver-
sion” (Battigalli & Dufwenberg, 2007; G Charness & Dufwenberg, 2006;
Ellingsen, Johannesson, Tjøtta & Torsvik, 2010; Reuben, Sapienza, & Zin-
gales, 2009; Vanberg, 2008), but as Vanberg (2008) notes, guilt is an nega-
tive emotion that can be felt under several conditions other than disappoint-
ing others. It can be felt when behaving immorally, for instance. We thus
use the term “aversion to disappointing”. When we refer to the specifics of
Dufwenberg and others’ model, we revert to using “guilt aversion”.
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expectations: they distinguish forecasts about others’ behav-
ior depending on their valuations—positive or negative. We
argue that people do not have a preference for fulfilling oth-
ers’ forecasts whatever these forecasts are; people prefer to
fulfil only the grounded and justified hopeful expectations
of their partners. Our second hypothesis concerns the justi-
fiability of expectations: we show that expectations that are
unjustifiably high are disregarded.

In the next section, we review the experimental evidence
showing that many prosocial choices traditionally explained
in terms of distributive preferences are in fact better ex-
plained by an aversion to disappointing. In the process, we
specify the conditions in which the aversion to disappoint-
ing truly motivates prosocial choice, and we formulate hy-
potheses about which expectations people are willing to ful-
fil. The third and fourth sections explain our experimental
tests of the hypotheses using a version of a dictator game.
The last section discusses how the aversion to disappointing
can be modeled and how it relates to other mind-directed
preferences and to distributive preferences.

2 The aversion to disappointing: hy-
potheses and their current eviden-
tial support

2.1 Theory and models

The aversion to disappointing has been nicely specified with
utility functions: in Battigalli and Dufwenberg’s (2007)
models of “guilt aversion”, the utility function ascribes disu-
tility to not fulfilling others’ perceived expectations. If Ines
and Jack interact with each other, then Jack might expect
to derive a benefit (whose measure is e) from this interac-
tion. Ines forms a belief about what Jack expects from the
interaction (whose measure is be). The theory of guilt aver-
sion asserts that Ines prefers to fulfil Jack’s expectations and
thus to satisfy be . The utility for Ines to make choice C is
the utility derived from material gains minus the disutility of
disappointing Jack. This disutility is measured as how much
Jack’s actual benefit fails to be up to what he expected—or,
more precisely, what Ines thought he expected. The disu-
tility is be minus the actual benefit that j obtains from the
interaction (i.e., as a result of Ines making the choice C), or
zero if this difference is negative, in which case Jack is not
disappointed.3

The important insight of the model of guilt aversion is that
agents obtain utility or disutility in function of what they
think others think: is the other satisfied or disappointed by
my action? The model is about a social preference, since
it concerns others’ mental states, and this social preference

3Battigalli and Dufwenberg (2007) give a more formalised characteri-
sation.

can motivate pro-social choices. While the model of guilt
aversion accounts for many aspects of the motivations that
lead people to do what is expected, we will argue that it
misses an important process: the assessment of the expecta-
tions. Is my partner simply predicting that I will do some-
thing or is he hoping that I will? Has he good reasons
to hope that I do this thing or is it merely wishful think-
ing? Some experimental results questioning the model of
guilt aversion (Ellingsen et al., 2010; Vanberg, 2008) call
for making these specifications. These specifications are all
the more needed because aversion to disappointing might
well explain many of the experimental results meant to test
the extent and conditions in which people make prosocial
choices. Saying that people are averse to disappointing is
hypothesizing that they have a willingness to do what is ex-
pected from them, which can motivate altruistic behaviour
even in anonymous and non-repeated interactions. This hy-
pothesis can take more or less radical forms depending on
how much of altruism is said to be due to aversion to dis-
appointing and how much is said to be due to other pref-
erences such as the preference for fair distribution. In any
case, we need to show that at least an interesting range of
prosocial choices is due to aversion to disappointing. We
review below experiments showing that much of the proso-
cial behaviour observed is due to aversion to disappointing
rather than distributive preferences. We then we consider
the more critical papers.

2.2 No prosocial choice if the partner has no
justifiable expectations

The experimental results we now present suggest that an
important part of the documented prosociality is better ac-
counted for with aversion to disappointing than with some
distributive preferences. Yet, it turns out that the the expec-
tations of others has a motivating strength in some condi-
tions but not in others. The goal of this review is to clarify
which are those conditions and then derive hypotheses about
the aversion to disappointing.

Dana and colleagues (Dana, Cain & Dawes, 2006) present
some experimental results that strongly suggest that transfer
in dictator games is motivated by an aversion to disappoint-
ing the receiver rather than by a distributive preference such
as inequity aversion. Dana et al. first invited subjects to par-
ticipate in a Dictator Game. Subjects were asked to share
what they wished of an initial endowment with an anony-
mous recipient. The recipient had no choice to make. Right
after the dictators had made their choice, the experimenter
gave them the option to pay a small amount of their initial
endowment (one dollar out of 10) in order to prevent the po-
tential receivers from knowing that a dictator game had been
played—this is called “exit option”. This option provided a
means for dictators to avoid disappointing, not by fulfilling
expectations, but by preventing the formation of expecta-
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tions of the potential receiver. Furthermore, this means cost
only one dollar out of ten, while fulfilling expectations of
informed receiver would probably cost much more. 28%
of the subjects chose the one dollar exit option. (The results
have been replicated with higher rates by Broberg, Ellingsen
& Johannesson, 2007, and Hashimoto, Mifune, & Yamag-
ishi, 2014; see also Trachtman et al., 2015, for a protocol
where the cost of avoiding expectations is non-monetary.)
People choosing the outside option included both people
who had initially chosen to make no or very low transfers,
who could now avoid disappointing at a sufficiently low
cost, and those who had shared equally, who found a way to
achieve the same goal—not disappointing the receiver—at
a much lower cost. Distributive social preferences (inequity
aversion, reciprocity, fairness, etc.) cannot account for this
choice. By taking the exit option, subjects choose to have $9
rather than having $10 and the opportunity to share it or not.
Some people chose to pay one dollar for not having to face
expectations, which they knew they would feel like fulfill-
ing. From this, one can hypothesize that sharing behaviour
in dictator games is partly motivated by the knowledge that
dictators’ partners expect the dictators they are paired with
to share.

Some further evidence for the role of partners’ expecta-
tions in giving in dictator games comes from a “natural-field
dictator game” (Winking & Mizer, 2013). In this study, the
authors ran a dictator game in “natural context”—a bus sta-
tion in Las Vegas—with subjects not knowing they were
taking part to an experiment. The scenario that they im-
plemented4 has two consequent differences with standard
dictator game: first, the subjects, who played the role of
dictators, did not know that they were participating to an ex-
perimental game. They consequently did not form beliefs
about the experimenter’s expectations. Second, and proba-
bly more importantly, the dictators believed that the poten-
tial receiver did not know that he—the dictator—received
an endowment that he could share. They consequently be-
lieved that the receiver had no expectations towards them.
This is in stark contrast with standard dictator games where
the instructions are read aloud and are therefore common
knowledge.5 The results were striking: none of the 30 sub-

4The experimenter’s confederate gave a set of casino chips to the sub-
jects, who were waiting at a bus station in Las Vegas. The confederate
explained that he did not have the time to cash in the chips as he needed
to take a plane now, and would have no use of them outside of Las Vegas.
He further said “I don’t know, you can split it with that guy however you
want”, while gesturing towards another confederate, the only other person
waiting at the same bus station. Importantly, when this happens the con-
federate is pretending to talk on the phone and does not see the scene of the
subject receiving tokens to share.

