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Abstract

This paper examines what motivates people to trust others. By trusting, principals make 

their agent better off but also expose themselves to the risk of being betrayed by their 

agent. In three experimental studies, we find that such concerns about the “other” do not 

matter for women: they perceive the decision of whether or not to trust basically as a 

risky choice and decide based on their expectations of trustworthiness. In contrast, men’s 

trust is also related to their social preferences: those who care about others’ well-being 

are more and those who fear betrayal are less likely to trust. In general, women behave 

more “rationally” than men in our trust games: they only care about own payoffs, base 

their decisions on relatively accurate expectations of trustworthiness and are hardly 

betrayal averse. Is “homo oeconomicus” female, after all? 
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I. Introduction

Trust pervades our lives and contributes to economic, political and organizational 

success. Generalized trust in others has been associated with economic growth (Knack 

and Keefer 1997, Zak and Knack 2001), stable democracy (Inglehart 1999), better 

functioning governments (LaPorta et al. 1997), social capital (Putnam 1993, 2000), a 

decrease in crime (Rosenfeld et al. 2001) and cooperation within and between 

organizations (Kramer and Tyler 1996, Ostrom and Walker 2003).

But why do people trust each other? And why might some demographic groups be 

more willing to trust than others? In this paper, we focus on what motivates men and 

women to trust others. We adopt a definition of trust proposed by a cross-disciplinary 

review as “a psychological state composing the intention to accept vulnerability based on 

positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another” (Rousseau et al. 1998, p. 

395). This definition combines the notion of trust as a belief, namely the expectation of 

trustworthiness (e.g., Rotter 1980, Hardin 2002) with the view that trust is a social 

motivation, namely the willingness to accept vulnerability (e.g., Kramer 1999, 

Mansbridge 1999). Mansbridge (1999) talks of “altruistic trust” and Kramer (1999, p. 

573) argues that “trust needs to be conceptualized not only as a calculative orientation 

toward risk, but also a social orientation toward other people and toward society as a 

whole.”

This paper examines for men and women to what degree people perceive the 

decision of whether or not to trust another person as basically a decision under risk, based 

on their expectations of trustworthiness, and to what extent social preferences come into 

play. We distinguish between unconditional and conditional social preferences. A 
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person’s (un-)willingness to assume vulnerability may be based on unconditional social 

preferences such as altruism (e.g., Batson 1991, Andreoni and Miller 2002) and inequity 

aversion (e.g., Loewenstein et al. 1989, Fehr and Schmidt 1999, Bolton and Ockenfels 

2000) or due to internalized norms, i.e., the psychological benefits (costs) that an 

individual derives from being kind (unkind) to others (e.g., Andreoni 1990).1

Alternatively, willingness to be vulnerable may depend on the inferences a person 

makes about why an outcome came about or one’s counterpart’s intentions, a conditional 

social preference. The relevance of “causal attributions” has been noted by psychologists 

for a long time. Attribution theory models assert that people have a need to infer causes 

and to assign responsibility for why outcomes occur. Heider (1958) introduced the notion 

of causal inferences as critical cognitive processes and Buss (1978) and Kruglanski 

(1979) focused on the relevance of intentionality.  In a seminal paper in economics,

Rabin (1993) introduced intentions into game theory.

We use two approaches to measure the relevance of social preferences for trust. In 

Study 1, we examine what fractions of the variance in observed trust are due to social 

preferences, risk preferences and expectations of trustworthiness by measuring

unconditional social preferences, attitudes to risk and expectations experimentally and 

then controlling for these three possible motivators of trust econometrically. Trust is 

measured by the amount sent in an anonymous, one-shot investment game (Berg et al. 

1995), social preferences by the amount sent in a triple dictator game (Kahneman et al. 

1986, Ashraf et al. 2004), risk preferences in a standard risky choice task (e.g., Eckel and 

Wilson 2004a) and expectations of trustworthiness by a simple question in an ex-post 

experimental questionnaire. If people perceived trust mainly as a decision under risk, 

1 For summaries of the literature on social preferences, see Fehr and Schmidt (2002) and Meier (2004).
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trust should be related to expectations of return and, possibly, their risk preferences.2 If 

trust was mainly a social orientation, it should be related to social preferences.

In Study 2, we examine how robust our findings from Study 1 are with a different 

subject pool, executives instead of students, and in a different context, namely with pre-

play communication instead of under anonymity. While cheap talk should not matter

theoretically, a host of experimental evidence on prisoner’s dilemma and public goods 

games suggests that it does (e.g., Bohnet and Frey 1999 and Camerer 2003 for a survey). 

The role of communication in the investment game has not been studied widely.

In Study 3, we use a different approach and control for risk preferences and 

expectations of trustworthiness by experimental design. We compare behavior in two 

different games to measure the relevance of conditional social preferences for trust. We

use a binary-choice trust game (e.g., Camerer and Weigelt 1988) and an identical odds-

and-payoffs binary-choice risky dictator game (Bohnet and Zeckhauser 2004). The only 

difference between the two games is that in the former, the agent of uncertainty is another 

person while in the latter, it is nature. We ask people how high the likelihood of receiving 

the “high payoff” resulting from trustworthiness (or a lucky draw in the risky dictator 

game) minimally has to be for them to be willing to take risk in these games. If people’s 

willingness to take risk in the two games does not differ, they perceive trust as a decision 

under risk. If we find a difference in the willingness to take risk between the trust and the 

risky dictator game, this suggests that trust also has a social component.

Whether trust is mainly based on expectations of trustworthiness or social 

preferences has policy implications.  If policy makers or managers wish to raise the level 

of trust in society or their organization, they need to know the determinants of trust. If 

2 For the small amounts typically used in experiments, we expect risk neutrality (see, e.g., Rabin 2002).
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trust is mainly a function of expected trustworthiness, they should focus on the level of 

trustworthiness and on beliefs about that level. In contrast, if trust basically is a social 

orientation, they should focus on fostering social preferences.