5In Winkler and Mizer’s control condition, the instructions are not made
common knowledge by reading them aloud in a standard way. Still, the
dictator knows that the receiver will be handed an envelope with faked and
real tokens and thus be in a position to expect a fair proportion of real
tokens with regard to the total number of tokens. The dictator can imagine
that sending an envelope with only faked tokens will cause disappointment.

jects transferred anything to the potential recipient. Wink-
ing and Mizer conclude that dictators’ transfers in stan-
dard dictator games are experimental artefacts due to ex-
perimenter’s demand effects. In fact, Winking and Mizer’s
experiment reveals more than that: it shows that dictators’
transfer occurs only when they believe they are expected to
make a transfer—by the experimenter, probably, but mostly
and more importantly by the potential receiver.6 In an ear-
lier relevant study, Koch and Norman (2008) compared a
standard dictator game, in which instructions are common
knowledge, with a dictator game where the dictators knew
that the recipient did not know a game was played. The
number of transfers decreased by half in the latter condition.

Another type of evidence supports the hypothesis that be-
liefs about partners’ expectations drive generous decision-
making, specifically, an effect called “hiding behind the
small cake” (Ockenfels & Werner, 2012), which is obtained
in experimental conditions with asymmetric information.
Ockenfels and Werner use a modified dictator game where
recipients do not know for sure about the initial endowment
of dictators; they know only that dictators’ initial endow-
ment can be either one of two amounts. Most importantly,
dictators know that recipients’ have incomplete information.
They are therefore able to infer that recipients can justifiably
expect at least a fair share of the small initial endowment,
but they cannot expect for sure a fair share of the big ini-
tial endowment. Under these conditions, a significant por-
tion of dictators decides to transfer a fair share of the small
initial endowment, even when they received the big one.
Vranceanu, Sutan and Dubart (2012) obtained a similar ef-
fect in a trust game by introducing a very low probability
that the money that the truster transfers to the trustee is lost
in the process. Trustees receiving the money from trustors
know that he or she cannot be sure that the sum has been
transferred. Some of the trustees who received the money
nonetheless played as if they had not: the rate of transfer
back to the trustor was drastically decreased by introduc-
ing this small uncertainty. Again, generosity decreased, we
think, because the receiver could not be certain about what
to expect. A similar effect was obtained by Dana, Weber
and Kuang (2007), with a protocol showing that much of
the fair behaviour observed in experimental games is most
probably due to a dislike for appearing unfair or failing to
meet justifiable expectations. Altruism decreases as soon
as these expectations lower or are less justified. Also using
a trust game, Reuben, Sapienza and Zingales (2009) show
that people are quick to behave more selfishly as soon as
they believe that little is expected of them. In Reuben et al.’s
experiment, trustors’ expectations are conveyed to trustees.

6Winking and Mizer recognised the role of the experimenter’s expecta-
tions but failed to note the role of the receiver’s expectations: this is because
they did not realize that in standard dictator and in their control condition,
but not in their test scenario, dictators believe or know that their paired
receiver expects them to share the endowment.
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Trustee that face low expectations tend to transfer signifi-
cantly less than trustee that face high expectations.

The variations on the dictator and trust games reviewed
above suggest that choices of dictators and trustees do not
reveal distributive preferences but rather aversion to disap-
pointing. Indeed, as soon as the dictator or the trustee is,
for one reason or another, not expected by his partner to
transfer a given amount, then the dictator does not make the
distributive transfer. Removing partners’ expectations leads
to significant decrease in prosociality. We can also already
note that givers, dictators or trustees, tend to consider only
the expectations that recipient could justify in all cases.

2.3 Communication and expectations

We now turn to some of the studies that look at the rela-
tions between communication and prosocial choices. The
question is how much this relation is in fact mediated by
the aversion to disappointing. Communication might have
an effect on prosociality by conveying information about
expectations and about which of others’ expectations are
deemed justified.

Andreoni and Rao (2011) tested the effect of communi-
cation in a simple dictator game. In the condition where
the receiver could communicate and justify his expectation,
the dictators were much more generous than in the baseline
condition (a standard dictator game). This suggests that re-
ceivers managed to convey their justified expectations and
that this motivated giving. By contrast, in the condition
where dictators could explain their transfer, dictators were
much less generous than in the baseline condition. This sug-
gests that the opportunity to explain one’s choice as a dicta-
tor was used to convince their partner that their expectations
should be low.7 Last, dictators were more generous when
they had to play both roles, knowing that only one of the
two roles would be randomly taken into consideration for
the eventual distribution of money. Presumably, this way to
frame decision choices made the expectations of the receiver
much more salient, since dictators had to put themselves in
the situation of receiver. Communication made the expec-
tations more salient, as did the role-taking condition, but it
also enabled justifications. Self-interest affected the choice
of justifications: they were usually in favour of equity for
those in the receiver’s position or in favour of inequity for
those in the dicator’s position.

In the above situations, the giver prefers the receiver to
have low expectations, but there are contexts in which the
giver would like the receiver to have high expectations. For
instance, when the potential giver would like to be selected

7In the appendix of their paper, Andreoni and Rao (2011) list the type
of explanations that people gave. One standard explanation was related to
the fact that allocators had the right to benefit from their privileged position
as decision maker. If dictators truly had this right, then receivers could not
justify high expectations.

for an economic interaction by the potential receiver. The
potential giver might then choose to make promises so as
to convince the receiver to enter the economic interaction.
The phenomenon of interest for our purpose is that people
who promised to make an altruistic choice tend to keep their
promise.

Why do people keep their promises even when it is
costly for them to do so? Charness and Dufwenberg (2006)
note that breaking a promise causes disappointment to the
promisee. Aversion to disappointing is therefore likely
to motivate keeping one’s promise. In their experimental
game, they observe that subjects who made promises were
much more likely to make the altruistic choice than peo-
ple who could not make any promise in same experimen-
tal context but with no communication allowed. This ef-
fect of communication seems to be driven by the knowledge
that making promises raise the expectations of the promisee:
promising correlated with the belief that the partner has high
expectations, which correlated with the likelihood to make
an altruistic choice. Furthermore, the difference between the
communication and the no communication condition was
driven by the change in beliefs about expectations.