If they choose the wrong focus, policies may not only be ineffective but may even 

be counterproductive. Recent evidence suggests that arrangements increasing 

trustworthiness, such as contractual arrangements or penalties, may undermine the social 

motivation to trust (Bohnet et al. 2001, Fehr and Gächter 2003). Gambetta noted (1988: 

219): “If other people’s actions were heavily constrained, the role of trust in governing 

our decisions would be proportionately smaller…” and Sitkin and Roth (1993: 376) 

observed that “legalistic remedies can erode the interpersonal foundations of a 

relationship they are intended to bolster because they replace reliance on an individual’s 

goodwill with objective, formal requirements.” The negative effect of extrinsic incentives 

on intrinsic motivation is known as “crowding-out” in economics and has been 

documented in a wide set of cases (e.g., Frey 1997, Frey and Oberholzer-Gee 1997, Frey 

and Jegen 2001).

Policy makers and managers should also be interested in the heterogeneity in 

motivation. If there are differences in the motivation to trust between demographic

groups, group-specific policy interventions are asked for. A sizable number of earlier 

studies on trust examines demographic differences in behavior but does not analyze the 

underlying motivations. The evidence on gender and trust is mixed. Ashraf et al. (2004) 

survey the evidence. Why we find women more willing to trust than men in some of the 

cases but not in others is still an open question. 

Our findings suggest a clear gender pattern in the motivation to trust: women

perceive trust as a risky choice. They base their decision of whether or not to trust on 
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expectations of trustworthiness. When we hold expectations constant by design, women

behave in a trust game like they behave in a risky dictator game. Men, in contrast, 

respond more strongly to the social component of trust. Their trust is related to both, their 

expectations of trustworthiness and their willingness to be vulnerable. Men are less likely 

to take risk in a trust game than in the risky dictator game. They care about how 

outcomes come to be and dislike being betrayed by another person more than losing in a 

lottery.

Our gender findings add to a recent stream of studies that examine the motivation

to trust but do not focus on the gender heterogeneity in motivation (e.g., Dufwenberg and 

Gneezy 2000, Cox 2004). Recent work by Bohnet and Zeckhauser (2004) suggests the 

relevance of conditional social preferences for trust, Hong and Bohnet (2005) focus on 

the relationship between status and trust and Bohnet et al. (2005) find that the motivation

to trust strongly differs between Islamic and Western countries. In addition to our gender 

findings and in contrast to earlier work, we combine various approaches to measuring the 

relationship between social preferences and trust, including different games, techniques 

and subject pools in different parts of the world. The possibility of examining the 

robustness of a finding under different conditions is one of the advantages of running 

experiments.

The paper is organized as follows: Part II introduces the experimental designs, 

Part III presents the results, Part IV compares our results with theories on gender and Part 

V concludes.
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II. Experimental Design 

Study 1 examines behavior and motivations in the investment game with students 

in three countries, Russia, South Africa and the United States. It investigates whether 

trust behavior is (also) related to unconditional social preferences. Study 2 builds on the 

design of Study 1 but focuses on a different context and subject pool, namely executives. 

Study 3 focuses on a binary-choice trust game conducted in Kuwait and the United 

States. It examines whether a person’s willingness to accept the vulnerability inherent in 

trust is related to how the vulnerability was produced, by another person or by nature. 

The three studies build on joint work with Nava Ashraf and Nikita Piankov (Ashraf et al. 

2004), Yael Baytelman (Bohnet and Baytelman 2005), Benedikt Herrmann and Richard 

Zeckhauser (Bohnet et al. 2005) and Kessely Hong (Hong and Bohnet 2005).

Study 1

In our investment game, a first mover, the principal, received an endowment S, of 

which she3 could send any amount XÒS to her agent. Any amount sent was tripled by the 

experimenter, such that the agent received 3X. The agent could return any amount YÒ3X

to her principal. Final payoffs were (S-X+Y) for the principal and (3X-Y) for the agent. 

In addition to indicating how much they wanted to send, we also asked principals to 

indicate what they expected to get back. In our experiments, S=100CU (currency units). 

To examine the role of social motivation, a principal also played a triple dictator 

game. The only difference to the investment game was that the game ended after the 

principal’s decision. Thus, final payoffs were (S-X) and (3X). To measure a principal’s 

risk preferences, principals also participated in a risky choice task. They had to indicate 

3 For ease of understanding, we refer to the principal as “she” and the agent as “he.” 
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for six risky choice tasks whether they preferred the gamble or the certain amount. They 

could choose to bet on a 50%-chance of winning 300CU or nothing or to accept a certain 

amount that varied between 40CU and 140CU in the six choice tasks. The more people 

prefer the sure thing to the gamble, the more risk averse they are. Finally, subjects were 

asked how much they expected to get back in the investment game.

Thus, the experiment consisted of four parts, the investment game (including the 

trustworthiness question), the triple dictator game, a risky choice task and a short 

questionnaire on demographic characteristics.4 The order in which the games were played 

was varied. Half of the subjects played the investment game first, the other half the triple 

dictator game. The fact that subjects would participate in several tasks was common

knowledge. In an introduction page, subjects were informed that the experiment consisted 

of four parts, that they would receive the instructions for each part separately, that they 

would remain anonymous during the experiment (i.e., identified by code numbers), that 

they would be paired randomly for each decision and that they would be paid according 

to a special procedure.

The endowment S was 100CU (currency units) in our experiments. Adjusted for 

purchasing power parity, this meant S = $100 in the United States, S = 1000 Roubles in 

Russia and S = 400 Rands in South Africa.5  Subjects were paid randomly at the end of 

the whole experiment; they did not learn about any results during the experiment. More 

specifically, for the investment game and the triple dictator game a principal and an agent 

4 Each part of the experiment was conducted like a “standard experiment”: The instructions for each part,
consisting of one decision form, were distributed one at a time. After subjects had read the instructions, the
experimenter read the instructions aloud and reminded subjects to include their identification number on 
the top of the decision form. Participants were then invited to ask questions in private (hardly any questions
were asked). Subjects then had to write down their decision, fold the decision form and put it into a box,
which was passed around. Completed decision forms remained in the box in front of the room until the end
of the experiment. The same procedure was repeated for each part.
5 We chose denominations such that the monetary incentives relative to subject income and living standards
were approximately equal across countries. The experiments were conducted in 2001. The average lunch in
the student cafeteria cost $5 in Boston, 50 Roubles in Moscow and 20 Rands in South Africa.
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per game were randomly selected and matched at the end of the experiment to be paid 

according to their choices in the corresponding game. For the risky choice task, one 

person was randomly paid according to his or her choice.6

The experiments were conducted with 359 college students: 118 students from

universities in Moscow, Russia,7 129 students from universities in Capetown, South 

Africa, and 112 students from universities in Boston, United States. We ran four 

experimental sessions in each country, two with the risky dictator game first and two with 

the investment game first. The experimenters who ran experiments in Russia and in South 

Africa also ran one session in the United States. No experimenter effects could be found 

in the US.8 The experiment took about one hour and thirty minutes. A show-up fee of 

10CU was paid and subjects earned on average an additional 22CU. 

Study 2 

We used basically the same protocol as in Study 1. Subjects also participated in 

both an investment and a triple dictator game for 100CU and we elicited expectations of 

trustworthiness after they had made their decisions. The main difference in design was 

that principals were allowed to talk to their agents for five minutes before deciding how 

much to trust them. In addition, we did not measure attitudes to risk, mainly to save time.

The experiments were run with 780 senior executives participating in executive 

programs at the Kennedy School of Government. 63 percent of our participants came

6 More specifically, the decision forms for each part were shuffled separately. A (blind-folded) 
experimental aide then picked one or two of the folded forms out, depending on the part of the experiment.
Recent evidence supports the validity of the random-choice payments method. Laury (2002) found that 
subjects take (high) stakes at their stated value and do not scale-down to account for random payment.
7 One of the experimenters fluent in both English and Russian translated the instructions into Russian. They
were back-translated by an external translator not familiar with this research.
8 In order to ensure equivalence of experimental procedures across countries, we followed Roth et al.
(1991) on designs for multinational experiments and controlled for experimenter, currency and language 
effects to the best of our ability.
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from the US, 25 percent from Europe and the rest from a variety of countries in Asia and 

Latin America. 70 percent were white and they ranged in age from 35 to 62 years, with 

the median age being 44. We ran the experiments in executive programs; thus, in contrast 

to our student subjects, these participants knew each other before they participated in the 

experiment. Finally, while we used the same random payment scheme as above, we did 

not pay any show-up fees.

Study 3 

Study 3 significantly differs from the previous two studies. We compared

behavior in two different games, a binary-choice trust game and a binary-choice risky 

dictator game, in Kuwait and the United States. The only difference between the two 

games was that in the latter, it was not the second mover who decided whether to reward 

trust or not but nature. In the trust game (risky dictator game), the principal decided 

between a sure outcome and trust (a lottery). If she chose the sure thing, she and her 

agent both received (S,S). If she was willing to trust (gamble), both either ended up with 

a moderate payoff exceeding S (M, M), or the principal received a lower payoff than if 

she had not trusted (accepted the lottery) and the agent the highest possibly payoff, (L,H). 

Thus, for the principal, M>S>L and the agent, H>M>S. In the trust game, the final

outcomes after trust were determined by the agent. If he rewarded trust, both earned the 

moderate payoffs. If he betrayed trust, he received the highest and the principal the 

lowest possible outcome. In the risky dictator game, nature determined final payoffs. In 

our experiment, S=10CU, M=15CU, L=8CU and H=22CU. A risk neutral principal only 

caring about her own payoffs would be indifferent between the sure outcome and the 

gamble for p’=0.29. 
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In each decision situation, we elicited principals’ minimum acceptable 

probabilities (MAPs) of earning M for which they would just prefer the gamble to the 

sure payoff S. We compared a principal’s MAP with the likelihood of trustworthiness in 

a given session, p*. We conducted the trust experiments first and then used the average 

p* for the risky dictator games. In the latter, we informed principals that prior to the 

experiment we determined p*, the probability of receiving M.  If their MAP was higher 

than p*, they earned M.  However, they played the gamble with probability p* if their 

MAP was lower than or equal to p*.  The higher one’s MAP, the higher p* must be for 

the person to be willing to gamble instead of choosing the sure outcome. Thus, the less 

one likes one or both outcomes of the lottery, the higher will be one’s MAP. This 

mechanism is incentive compatible, since individuals cannot affect the probability they 

receive in the lottery. 

If the MAPs in the trust game exceeded the MAPs in the risky dictator game, we 

took this as evidence for social preferences. Our expectation was that it is fundamentally

different to trust another person than to rely on a random device that offers the same

outcomes: people are averse to being betrayed.  Note that the difference between the 

MAPs in the trust game and the risky dictator game produces a net effect, based not only 

on concerns about betrayal but also about trustworthiness.  While a person may dislike 

experiencing betrayal, she may also enjoy experiencing trustworthiness. As we expected 

betrayal cost to outweigh trustworthiness benefits, Bohnet and Zeckhauser (2004) 

referred to this as betrayal aversion. 