Indeed, for similar beliefs about expectations, the rate of
altruistic choice is the same in the communication and the
non-communication condition. Vanberg (2008) ran a variant
of this experiment in which the subjects had a 0.5 probabil-
ity of interacting with a new partner rather than with the
promisee. Thus some subjects made promises to someone
but found themselves interacting with someone else. Still,
they knew that the new partner had received a promise and
that he did not know whether partners had been changed
or not. The new person was therefore likely to have the
same expectation as the partner to whom they had initially
promised. Vanberg found that subjects who made a promise
but had to interact with a partner to whom they had not
promised were much less likely to make an altruistic choice,
keeping their promise, than the subjects who interacted with
the subject to whom they had made the promise. This differ-
ence occurred in spite of the fact that beliefs about partner’s
expectations was the same whether the partner had changed
or not. From this result, Vanberg concludes that aversion
to disappointing is not what motivates people to keep their
promises. In fact, Vanberg’s results show that people are
not especially motivated to fulfil any type of expectations.
If A expects B to do X, then C is not especially motivated
to do X. Vanberg’s experimental conditions do just that: B
makes a promise to do X, A consequently expects B to do
X, but when C has the opportunity to do X, he does not
especially feels compelled to do it. Vanberg’s results resem-
ble bystander effects, where a person in need expects others
to help but nobody feels that she herself is the one who is
expected to help. Vanberg’s experiment is therefore a new
instance showing that altruistic choice significantly decrease
as soon as the expectation of altruism is not well justified.
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2.4 Difference between expecting someone to
do something and making a guess about
what people do

The above experiments suggest that communication modu-
late beliefs about expectations, which in turn influence the
motivation to make altruistic choices. They also suggest that
the aversion to disappointing cannot be expressed as a blunt
motivation to fulfil others’ predictions whatever these pre-
dictions are. The content and valuation of expectations mat-
ter: Am I expected to do something? Does the person hope
that I will do it? How justified is the expectation?

The last experiment we want to mention was run by
Ellingsen, Johannesson, Tjøtta and Torsvik (2010) with the
the explicit goal of testing guilt aversion. Ellingsen et al. ran
a set of experiments where dictators in a dictator game and
trustee in a trust game were informed of what the receivers
predicted to receive. Dictators and trustees where informed
by the “guess” of the subject they were associated with, and
decided of their transfer in view of this guess. The ratio-
nale is that if dictators and trustee are willing to conform
to the receivers’ predictions, then there should be a correla-
tion between the transfer and the prediction. But Ellingsen
et al. found no such correlations. These results, it must be
said, do not refute the theory of guilt aversion: the authors
report non-significant results; they did not succeed in find-
ing a statistically significant demonstration of guilt aversion.
However, they raise again the need to specify which expec-
tations we are willing to fulfil and which we are happy to
ignore. Why did subjects of Ellingsen et al.’s paper seemed
to ignore others’ predictions?

Ellingsen et al. did not differentiate between predictions
and expectations. In Ellingsen et al.’s variation on the dic-
tator game, dictators could decide their transfers in view of
what receivers had “guessed” the average transfer would be.
Thus, dictators were not asked whether they wanted to fulfil
receivers’ expectations, but only whether they wanted to be-
have in accordance with what receivers predicted about the
average behaviour. Two elements seem to be missing for
tapping into the aversion to disappointing: first, there is an
element of hope in the expectations that people prefer to ful-
fil. I can guess that you will wake up before eight this morn-
ing but not really care. In that case, my prediction will not
motivate you to wake up before eight. Second, someone’s
expectation motivate someone else’s choice especially when
it is about the choice of this very person. You are motivated
to do X, if I expect you to do X, but less so if I only expect
X to happen. Subjects in Ellingsen et al.’s experiment, how-
ever, were given predictions of the average population rather
than expectations about their own behaviour. Ellingsen et
al. (2010) and Vanberg (2008) have used similar manipula-
tions: subjects were given expectations that were not about
their own behaviour but about others’. Thus, we argue, ex-
pectations about B’s choice do not motivate A to make the

expected choice.
The experiment that we present here is a close variation

on Ellingsen et al.’s dictator game. However, we have ex-
plained why others’ expectations in Ellingsen et al.’s exper-
iment did not evoke aversion to disappointing. So when we
descibe our own protocol, in the next section, we will spec-
ify how it differs from Ellingsen et al.’s one.

2.5 A cognitive account of expectations and
their motivating effect

The experimental results reviewed above support the hy-
pothesis that people’s altruistic choices in experimental
games are largely due to beliefs about their partner’s expec-
tations and preferences for fulfilling these expectations.

Partners’ expectations can easily be computed: Our ca-
pacity to compute what others believe and desire provides a
firm cognitive ground on which preferences can operate: we
can perceive others’ expectations and predict the effect of
our own behaviour on others’ mental states, including being
disappointed. While the processes of ascribing mental states
is being thoroughly studied in current cognitive psychol-
ogy,8 we here hypothesize about how people come to value
others’ mental states, specifically, how people perceive and
value others’ disappointment. Indeed, the above-mentioned
experiments show that people do not blindly want to fulfil
others’ expectations. We can in particular note the follow-
ing documented effects:

1. Effect of low expectations: if the “giver” is led to think
that the “receiver” expects little or nothing, then he
tends to give as little as is expected from him (Broberg
et al., 2007; Dana et al., 2006; Winking & Mizer, 2013)

2. Effect of justificatory ground: expectations that could
not be justified by the expecting partner tend to be
disregarded (Dana et al., 2007; Ockenfels & Werner,
2012; Reuben et al., 2009; Vranceanu et al., 2012);
expectations that can be justified by appealing to social
norms tend to be fulfilled (Cronk & Wasielewski, 2008;
Heintz, 2013; Henrich et al., 2004).

3. Effect of salience: the more salient the expectation and
its justificatory grounds, the more likely the expecta-
tion will be fulfilled (Andreoni & Rao, 2011; G Char-
ness & Dufwenberg, 2006; Rankin, 2006). In particu-
lar, expectations must clearly be about a specific indi-
vidual’s actions and choice in order to motivate this in-
dividual to fulfil the expectation (Ellingsen et al., 2010;
Vanberg, 2008).

8It is shown that humans, are able to ascribe beliefs and intentions to
others with great ease (e.g. Frith & Frith, 2012; Leslie, Friedman & Ger-
man, 2004) and they seem to compute others’ thoughts automatically from
an early age (e.g. Kovács, Téglás & Endress, 2010; Samson, Apperly,
Braithwaite, Andrews & Bodley Scott, 2010).
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It follows from our discussion of guilt aversion that people
not only predict what their partner will do but also associate
a valence to their predictions. People might be indifferent
about someone’s choice, or they might desire that he does
something, or they might fear it. Miceli and Castelfranchi
(2002) identify different configurations of predictions and
goals, which produce various kinds of representations of the
future. In their taxonomy, which includes levels of uncer-
tainty, personal concerns and need for prediction, people
can believe that something will happen and at the same time
want to see that event realized.9 Miceli and Castelfranchi
coined the term “hope-casts” in order to refer to those men-
tal states that imply both forecasts and a positive valuation
of the predicted event—the term is a portmanteau word for
“hopeful forecast”. By contrast, “fear-casts” refer to the
mental states that imply both forecast and the desire that the
forecasted event does not happen. Are people intrinsically
motivated to comply with others’ fear-casts? We hope-cast
it is not the case. For instance, your dancing partner might
fear-cast that you will step on her feet, but knowing this
probably does not motivate you to do it. Predictions that
include no personal concern will also not motivate choice.
For instance, my partner can predict that I will wear a blue
shirt today because she wrongly thinks it is the only clean
one I have; this will not necessarily motivate me to do so
. . . unless she hopes that I do so for some reason. She might
expect me to wear this colour because we go to some fancy
ball and she’d like my own shirt to fit the colour of her shoes.