We ran the experiments with 282 students in the US and 158 students in Kuwait. 

Subjects were identified by code numbers, were anonymous to other players, and were 

randomly assigned to the role of principal or agent and randomly matched. The payoffs 
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were presented to subjects in a matrix form with neutral terminology. Payoffs were given 

in points, which were converted 1 point:0.25 Kuwaiti Dinar and 1 point:1 US dollar at the 

end of the experiment. Our goal was to keep incentives constant across countries. We

used the hourly wage of a research assistant as guideline. Subjects earned a 10CU show 

up fee and received on average an additional 13CU for an experiment that took 

approximately 45-60 minutes.

III. Results 

We present the results of each study in turn.

Study 1 

On average, women (N=83) sent 41CU and men (N=96) 47CU in the investment

game. Both, women and men, who sent a positive amount, expected the agent to return 

90 percent of the amount sent to them. Thus, on average, principals did not expect to 

make money in this game. While we want to focus on principals’ behavior here, we also 

shortly summarize what agents did. On average, women returned 77 percent and men

returned 82 percent out of the amount sent. We did not observe any significant gender 

differences in agent behavior or motivation. Thus, on average, our principals were 

slightly too optimistic about returns. 

In the triple dictator game, women sent 22CU and men 26CU on average. In our 

risky choice task, women chose the safe option in 4 out of 6 cases; men in 3.5 out of 6 

cases. None of these differences is significant.9 In fact, Figure 1 illustrates for the 

investment game that there were basically no gender differences in the distribution of 

choices.

9 Unless noted otherwise, we use the non-parametric Mann-Whitney U test to examine differences in
means. We report as significant if p<0.05. There are no cross-country differences in trust or giving in the
dictator game (see Ashraf et al. 2004). 
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Figure 1: Distribution of choices of men and women in the anonymous, one-shot 
investment game
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Figure 1 suggests considerable variation in behavior. We run regressions to 

examine what might account for this variation for women and men. Columns 1 and 4 in 

Table 1 show that expectations of trustworthiness, measured by the fraction expected 

back out of the amount the agent received, Y/3X, were strongly related to women’s and 

men’s trust. In Columns 2 and 5, we add the amount given in the triple dictator game to 

the regression. The amount women sent in the investment game was not related to the 

amount they gave in the triple dictator game. In contrast, for men, triple dictator game

giving and amounts sent in the investment game were strongly correlated. For every CU 

given in the triple dictator game, men gave 0.65CU in the investment game. Adding triple 

dictator game giving hardly helps in accounting for the variance observed for women but 

almost doubled the R-squared for men.

In Columns 3 and 6, we include risk preferences and a number of controls, 

namely the order in which the games were played and the countries in which the 
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experiments took place (we included South Africa and Russia). Risk preferences were not 

significantly related to trust or to the country in which the experiments were conducted. 

In fact, we found were little cross-country variation in behavior and motivation.

American subjects sent 42CU in the trust game and 20CU in the triple dictator game,

Russian principals 49CU and 25CU and South African principals 43CU and 27CU, 

respectively. The inclusion of these variables affects our results only little. If anything, 

the gender differences in motivation increase, with expectations of trustworthiness 

affecting women’s trust decisions significantly more than men’s and triple dictator game

giving affecting men’s trust decisions significantly more than women’s.

Table 1: Determinants of trust: Amount sent in the anonymous, one-shot investment
game (OLS)10

Women
(1)

Women
(2)

Women
(3)

Men
(1)

Men
(2)

Men
(3)

Expectations
(Y/3X)

28.16
(4.61)**

26.83
(4.61)**

36.53
(4.44)**

26.66
(5.08)**

23.00
(4.51)**

17.87
(4.88)**

Amount sent 
in TDG 

0.26
(0.18)

0.05
(0.16)

0.65
(0.13)**

0.69
(0.14)**

Risk
aversion

0.96
(2.16)

-3.17
(2.04)

Order Yes Yes
Country Yes Yes
Constant 21.38

(5.05)**
15.91

(5.95)**
9.47

(10.72)
26.91

(5.58)**
12.45

(5.63)*
24.53

(10.83)*
Observations 73 73 65 86 85 73
R-squared 0.35 0.37 0.59 0.25 0.43 0.49
Standard errors in parentheses. * significant at 5%; ** significant at 1%. 

Study 1 provides first evidence that different motives matter for women’s than 

men’s trust. Women perceive the trust decision as a choice under risk, based on their 

10 The data is based on Ashraf et al. (2004). 
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expectations of trustworthiness. Expectations also matter for men but their trust is also 

related to how much principals care about others in the triple dictator game.

Study 2 

Women sent 62CU (N=170) and men 76CU (N=220) in the investment game with 

pre-play communication. Women expected to get back 1.24 times and men 1.42 times the 

amount sent in this version of the investment game. Thus, with communication, men sent 

more and expected back more than women. All principals expected to make money in 

this game. Female principals were slightly and male principals significantly too 

optimistic, with agents returning 1.1 times the amount sent on average. Women returned 

significantly less than men, namely 0.93 in comparison to 1.2 times the amount sent.  In 

the triple dictator game, women sent 18CU (N=170) and men 32CU (N=220), again a 

significant difference. Thus, overall, men were more generous than women, whether they 

decided as principals, agents or dictators. 

Both, trust and trustworthiness levels in Study 2 exceed the levels observed in 

Study 1. This may be due to cheap talk but it may also be due to the differences in subject 

pools. Bohnet and Baytelman (2005) ran the anonymous investment game with a smaller

number of executives as well and found that women sent 49CU (N=69) and men 60CU 

(N=89) on average, suggesting that both men and women sent significantly more with 

than without communication. When we compare these results with Study 1, we find that 

executives sent slightly more than students (for a similar result, see Fehr and List 2004).

Table 2 presents the results of a regression analysis. In contrast to the earlier 

regressions, we use amounts expected back rather than proportions expected back to 

measure the impact of expectations. The results are robust to either specification. We use 
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both measures in this paper to demonstrate this. Note, however, that when we control for 

amounts expected back, this variable typically accounts for most of the variance in trust. 

Part of this is due to a mechanical correlation as principals can expect back more, the 

more they send. Even more surprisingly, we found that women’s trust decisions were 

significantly more affected by their expectations of return but significantly less 

influenced by their unconditional social preferences than were men’s, independent of 

which controls we included. In addition, European and American women tended to trust 

more than other women and white men tended to trust more than non-white male

executives.

Table 2: Determinants of trust: Amount sent in the investment game with pre-play 
communication (OLS) 

Women
(1)

Women
(2)

Women
(3)

Men
(1)

Men
(2)

Men
(3)

Expectations
(Y)

0.53
(0.02)**

0.53
(0.02)**

0.55
(0.02)**

0.38
(0.01)**

0.32
(0.01)**

0.36
(0.01)**

Amount sent 
in TDG 

-0.04
(0.04)

0.02
(0.04)

0.17
(0.03)**

0.18
(0.03)**

Age -1.81
(0.73)*

-1.03
(1.03)

White 1.66
(2.17)

9.33
(2.61)**

Europe 16.41
(4.79)**

0.31
(3.66)

USA 11.99
(4.28)**

-1.11
(3.13)

Constant 24.95
(1.82)**

14.20
(4.92)**

31.12
(1.74)**

28.50
(4.19)**

Observations 160 160 160 220 220 215
R-squared 0.76 0.76 0.78 0.62 0.68 0.69
Standard errors in parentheses. * significant at 5%; ** significant at 1%. 

Study 2 presents a similar picture as Study 1. Not only in an anonymous one-shot 

investment game with students but also in an investment game with pre-play 
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communication with executives, unconditional social preferences matter for men’s but 

not for women trust. Women’s trust is only based on their expectations of 

trustworthiness. This suggests that women perceive the investment game as an 

“investment decision” and decide based on their expectations of success while for men,

additional social components come into play when confronted with the decision of how 

much to trust another person. 

While indicative of gender differences in the motivation to trust, Studies 1 and 2 

have a number of shortcomings. A priori, none of these should affect men and women

differently—but we still want to note them here. First, Study 1 has in common with other 

papers examining the relationship between attitudes to risk and trust, that they seem

hardly related (e.g., Eckel and Wilson 2004a). This is in stark contrast to a large 

theoretical literature crossing various disciplines, which expects there to be a strong 

relationship (e.g., Luhmann 1979, Ben-Ner and Putterman 2001, Cook and Cooper 2003). 

However, while they may indeed not be correlated, it may also be that we, as well as 

others, used a weak instrument to measure attitudes to risk (or trust, for that matter). Most 

notably, there is one important difference between a risky choice in a gamble and the 

decision of whether or not to trust, namely the presence of a second person in the trust 

game. While we control for principals’ social preferences in the triple dictator game, risk-

taking in the presence of an agent may still differ from risk-taking if final payoffs only 

affect oneself. To account for this more directly, we introduced the risky dictator game in 

Study 3. 

Secondly, we elicited expectations of trustworthiness after principals decided how 

much to send their agent in the trust game. Our study has in common with other studies 

examining expectations that there is no right answer for how and when to elicit 

17



expectations (e.g., Fehr et al. 2002, Eckel and Wilson 2004b). While many researchers 

provide incentives for accurate predictions, the evidence of whether such incentives 

matter is not conclusive. In both our studies, men’s and women’s predictions were 

slightly too optimistic.

As most others, we also chose to elicit expectations after the trust choice to have 

“clean” observational data. At the same time, what people reported they expected back 

may just be ex-post justifications for behavior. If women have more of a need for 

consistency than men, this could have contributed to the observed gender pattern. 

However, we do not know of any evidence suggesting gender differences in consistency 

preferences.

Study 3 tries to avoid these pitfalls and holds the riskiness of the decision task 

constant across games and controls for expectations by experimental design.

Study 3 

Table 3 shows that both men and women in Kuwait and the United States were more

likely to take risk in the risky dictator game than in the trust game. However, the 

difference in MAPs between the trust game and the risky dictator game is about twice as 

large for men than for women in the two countries. In Kuwait, the difference is 0.28 for 

men and 0.13 for women and in the US, it is 0.19 for men and 0.08 for women.

Comparing these gender differences, we find that men cared significantly more about 

how the outcome came to be than women, or put differently, men were more betrayal 

averse than women (p<0.05 in Kuwait and p=0.08 in the US).
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Table 3: MAPs in the risky dictator and the trust game11

Risky Dictator Game Trust Game
American Women 0.44

[38]
0.52
[55]

American Men 0.32
[48]

0.51
[50]

Kuwaiti Women 0.40
[15]

0.53
[24]

Kuwaiti Men 0.46
[25]

0.74
[15]

A number of additional differences are noteworthy: American men were 

significantly less risk averse in the risky dictator game than American women or 

Kuwaitis. In fact, as p’, the probability of p that makes a risk neutral principal who only 

cares about her own payoffs indifferent between the sure outcome and the gamble was 

0.29, American men were basically risk neutral while everyone else was significantly risk 

averse in this game. Kuwaiti men demanded significantly higher MAPs than Kuwaiti 

women and Americans in the trust game.

We conclude that women are more likely than men to perceive the trust decision 

as a risky choice. While both, men and women, experience some betrayal aversion when 

confronted with another person rather than nature, men are significantly more affected by 

it than are women. Study 3 provides rather strong evidence for gender differences in the 

relevance of social preferences for trust. In contrast to Studies 1 and 2, we focus on 

conditional social preferences here.