In what follows, we use the term “expectation” as mean-
ing hope-cast. This more specific meaning of “expecta-
tion” is similar to a common usage of expectation: to “ex-
pect something” often means “to hope for it”, and to ex-
pect someone to do something often means that we want
him to do it. This usage is not the only one: for instance,
in most scientific papers, expectations and predictions are
used interchangeably. With the distinction between expec-
tations as hope-casts and prediction in mind, we can point
out the effects of predictions, such as self-fulfilments, which
are mainly obtained because predictions, when made, pub-
licly convey information; self-fulfilments are not obtained
because one is motivated to make them true. Expectations
as hope-casts are special cases: those who are expected to
do something can be motivated to make these expectations
true because they do not want to disappoint the expecting
person.

The literature also suggests that people evaluate the justi-
fication of others’ expectations. For instance, receiving a
promise provide firm grounds for justifying expectations,
but if the promise was made by someone else, as in Van-
berg’s (2008) experiment, then the partner can always argue

9The existence of this motivational component and its effect on decision
making is illustrated by Giardini et al. (2008) who show that people tend
to be more confident in the occurence of favourable events, with little or no
regard for their objective likelihood.

that he did not make any promise to the expecting partner.
Likewise when the endowment to be shared is uncertain,
the “giver” could always argue back against a request for
a faire share of the high endowment: “hiding behind the
small cake” is possible because the expecting partner could
not justify high expectation. Misyak et al. (2014) argue that
in many social interactions, “virtual bargaining” is taking
place: people commonly know what would be the result of
explicit bargain and make their choice as if the explicit bar-
gain had taken place. In our case, we do not need to go as
far as saying that people make a virtual and implicit bar-
gain, but it seems that they do assess the reasons that their
partner might have to justify their expectations. When ful-
filling an expectation is costly, it is indeed an adaptive thing
to do. So our hypothesis is that the aversion to disappoint-
ing includes mechanisms assessing whether the partner is
expecting more than what already makes one be a valuable
cooperator. When it is the case, then we are better off dis-
regarding the expectations. Figure 1 is a simplified picture
of the hypothesized process that ascribe utility to fulfilling
others’ expectations.

In the experiment we report, we provided subjects with
information meant to influence their beliefs about what their
partner hoped they would do. We predicted that subjects in
the role of dictators would be sensitive to expectations and
make their transfer dependent on expectations. More pre-
cisely, we predicted that people would tend to fulfil expec-
tations as long as these are justifiable but would otherwise
disregard them. We presented low and high expectations
with the idea that only low expectations would be thought
of as justified expectations.

3 Experimental design

The experiment is a simple variation of a dictator game, with
three conditions. In the test condition—the expectation con-
dition (EC)—we asked dictators how much they wanted to
transfer of their initial endowment to the subject they were
paired with, but we also provided dictators with the oppor-
tunity to decide how much to transfer in view of their paired
subject’s expectation. The baseline condition (BSL) was
a standard dictator game, and a control condition provided
dictator with the opportunity to decide how much to trans-
fer in view of irrelevant information (Irrelevant Information
Condition, IIC).

Subjects were randomly assigned to the role of “dicta-
tor” or “receiver” (labelled A and B during the experiment).
Each dictator was given an endowment of 10 Euros and the
opportunity to transfer a share of this endowment to the re-
ceiver. When subjects entered the laboratory, they were in-
vited to seat in private boxes in which they received printed
instructions of the game. Subjects were told to read these in-
structions privately. After ensuring that all subjects had read
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Figure 1: Processes ascribing utility to fulfilling expecta-
tions

the instructions once, a monitor read the instructions aloud
so as to guarantee common knowledge.10 Subjects received
the decision sheet for their role and indicated their decisions
on that sheet. Once all subjects filled in their sheets, the ex-
perimenter collected them so as to compute subjects’ final
payoffs.

The experimental sessions were conducted at the Bur-
gundy School of Business in 2011. They were conducted
in French (BSL and EC) and English (EC and IIC). All ses-
sions were implemented using pen and paper. On aggre-
gate, 284 subjects were recruited from introductory courses:
100 subjects (i.e. 50 dictators) participated in the Baseline
(BSL), 94 subjects (i.e. 47 dictators) in the Expectation
Condition (EC) and 90 subjects (i.e. 45 dictators) in the Ir-
relevant Information Condition (IIC). EC and BSL were run
first and IIC was run some six month later with a new pool
of students. Subjects’ average age was 20.8 (S.D.= 1.206).

10We did not check subjects’ understanding of the instructions but sub-
jects were all informed that they could ask privately questions of the moni-
tor by raising their hands at any moment of the experiment.

3.1 Framing
Ellingsen et al. (2010) ran an experiment that also allowed
dictators to decide how much to transfer in view of the re-
cipients predictions. But the team obtained no results. We
therefore emphasize how our protocol differs from Ellingsen
et al. and why.

As we argued, a hopeful expectation contains a predictive
element but is not reducible to it. We wanted dictators to
understand that receivers expressed their hopes. Contrary
to Ellingsen et al., we did not incentivise receivers to state
accurate predictions and we framed the questions with the
term “expect” rather than “guess”.11 Although the structure
of the game remains the same, the different framing is likely
to be consequential12 due to common sense understanding
of “expect”, which conveys a sense of hopeful prediction.
With this change of frame, subjects make inferences about
others’ mental states. Using the term “expectation” rather
than “guess” is probably a better way to tap into the aversion
to disappointing and thus observe its effects on choices.

In our own experiment, dictators had to decide of their
transfers answering a question starting with: “If the player
B I am paired with expects to receive . . . ”. This sentence
makes it clear to a given dictator that his paired receiver has
expectations about him. We therefore used a frame that, we
believe, tapped into the aversion to disappointing because
it conveyed that the partner was hoping for a given transfer
from his paired subject.

3.2 The strategy method
In order to investigate the effect of all potential expectations,
we used the Strategy Method: in the Expectation Condition
(EC) condition we asked dictators to indicate how much
they were willing to send for each of the 11 (from C0 to
C10) possible expectations of the receivers. Dictators were
asked to answer the following question, repeated for each of
the 11 possible amounts with X taking the values from 0, 1,
2, 3 till 10.

If the player you are associated with expects you
to send him C X, you will send C___.13

Final payoffs were calculated by randomly forming pairs
and allocating to the receiver of each pair what her paired
dictator wanted to transfer for the expectation that the re-
ceiver actually reported.14 In this way, we were able to

11In French, we used the expression “s’attendre à” and “souhaiter”.
12The dictator game is sensitive to changes of frame: for instance, fram-

ing the dictator game initiating a sense of entitlements change subjects’
choices (e.g. List, 2007), as does referring to social norms (Lesorogol,
2007). But see Dreber et al., (2013) for a sceptical view.

13In the French version: “Si le participant B qui compose ma paire
s’attend à recevoir CX, je lui envoie C__.”

14Of course, dictators had no direct access to recipients’ expectation.
They could form their beliefs only in view of the answer given by the re-
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gather data about dictators’ choices for all types of expec-
tations, including those that receiver would not usually form
(for instance, very few receivers expected to receive the full
amount or nothing). By using the Strategy Method in EC,
we were able to observe whether and to what extent re-
ceivers’ expectations modulate dictators’ decisions.

The strategy method does not generally change the re-
sults obtained by a direct method (e.g., Brandts & Charness,
2011). There are, however, good reasons to run a control
checking the effects that are due to the strategy method. Sev-
eral factors other than sensitivity to expectations can lead
subjects to vary their answers when using a strategy method.
One is the way information is displayed: the mere presence
of numbers in relation to allocations might work as a refer-
ence point, influencing dictators’ choice due to some version
of an anchoring effect. Another confound is the “experi-
menter effect”: with the strategy method, the subject might
be lead to think that, since the experimenter asks several
questions, he must expects to obtain different answers. In
order to control for such external factors, we implemented
a condition—the irrelevant information condition (IIC)—
where dictators had the opportunity to vary their transfer in
function of some irrelevant numbers. The irrelevant figures
corresponded to the last number of the receiver’s student
card. More precisely, in the Irrelevant Information Condi-
tion (IIC), dictators were asked to state their allocation con-
ditional on their partners’ ID last digit number. Receivers
had to indicate their ID last digit instead of indicating how
much they expect dictators to send them, as subject did in
the Expectation Condition. In the meanwhile, each dictator
had to indicate how much she was willing to send for each
of the 10 (from 0 to 9) possible final digits of the receiver
they were matched with. Dictators were asked the follow-
ing question, repeated for each of the 10 possible numbers:

If the player you are associated with has an ID
card ending with X, you will send C__ .

The final allocation was computed by matching the ID’s
digit indicated by the receiver with the dictator’s allocation
for that specific number. By comparing dictators’ decisions
in EC and in IIC, we were able to measure the impact of
others’ expectations in dictators’ transfers. (See the supple-
mentary material for the instruction and the decision sheets).

cipient. Dictators could interpret the recipient’s answer as strategic rather
than a genuine report about their expectations. One option would have been
to hide from the recipient that their answer will be known to dictators and
let dictators know that. However, this would have meant somewhat de-
ceiving the recipients and adding a level of cognitive complexity for the
dictators, so we did not implement this option.

4 Results

4.1 Replications of previous results together
with different pattern of choices between
low and high expectations

In BSL, the average amount sent by dictators was C3.84 (S.
D = 7.892). In line with previous Dictator Games, we found
in BSL that the huge majority of dictators decided to transfer
positive amounts to receivers. Only 20% of dictators chose
to send nothing to receivers whereas 36% of dictators shared
their endowment equally with receivers. In the expectation
condition (EC), dictators sent an average amount of C2.55
(Std. Dev = 7.441) to receivers.

We analysed the correlation coefficients between transfer
and expectations. According to the model of guilt aversion,
dictators’ transfers should have correlated with partners’ ex-
pectations: the higher the expectation, the higher the trans-
fer should have been. This is because the higher the expec-
tation is, the more one needs to transfer in order to reduce
the guilt induced by the difference between partner’s expec-
tation and transfer. The correlation coefficient need not be
one, since selfish motives and not just guilt avoidance deter-
mine choice; but it should be positive.

The correlation coefficient between transfer and expecta-
tion is not significantly different from the null hypothesis of
a zero coefficient. Ellingsten and colleagues also report a
correlation coefficient that is not significant (Pearson corre-
lation coefficient of −0.075, p = 0.497; and Spearman corre-
lation coefficient of −0.044, p = 0.689). We obtained a Pear-
son correlation of 0.166 with a much “better” but still not
significant p-value: p = 0.058. The non-parametric Spear-
man coefficient in our experiment is 0.000. A look at Table
1 suggests that there is no correlation because, when the ex-
pectation is higher than 5, subjects tended to give less and
less as expectation increases.

Contrary to the model of guilt aversion, we did not predict
correlations on the zero to 10 range: our hypothesis is that
people will fulfil expectations only if these are justifiable,
and thus, in the dictator condition, less to half of the initial
endowment. We can confirm, however, that the prediction of
the guilt aversion model that there would be a strictly posi-
tive correlation between transfer and expectations, indepen-
dently of the content of the expectations, is not supported.

In order to check which of the expectations affected trans-
fer, and more precisely, which expectations people preferred
to fulfil and which they disregarded, we analysed the re-
sponses across subjects to any given expectations. In par-
ticular, for any given expectation, the analysis reveals how
many subjects decide to fulfil the expectation. Table 1 shows
the proportion of dictators that chose a given transfer (y-
axis) for a given expectation (x-axis). The most frequent
transfer, across expectations, is zero, followed by 5: the “ra-
tional selfish” choice and the “fair” choice. Sensitivity to
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Table 1: Proportion of dictators in each column choosing the
transfer for the expectation specified on the horizontal axis.

Expectations

Tr
a
n

sf
e
rs

10 4 2 2 2 2 2 4 2 2 6 8

9 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 6 2 0

8 0 2 2 0 0 0 2 4 2 0 4

7 0 0 0 2 2 4 6 6 0 0 0

6 2 0 0 2 6 4 4 2 6 4 4

5 14 10 12 21 14 38 14 17 17 19 14

4 0 2 6 6 17 8 12 6 6 4 4

3 4 12 12 23 4 0 4 12 6 2 0

2 10 8 21 8 12 6 6 6 12 6 4

1 12 25 8 2 6 6 8 8 6 14 12

0 51 36 34 31 34 29 36 34 34 40 46

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

expectations is visible in the following patterns:

• The frequency of transferring nothing decreases up to
five then increase anew. This pattern is inverted for
the frequency of transferring 5: increasing till five then
decreasing. This suggests that people were more likely
to fulfil expectations when those expectations appeared
reasonable or fair enough. Otherwise, they are more
likely to transfer nothing.

• There is a smaller but significant amount of choices that
equal expectations (line y=x) until expectations reach
five, then a small but significant amount of choices that,
for expectations from 6 to 10, are proportionally in-
verse to expectations (equal to the initial endowment
minus the expectation).

For instance, when the receiver expects nothing, 51% of the
dictators choose to transfer nothing, but this number drops
to 29% when the receiver expects half of the endowment.
When facing an expectation of half of the endowment, 38%
choose to transfer it.

4.2 People are willing to fulfil low but not high
expectations

The transfers differ a lot for low expectations vs. low irrele-
vant numbers, but differ little for high expectations vs. high
irrelevant numbers. We therefore examined transfers for ex-
pectations from 0 to 5, which we compared with transfers
for irrelevant information from 0 to 5, and transfers for ex-
pectations from 5 to 10. We note these conditions respec-
tively EC[0,5], IIC[0,5] and EC[6,10].

We used Wilcoxon tests (within-subjects correlations) to
compare our results in

::::
The

:::::::::
correlation

::::::::::
coefficients

:::::::
between

:::::::
subjects’

::::::::
transfers

:::
and

:::::::::::
expectations

:::
on EC[0,5] to the null

Figure 2: Average correlation between transfers and expec-
tations (EC) and transfers and irrelevant information (IIC),
comparing different ranges of expectations/irrelevant infor-
mation.

hypothesis according to which the correlation is zero and
to the IIC0, 5condition (Figure 3).The average of the

::
is

:::::
0.200

:::::::::
(correlation

:::::::
between

:::
the

::::::
vector

::
of

::
all

::::::::
transfers

:::
and

:::
the

:::::
vector

::
of

:::::::::::
expectations,

::
p

:
=
::::::::
0.0007).15

:::
We

:::
also

::::::::
compare

:::
the

::::::::::
distributions

:::
of subjects’ correlation coefficients between

expectation and transfer on
::::::
factors,

:::::::::
attributing

::::::::::
correlation

:::::
factor

:
0
::
to

:::::::
subjects

::::
that

::::
show

:::
no

:::::::
variance:

:
EC[0,5] is 0.200.