IV. Discussion 

By trusting, principals make their agent better off but also expose themselves to 

the risk of being betrayed by their agent. Such concerns about the “other,” our findings 

11 This data is based on Bohnet, Herrmann and Zeckhauser (2005) and Hong and Bohnet (2005). 

19



suggest, mainly matter for men’s trust decisions. In contrast, women perceive trust more

like a gamble: they trust based on their expectations of trustworthiness. The net effect of 

these differences in motivation on trust is unclear. Unconditional social preferences such 

as altruism or warm-glow altruism should lead men to trust more than women. At the 

same time, men’s more pronounced concerns about betrayal would induce them to trust 

less than women.

In addition, women and men may differ in their attitudes to risk. Generally, 

women have been found to be more risk averse than men—although most experiments

examining attitudes to risk have been conducted in Western, developed countries (see 

Croson and Gneezy 2004 for a survey). In Study 3, we also find that American women

are significantly more risk averse than men in this context. However, this gender 

difference does not apply to Kuwaitis. Thus, if women were in fact more risk averse, they 

would be less likely to trust than men. Finally, women and men may have different 

expectations of trustworthiness. Male executives were significantly more optimistic than 

female executives in Study 2 but we did not find any significant gender differences for 

the students of Study 1. In other tasks, Western men have generally been found to be 

more optimistic or “over-confident” than Western women (Croson and Gneezy 2004 for a 

survey). Accordingly, we might expect men to be more willing to trust.

Overall, it is unclear whether men or women should be more likely to trust, 

consistent with the mixed evidence we have got. Most studies do not suggest any gender 

differences in trust behavior (e.g., Croson and Buchan 1999, Ashraf et al. 2004, Fehr et 

al. 2002). Buchan, Croson and Solnick (2003) find men to be more trusting than women

while Eckel and Wilson (2004b) report women to be more trusting than men when shown 
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a photo of their counterpart but less trusting when given only information about their 

counterpart’s gender and preferences.

What seems obvious, based on our research, is that women’s and men’s trust is 

motivated differently. If social planners or managers want to increase trust, as numerous

recent books such as “Restoring Trust in American Business,” (Lorsch et al. 2005) 

suggest, they would have to focus on changing the levels of trustworthiness and 

expectations thereof for women but also highlight the intrinsic benefits from trusting for

men. Books such as “The Cheating Culture” (Callahan 2004), which remind the reader 

that the recent corporate and religious violations of trust may not be exceptions but just 

represent the tip of the iceberg may destroy women’s trust in others while socially 

oriented men may still derive some intrinsic benefits from trusting.

Finally, we may wonder why we see gender differences in the motivation to trust. 

While our experiments show that there are substantive differences, they do not shed any 

light on what the reasons might be. Thus, we only offer some preliminary thoughts here. 

In many ways, our results suggest that women behave more ”rationally” in the trust game

than men—they mainly focus on own and hardly care about others’ payoffs, their 

expectations are more accurate and less optimistic than those of men and they care less 

about others’ intentions than do men. That men experience larger costs from betrayal than 

women is a possible explanation of the puzzling finding in public goods games with 

punishment that men are more likely than women to punish free-riders in one-shot games

or in the very last round of repeated games (e.g., Herrmann 2004, p. 66, Egas and Riedl 

2005). While women seem to use punishment to “educate” free-riders, men seem to also 

use it to take revenge. 
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Is “homo oeconomicus” in fact female—in contrast to what feminist theories of 

economics have assumed so far? (e.g., Ferber and Nelson 1993) That women might be 

more rational than men is not new to the literature in anthropology and evolutionary 

biology (e.g., Blaffer Hrdy 1999). However, our social preference findings are not only 

consistent with a “nature” hypothesis but also with explanations based on “nurture.” 

Theories on status and power, for example, suggest that men, or more generally people 

belonging to higher status groups, are more likely to derive a paternalistic warm glow 

from trusting others. Such generosity is described as a means for high status benefactors 

to preserve their own status (e.g, Swim and Campbell 2003). At the same time, trusting 

implies ceding power over own outcome to the agent and accepting some degree of 

submission to another’s will. The more powerful, men, dislike being vulnerable more

than the less powerful, women (e.g., Mainiero 1986, Lips 1991).

V. Conclusions 

Social preferences, conditional as well as unconditional, matter for men’s but hardly for 

women’s interpersonal trust. In this paper, we measure the relevance of social preferences 

for men’s and women’s trust in three studies. Study 1 focuses on a one-shot, anonymous

investment game between students in three different countries, South Africa, Russia and 

the United States. It shows that independent of country of origin, our female subjects’ 

trust is accounted for by their expectations of trustworthiness. Male students, in contrast, 

trust more, the more optimistic they are about their counterpart’s trustworthiness but also 

the more they care about others (as measured in a triple dictator game).

Study 2 replicates the Study 1 design but allows people to talk to each other 

before playing the game. In addition, it uses a different subject pool, namely executives 
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from different parts of the world. Women are again not affected by their social 

preferences when they decide how much to trust another person—men are. Using a 

different design, Study 3 sheds further light on how people perceive the trust decision. It 

finds that women are more likely to perceive trust as a risky choice while men strongly 

differentiate between a gamble and a trust decision. When confronted with another 

person rather than nature, men are more betrayal averse than women.