The distribution of correlation coefficient is significantly
different from zero (p = 0.0001, two tailed).16 Furthermore,
it is significantly different from IIC[0,5] , (p = 0.003

::::
0.002,

two-tailed).The 16 IIC[0,5] does not have a distribution of
coefficient correlations that is significantly different from
the null hypothesis. Our hypothesis that others’ expecta-
tions are motivating as long as they are not “unreasonable”
is therefore supported.

When the expectations are above 5, by contrast, we find

15
::
We

::::::
observe

:
a
::::::::

significant
::::::::

correlation
:::
also

::
if
:::

we
:::
run

:
a
::::::::

multilevel

:::::::
regression

::::::
analysis

::::
with

::::::
transfer

:::::
vector

::
as
::::::::

dependent
::::::

variable
::::

and

:::::::
expectancy

:::::
vector

::
as
:::::::

predictor,
:::::::

allowing
:::

for
::

a
::::::
random

::::::
intercept

:::
by

:::::::
participant.

::::
This

::::
point

:::
and

:::::
several

::::
others

::
in
:::

this
::::::::
subsection,

::::
were

::::
made

::
by

::::
Mark

::::
Jeckel,

::::
who

::::::
provided

::::
highly

::::::
valuable

::::::
guidance

:::
for

::
the

:::::::
statistical

::::::
analysis.

::
This

:::::::
significant

::::::::
correlation

::
on [

:::
0;5]

:
is
:::::
worth

:::::::
comparing

:::
with

::::::
Ellingsen

::
et

:::
al.’s

::::::::::
non-significant

:::::::
correlation.

::::::
Indeed,

:::::
Ellinsen

::
et

:::
al.’s

:::
data

::::
points

::
for

:::
the

:::::::
correlation

::::::
analysis

::
are

:::::
mostly

::
in

::
the

::::
range

::
of

:::::::::
“reasonable”

:::::::::
expectations:

:::
from

:::
zero

::
to
:::

half
::

of
:::

the
::::::::
endowment.

::::
This

::
is
::::::
because

::::::
Ellingsen

:::
did

:::
not

::
use

:
a
::::::

strategy
::::::
method.

::::::::::
Consequently,

::
he
:::::

could
::::
gather

:::
data

::::
only

::
on

:::
the

::::::
transfers

::::
made

::
for

::::::::
expectations

:::
that

:::
had

::::
been

:::::
actually

::::::::
expressed.

::
As

:::
we

:::::::::
hypothesized,

::
we

:::::
obtain

:::::::
significant

:::::::
correlation

::
by

::::
using

::
the

::::
right

:::::
framing.

16It is this significant correlation on 0;5that is worth comparing with
Ellingsen et al.’s non-significant correlation. Indeed, Ellinsen et al.’s data
points for the correlation analysis are mostly in the range of “reasonable”
expectations: from zero to half of the endowment. This is because
Ellingsen did not use a strategy method. Consequently, he could gather
data only on the transfers made for expectations that had been actually
expressed. By contrast, we gathered data also for extreme possible
expectations that are above half of the endowment and which are rarely
or never expressed.

16
::
We

::::
obtain

:::::
similar

:::::
results

::
if

::
we

::::::
perform

::
the

::::::
analysis

::
by

::::::
removing

:::
the

:::::
subjects

:::
with

::
no

::::::
variance

::::
rather

:::
than

::::::
ascribing

::::
them

:
a
:::
zero

:::::::
coefficient.

::::
This

:::
holds

::::
here

::
and

::
for

:::
the

:::::
analysis

::
of

::
EC[

:::
6,10]

:
vs.

:::
IIC[

::
6,9]

::::::
reported

:
in
:::
the

:::
next

:::::::
paragraph.
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Figure 3: Average transfer for expectation 0, expectation 5
and baseline
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no significant difference of correlation coefficients between
EC[6,10] and the null hypothesis (p = 0.489, two-tailed)and

:::::::
0.5091).

:::
We

:::::::
observe

:
no significant difference between

:::
the

::::::::::
distributions

::
of

:::::::::
correlation

::::::
factors

::
of

:
EC[6,10] and IIC[6,9]

(p = 0.318
::::::
0.3285;

:::::::::
attributing

::
a

:::::::::
correlation

:
0
::
to

:::::::
subjects

::::
that

::::
show

:::
no

:::::::
variance). This therefore suggests that expectations

are taken into consideration when corresponding to less than
half of the endowment, but that they are treated as irrelevant,
on the average, when exceeding half of the endowment.

Unlike Ellingsen et al.’s (2010) analysis, our results show
that people are sensitive to others’ expectations. In favour of
Ellingsen et al., however, it turns out that people do not will-
ingly fulfil all type of expectations. In our experiment, it is
only low expectations that are, often enough, being fulfilled.

The controversial claim that generosity observed in dic-
tator game is mainly due to aversion to disappointing rather
than other prosocial preferences such as inequity aversion
is further corroborated by the fact that the average trans-
fer for the most common expectation, the expectation of 5
(31.81% of receivers expect to receive half of the endow-
ment) in the EC condition is a close approximation of the
transfer in BSL: C3.21 for the EC condition and C3.84 for
BSL.17 This similarity can be contrasted to the significant
difference of transfer between when the expectation is zero
and when the expectation is 5 (EC[5] vs. BSL: two-sided
Mann-Whitney, p = 0.361 and EC[0] vs. EC[5]: p = 0.006.
The confidence intervals for BSL and Expectation 5 are re-
spectively: [3.041; 4.638] and [2.445; 3.979] showing no
significant differences across the two variables. see Figure

:::
See

:::::
figure

:
3).

17 This average transfer is slightly bigger than the average transfer found
by Engel’s meta study: 28.35% (Engel, 2011).

4.3 Types of reaction to receivers’ expecta-
tions

Thanks to the Strategy Method we used in EC, we defined
behavioural patterns by observing vectors of decisions from
dictators, i.e., by grouping dictators in accordance with their
decisions for ranges of possible expectations. We identified
three patterns: Constant, Positive Fulfiller, Negative Ful-
filler.

To fall into the category Constant, dictators had to send
the very same amount of money for at least 80% of her
choices. A constant player is therefore someone who de-
cides on what to transfer disregarding the information pro-
vided—whether it is about expectations, in the EC, or ir-
relevant, in IIC. Still, we allowed for some errors (20%)
because the strategy method does provide a frame that fa-
cilitates making these kind of little motivated changes. A
dictator exhibits a Constant behaviour if she makes the very
same transfer for at least 9 of the 11 possible expectations
of the receivers on EC[0,10]. On EC[0,5] a behavioural pat-
tern is Constant if the dictator makes the very same transfer
for at least five of her six possible choices, and on EC[6,10]
the pattern is Constant if she makes the same transfer for
at least 4 of her 5 possible choices. The same applies for
IIC[0,9], IIC[0,5] and IIC[6,9] relative to the irrelevant in-
formation 0 to 9, 0 to 5 and 6 to 9. On EC[0,10], 29.79%
of the dictators fell into the category Constant. In IIC, more
than half of the subjects (51.11%) sent a Constant amount.
There are significantly more dictators belonging to the Con-
stant category in IIC[0,9] than in EC[0,10] (p = 0.0377, χ2

= 4.348). This suggests, again, that people do not consider
others’ expectations as irrelevant information.