Thus, women’s behavior is more in line with the assumptions of traditional 

economic theory than is men’s: their trust decisions are not affected by concerns about 

others’ payoffs or intentions but they base their decisions on (relatively rational) 

expectations of returns and their risk preferences. Clearly, women do not conform to 

“homo oeconomicus” either as they expect positive returns from trusting. Interestingly, 

the neuroscientific evidence on betrayal aversion and more generally the dislike of unfair 

treatment is based on studies with men only. For example, Kosfeld et al. (2005) found 

that intranasal administration of oxytocin decreased men’s betrayal aversion in the 

investment game, and Sanfey et al. (2003) found for men that unfairness in an ultimatum

game triggered activity in an area of the brain well known for its involvement in negative 

emotions (the anterior insula). The physiological verdict on how women respond to these 

environments is still out. 

23



References

Andreoni, James, “Impure Altruism and Donations to Public Goods: A Theory of Warm-
Glow Giving?” Economic Journal, 100 (1990), 464-77. 

Andreoni, James, and John Miller, “Giving According to GARP: An Experimental Test 
of the Consistency of Preferences for Altruism,” Econometrica, 70(2002), 737-53. 

Ashraf, Nava, Iris Bohnet and Nikita Piankov, “Decomposing Trust and 
Trustworthiness,” Working paper, Kennedy School of Government, 2004.

Batson, C.D., The Altruism Question: Toward a Social Psychological Answer. Erlbaum,
Hillsdale, NJ., 1991. 

Ben-Ner, Avner and Louis Putterman, “Trusting and Trustworthiness,” Boston University 
Law Review 81(2001), 523-551. 

Berg, John, John Dickhaut, and Kevin A. McCabe, “Trust, Reciprocity, and Social 
History,” Games and Economic Behavior, 10(1995), 290-307.

Blaffer Hrdy, Sarah, Mother Nature. A History of Mothers, Infants, and Natural 
Selection. New York: Pantheon, 1999. 

Bohnet, Iris and Yael Baytelman, “Institutions Affect Trust: Implications for Preferences, 
Beliefs and Behavior,” Working paper, Kennedy School of Government, 2005. 

Bohnet, Iris and Bruno S. Frey, “Social Distance and Other-Regarding Behavior in 
Dictator Games: Comment,” American Economic Review 89(1999), 335-340.

Bohnet, Iris, and Richard Zeckhauser, “Trust, Risk and Betrayal,” Journal of Economic 
Behavior and Organization, 55(2004), 467-485. 

Bohnet, Iris, Bruno S. Frey and Steffen Huck, “More Order With Less Law: On Contrast 
Enforcement, Trust and Crowding.” American Political Science Review, March, 
89(2001), 335-339.

Bohnet, Iris, Benedikt Herrmann and Richard Zeckhauser, “The Elasticity of Trust. 
Evidence from Kuwait, Oman, Switzerland, the United Arab Emirates and the United 
States,” Working paper, Kennedy School of Government, 2005. 

Bolton, Gary, and Axel Ockenfels, “A theory of equity, reciprocity and competition,”
American Economic Review, 90(2000), 166-93. 

Buchan, Nancy, Rachel Croson, and Sara Solnick, “Trust and Gender: An Examination of 
Behavior, Biases, and Beliefs in the Investment Game,” Working paper, The 
Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania, 2003.

Buss, A.R., “Causes and reasons in attribution theory: A conceptual critique,” Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology 36(1978), 1311-1321. 

Callahan, David, The Cheating Culture. New York: Hartcourt, 2004. 
Camerer, Colin, Behavioral Game Theory (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003).
Camerer, Colin and Keith Weigelt, “Experimental Tests of a Sequential Equilibrium

Reputation Model,” Econometrica 56(1988), 1-36. 
Cook, K. S. and R.M. Cooper, “Experimental studies of cooperation, trust, and social 

exchange,” in E. Ostrom and  J. Walker (Eds.), Trust and Reciprocity.  New York:
Russell Sage, 2003, 209-244. 

Cox, James C., “How To Identify Trust and Reciprocity,” Games and Economic 
Behavior, 46(2004), 260-281.

Croson, Rachel, and Nancy Buchan, “Gender and Culture: International Experimental
Evidence from Trust Games,” American Economic Review, 89(1999), 386-92. 

Croson, Rachel and Uri Gneezy, “Gender Differences in Preferences,” Working paper, 
Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania, 2004. 

24



Dufwenberg, Martin, and Uri Gneezy, “Measuring Beliefs in an Experimental Lost 
Wallet Game,” Games and Economic Behavior, 30(2000), 163-82. 

Eckel, Catherine C. and Rick K. Wilson, “Is Trust a Risky Decision?” Journal of 
Economic Behavior and Organization, 55(2004a), 447-466. 

Eckel, Catherine C and Rick K. Wilson, “Conditional Trust:  Sex, Race and Facial 
Expressions in a Trust Game,” Working Paper, Virginia Polytechnic, 2004b. 

Egas, Martijn and Arno Riedl, “Cooperation and Punishment in the Dutch: Evidence 
from a Large Internet Experiment,” presentation at the Economic Science 
Association meetings, 2005.

Fehr, Ernst and Simon Gächter, “Do Incentive Contracts Crowd Out Voluntary 
Cooperation?” Working paper, Institute for Empirical Economic Research in 
Economics, University of Zürich, 2003. 

Fehr, Ernst, and Klaus Schmidt, “A Theory of Fairness, Competition and Cooperation,” 
Quarterly Journal of Economics, 114(1999), 817-68. 

Fehr, Ernst and Klaus Schmidt, “Theories of Fairness and Reciprocity -- Evidence and 
Economic Applications.” In: Dewatripont, M., Hansen, L. and Turnovsky, St.
(eds.), Advances in Economics and Econometrics - 8th World Congress, 
Econometric Society Monographs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2002).

Fehr, Ernst, Urs Fischbacher, Bernhard von Rosenbladt, Jürgen Schupp and Gert G. 
Wagner, “A Nation-Wide Laboratory-Examining Trust and Trustworthiness by 
Integrating Behavioral Experiments into Representative Surveys,” Schmollers
Jahrbuch, 122 (2002), 519-42. 