Proportion of subjects for behavioural patterns in EC and
IIC.

We consider a dictator to be sensitive to others’ expec-
tations if her decisions were significantly correlated (either
positively or negatively) with the receivers’ expectations,
using Spearman Rank Correlation coefficients between the
decisions of dictators and the expectations of receivers. In
EC[0,10], 46.81% of subjects exhibited sensitivity to others’
expectations. Thus, the decisions of almost one dictator out
of two were significantly correlated (either positively or neg-
atively) with receivers’ expectations. This is significantly
more than in ICC[0,9], in which only 20% of the dictators
show sensitivity to irrelevant numeric information (p = 0.01,
χ2 = 6.556).

We refine the category of sensitive players by distinguish-
ing between Positive Fulfiller and Negative Fulfiller. An
individual is considered as a Positive Fulfiller if her deci-
sions are significantly (at a 0.05 level) and positively corre-
lated with receivers’ expectations. Positive Fulfillers trans-
fer more and more as receivers’ expectations increase. Con-
versely, an agent is classified as a Negative Fulfiller if her
decisions are significantly (at a 0.05 level) and negatively

http://journal.sjdm.org/vol10.5.html


Judgment and Decision Making, Vol. 10, No. 5, September 2015 Facing expectations 452

Figure 4:
:::::::::
Proportion

::
of

:::::::
subjects

:::
for

::::::::::
behavioural

:::::::
patterns

::
in

:::
EC

:::
and

::::
IIC.

correlated with receivers’ expectations. Negative Fulfillers
transfer less and less as receivers’ expectations increase.
They reward low expectations (inferior to half their endow-
ment) and punish receivers with high expectations by de-
creasing their transfers.

In EC[0,10], 31.91% of agents belonged to the category
Positive Fulfiller, while in IIC[0,10] only 6.67% belonged
to that category. Again, we find a significant difference be-
tween the two conditions (χ2 = 9.312, p = 0.002). Unsur-
prisingly, this significant difference is found on EC[0, 5] vs.
IIC[0, 5] (χ2 = 7.052, p = 0.007) but not on EC[6, 10] vs.
IIC[6, 10] (χ2 = 0.623, p = 0.429).

In EC [0,10] 14.89% of agents were classified as Negative
Fulfiller, and 13.33% in IIC[0,10]: there are no significant
difference when we examine the full range from 0 to 10 (χ2

= 0.046, p = 0.829) but when we consider the ranges from
0 to 5 and from 6 to 10, it turns out that there are fewer
Negative Fulfiller in EC[0, 5] than in IIC[0, 5] (χ2 = 4.601,
p = 0.042) but more in EC[6, 10] than in IIC[6, 10] (χ2 =
5.062, p = 0.024). We interpret this finding as expressing the
fact that dictators withdraw their concern when interacting
with people with too high expectations. People with unrea-
sonable expectations are not worth satisfying. Alternatively,
people might disapprove those who communicated having
unreasonable expectations, taking it as an attempt to exploit
generous dispositions. For any of these two reasons, dicta-
tors withdraw their concern for their partner and act more
selfishly. Figure 4 sums up these results.

5 Discussion
The experiment provides further evidence that a mind-
directed preference, the aversion to disappointing, better
predicts when people act generously in dictator games than
do distributive preferences alone (inequity aversion or pref-
erence for fairness) because distributive preferences cannot
predict the dependence of transfers on expectations. Our
simple experiment shows that there often is a dependence
between transfer and expectations within each subject.

While previous studies show that transfers vary with oth-

ers’ expectations, they do not allow a comprehensive inves-
tigation of the effect of various expectations. The more com-
prehensive investigation that we did is revealing: not all of
others’ expectations turn out to be worth fulfilling. In the
discussion below, we ask what model of preferences can ac-
count for our findings.

5.1 The model of guilt aversion and its psy-
chological implementation

Sensitivity to others’ expectations is definitively a point in
favour of the model of guilt aversion. In complementing
Ellingsen et al.’s (2010 analysis and making some varia-
tions on their initial experiment, we have been able to show,
against their claim, that expectations do play a role on al-
truistic choices. We obtained behaviours in the expectation
condition different from behaviours in the irrelevant infor-
mation condition because we framed the questions so as to
convey that the receiver hoped that her partner would be-
have in a specified way. Ellingsen et al. did not refute the
model of guilt aversion but helped us to clarify how to tap
into the aversion to disappointing. To be fair, it should be
acknowledged that the disutility calculated by Battigalli and
Dufwenberg’s (2007) model of guilt aversion does express
more than a blunt willingness to conform to others’ predic-
tions. Disutility of i’s guilt for disappointing j is calculated
as follows:

1. Measure j’s expected payoff for her strategy, given her
beliefs about what others are likely to do.

2. Measure j’s disappointment as equal to the difference
between the above measured expected payoff and her
actual payoff.

3. Measure the extent to which i is responsible for disap-
pointing j: this is done by calculating the smallest dis-
appointment that i could generate for j, given i’s possi-
ble strategies. This number represent the amount of j’s
disappointment that i could not reduce by any strategy.
Then, in order to obtain how much disappointment is
due to i, subtract this number to the “total” disappoint-
ment calculated above.

4. The total disutility for i brought by aversion to disap-
pointing is the sum of disappointments that others have
due to his choice and multiplied by a factor reflecting
how much disappointing is disliked.

Thus, the disutility of guilt is calculated as being in propor-
tion to how much less an agent’s obtained utility is, com-
pared to what she had predicted (her calculation of expected
utility). This aspect of the model adequately captures the el-
ement of hope in expectations, upon which we insisted and
which Elligsen et al. had ignored. For instance, you will not
feel guilty if you behave more generously than what your
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partner predicted: you have not behaved according to his
prediction, but you have not decreased his utility compared
to his predictions. More generally, any unpredicted action
that does not decrease others’ utility is unlikely to generate
guilt. A further element that we insisted on is that others’
expectations are motivating only to the extent that they are
directed at oneself. This aspect did not figure in Ellingsen et
al.’s test of guilt aversion but it figures in some form in the
point (3). Still, the dependence of transfer on expectations
that we observe is not exactly what models of guilt aversion
would predict. We observe that it is necessary to distinguish
low from high expectations: only the former are being ful-
filled. Current models of guilt aversion fail to predict which
hopecasts are disregarded (because unjustified) and it does
not seem to us possible to derive the distinction by tinker-
ing with the variables of the model. In the model, disutility
from disappointing is a strictly increasing function of oth-
ers’ expectations.18 Applied to our experiment, this means
that the higher the expectations of recipients, the higher the
transfer of dictators predicted by the model. But we observe
that expectations above the cut-off point are just not worth
considering. They even motivate non altruistic choices, like
teaching the person who has the too high expectations that
his expectations are too high. In our experiment, this was
done by systematically lowering the transfer as the expec-
tations grew. Expectations need to be sufficiently low or
else partners will not be motivated to fulfil them. This result
replicates the “hiding behind the small cake” phenomenon
and some other experimental results mentioned in section 2,
where subjects decrease altruistic transfer as soon as high
expectations lack justificatory grounds. It thus confirms that
this decrease in generosity results from the subject select-
ing, with some guile, the possible expectations that are the
least costly to fulfil. How do people distinguish between the
expectations that they prefer to fulfil and those that they can
disregard? Models of guilt aversion do not say. We look at
several options in the next subsection.

5.2 Justifiable expectations
The first and most conservative hypothesis is that the cut-off
point between expectations being worth fulfilling and ex-
pectations that can be determined is determined by a shared
sense of fairness (Baumard, André & Sperber, 2013; Bin-
more, 1998, 2005). This hypothesis is compatible with our
data, since the cut-off point we observe is half of the ini-
tial endowment, which most people think of as the fair way
of sharing. Theories of fairness then need to be adjusted as

18For instance, the disutility function of guilt could be concave so that it
becomes, at some level, not worth avoiding guilt because it would require a
too high cost. There are cases where we choose a course of action because
it provides immediate material benefits even though we know we’ll feel
guilty: not working as hard as your colleagues expect you to, for instance.
But this type of tinkering will not predict our experimental results: there is
a cut-off point where expectations are just disregarded.

follows: fair choice is not, or is only partially, motivated by
an intrinsic preference for fair distributions. This accounts
has the benefit of explaining why it is that altruistic choice
is enhanced when expectations are more salient. There is a
modest form of this hypothesis according to which there is
a motivation to act fairly that is supplemented with an aver-
sion to disappointing, and a strong one according to which
the desire to act fairly derives from a primary (evolved) aver-
sion to disappointing. The latter hypothesis has the advan-
tage of reducing the number of primary social preferences
and thus offloading evolutionary psychology from the task
of accounting for yet another pro-social preference—which
always raise difficult issues.19 But it raises further questions:
why would people sometimes act generously even in the ab-
sence of expectations? A number of potential explanations
come to mind: it is the mental representations of others’ ex-
pectations that have a causal role, and these can be produced
even if others’ do not actually have expectations. They can
be produced via perspective taking and counterfactual think-
ing (“If I were in her situation, this is what I would expect”).

A more “eliminatory” hypothesis is that the cut-off point
at which expectations are disregarded is an equilibrium
point where willingness to fulfil expectations and actual
partners’ expectations tend to meet. The difference between
the above hypothesis and the last one is that the equilibrium
need not be fixed by an evolved sense of fairness. It re-
sults from learning from day-to-day interactions, from per-
spective taking and counterfactual thinking, and from un-
derstanding the coordinating role of cultural norms.20 The
implicit negotiations and virtual bargaining that this would
request has recently been hypothesized to actually occur
(Misyak et al., 2014). Likewise, DeScioli and colleagues
have advocated a strategic model of moral judgement, ac-
cording to which fairness judgements are very susceptible
to self-interest yet bounded by possible justifications (De-
Scioli, Massenkoff, Shaw, Petersen & Kurzban, 2014).

19Preferences are unlikely to evolve unless they increase fitness in some
way or another, which is far from obvious for social preferences that moti-
vate altruistic choices (West, El Mouden & Gardner, 2010).

20In particular, it can be constrained by aspects of a market where po-
tential cooperators have outside options. An individual with outside option
would be disappointed to get less from an interaction than they would have
gotten from the outside option—not interacting. For Binmore, Baumard
and others these constraints have had an effect during phylogeny so that
humans are endowed with a genetically canalysed sense of fairness. With
this third hypothesis, we suggest that these aspects of the social environ-
ment have a causal effect during phylogeny but only for the evolution of
a universal aversion to disappointing. What can be justifiably expected in
the specific contexts of interactions is, however, learned. We thus acquire
a sense of fairness from a learning process that is backed up by an evolved
aversion to disappointing.

http://journal.sjdm.org/vol10.5.html


Judgment and Decision Making, Vol. 10, No. 5, September 2015 Facing expectations 454

5.3 Aversion to disappointing and the social
esteem model

Another important question that arises is whether the aver-
sion to disappointing is any different from a preference for
maintaining a good image in the eyes of others (Ariely,
Bracha & Meier, 2009; Bénabou & Tirole, 2006, 2009). It
might be that people avoid disappointing not because they
are averse to it but because it is a cheap means for main-
taining a good image in the eyes of others. People would
be willing to fulfil expectations so that others know they do,
and thus consider them as good cooperators.

A social esteem model, however, would need some auxil-
iary hypotheses to predict the aversion to disappointing that
we observed. In particular, we see that the aversion to disap-
pointing is expressed in an anonymous context, which does
not directly fit the function of a social esteem model. There
are plausible ad hoc hypotheses answering this challenge:
for instance, it might be that anonymity in experimental con-
texts is understood at the reflexive level but not fully pro-
cessed as such. The social esteem model could also be ex-
tended so as to include self esteem: in anonymous context
people are generous because they want to think of them-
selves as good cooperators; after all, their actions is not kept
anonymous to themselves.21 The reduction, in any case, is
not straightforward and would need to deal with a few dif-
ficulties: for instance, the self-esteem model still cannot di-
rectly account for hiding-behind-the-small-cake effect. And
there are many behaviour that would be explained by a so-
cial esteem model but not an aversion to disappointing—
conspicuous consumption, for instance. At the experimental
level, the fact that prosociality increases with the feeling of
being observed (e.g., Andreoni & Bernheim, 2009; Haley
& Fessler, 2005) is clearly related to a preference for sig-
nalling but not an aversion to disappointing. At this point,
we think it is best to consider the aversion to disappointing
as a preference on its own that would have evolved in view
of maintaining a good reputation at the lowest possible cost.

5.4 How much of altruistic behaviour is ex-
plained by mind-directed preferences?

Note that a preference for maintaining a good image is also
a social preference and a mind-directed one: people would
prefer that others think well of them. It is not to be con-
fused with a strategic investment in reputation done in view
of increasing future gains. We therefore have a hierarchy
of nested intentions and different ultimate goals that poten-
tially explain prosocial choice. Prosocial choices can be mo-
tivated by:

A. Preferences about the distribution of material goods—

21Kurzban (2010) convincingly argues that the evolved function of self-
esteem is to foster behaviors that are good for one’s social reputation.

preference for a fair distribution, for instance. And they
can be motivated by some further intended effect of the
distribution:

B. not disappointing the partner (by means fulfilling his or
her expectation about the distribution);

C. being well thought of (by means of not disappointing
the partner, by means of fulfilling his or her expecta-
tions about the distribution);

D. increasing expected payoff (by means of being well
thought of, by means of not disappointing the partner,
by means of fulfilling his or her expectations about the
distribution).

We have argued that A fails to explain some of the ob-
served behaviour, and D, even though it obviously motivate
many choices, falls short of explaining generous transfer in
one shot anonymous games. B and C, i.e., social esteem
models and aversion to disappointing, are mind-directed
preferences that have much potential for explaining altru-
istic choices. Even thought the literature on social pref-
erence has bloomed in experimental economics in the last
decades, there has been a large focus on distributive pref-
erences. Hopefully, this paper will contribute to switching
the focus towards mind-directed preferences and psycholog-
ical games (Geanakoplos, Pearce & Stacchetti, 1989). It
provides evidence that people are not keen to disappointing
others but that they consider, with some guile, which expec-
tations are worth fulfilling and which they can disregard.
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