Ferber, Marianne A. and Julie A. Nelson (Eds.), Beyond Economic Man. Feminist Theory 
and Economics. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993. 

Frey, Bruno S., Not Just for the Money. An Economic Theory of Personal Motivation.
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 1997.

Frey, Bruno S. and Reto Jegen, “Motivation crowding theory: A survey of empirical
evidence,” Journal of Economic Surveys 15(2001), 589-611.

Frey, Bruno S. and Felix Oberholzer-Gee, “The cost of price incentives: An empirical
analysis of motivation crowding out,” American Economic Review 87(1997), 746-
755.

Frey, Bruno S., and Stephan Meier, “Pro-Social Behavior in a Natural Setting,” Journal
of Economic Behavior and Organization, 54 (2004), 65-88.

Gambetta, Diego, “Can We Trust Trust?” in Gambetta, Diego (ed), Trust: Making and 
Breaking Corporative Relations (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988).

Heider, F., The psychology of interpersonal relations. New York: Wiley, 1958.
Herrmann, Benedikt, Norms of Cooperation and Sanctioning—Comparative Experiments

in Switzerland, Germany, Belarus and Russia. Doctoral Dissertation, University of 
Göttingen, 2004. 

Hong, Kessely and Iris Bohnet, “Status and Distrust: Risk, Inequality and Betrayal 
Aversion,” Working paper, Kennedy School of Government, 2005.

Inglehart, Ronald, “Trust, Well-being and Democracy,” in: Warren, Mark E. (ed.), 
Democracy and Trust (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999, pp. 88-
120).

Kahneman, Daniel, Jack Knetsch and Richard Thaler, “Fairness as Constraint on Profit 
Seeking: Entitlements in the Market,” American Economic Review 76(1986), 
728-41.

25



Knack, Stephen, and Philip Keefer, “Does Social Capital Have an Economic Payoff? A 
Cross-Country Investigation,” Quarterly Journal of Economics, 112(1997), 1251-
88.

Kosfeld, Michael, Markus Heinrichs, Paul J. Zak, Urs Fischbacher and Ernst Fehr, 
“Oxytocin increases trust in humans,” Nature 435(2) (2005), 673-676 

Kramer, Roderick, “Trust and Distrust in Organizations: Emerging Perspectives, 
Enduring Questions,” Annual Review of Psychology, 50(1999), 569-98. 

Kramer, Roderick, and Tom R. Tyler (eds.), Trust in Organizations (Thousand Oaks: 
Sage, 1996). 

Kruglanski, A.W., “Causal explanation, teleological explanation: On radical 
particularism in attribution theory,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 
37(1979), 1447-1457.

LaPorta, Raphael, Florencio Lopez-de-Silanes, Andrei Shleifer, and Robert W. Vishny, 
“Trust in Large Organizations,” American Economic Review, 87(1997), 333-38. 

Laury, Susan, “Pay One or Pay All: Random Selection of One Choice for Payment,”
Mimeo, Georgia State University, 2002. 

Lips, H. M., Women, men, and power. Mountain View, CA: Mayfield Publishing, 1991. 
Loewenstein, George F., Max H. Bazerman and Leigh Thompson, “Social utility and 

decision making in interpersonal contexts,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology 57(1989), 426-441.

Lorsch, Jay W., Leslie Berlowitz and Andy Zelleke (Eds.), Restoring Trust in American 
Business. Cambridge: MIT Press, 2005.

Luhmann, Niklas, “Trust: A Mechanism for the Reduction of Social Complexity,” in: 
Luhmann, N. (ed.). Trust and Power. New York: Wiley, 1979.

Mainiero, L. A., “Coping with powerlessness:  The relationship of gender and job 
dependency to empowerment-strategy usage,” Administrative Science Quarterly, 
31(1986), 633-653. 

Mansbridge, Jenny, “Altruistic Trust,” in: Warren, Mark E. (ed.), Democracy and Trust
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999, pp. 290-309).

Meier, Stephan, “A Survey on Economic Theories and Empirics on Pro-Social 
Behavior,” Mimeo, Institute for Empirical Research in Economics, University of 
Zürich.

Ostrom, Elinor and James Walker (eds.), Trust and Reciprocity (New York: Russell Sage, 
2003).

Putnam, Robert D., Bowling Alone. The Collapse and Revival of American Community 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000). 

Putnam, Robert D., Robert Leonardi and Raffaella Y. Nanetti, Making democracy work: 
Civic traditions in modern Italy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993). 

Rabin, Matthew, “Incorporating Fairness into Game Theory and Economics,” American
Economic Review, 83(1993), 1281-1302. 

Rabin, Matthew, “Risk Aversion and Expected-Utility Theory: A Calibration Theorem,”
Econometrica, 68(2000), 1281-92. 

Rosenfeld, R., Messner, S. F., & Baumer, E. P., „Social capital and homicide,” Social
Forces, 80(1)(2001), 283-309. 

Roth, Alvin E., Vesna Prasnikar, Masahiro Okuno-Fujiwara and Shmuel Zamir,
“Bargaining and Market Behavior in Jerusalem, Ljubliana, Pittsburgh, and Tokyo: 
An Experimental Study,” American Economic Review, 81(1991), 1068-95. 

26



Rousseau, D., Sitkin, S., Burt, R., and C. Camerer, “Not so different after all:  A cross-
discipline view of trust,” Academy of Management Review 23(1998), 393-404.

Sanfey, A.G., J.K. Rilling, J.A. Aronson, L.E. Nystrom and J.D. Cohen, “The Neural 
Basis of Economic Decision-Making in the Ultimatum Game,” Science 300 (13 
June) (2003), 1755-1758..

Sitkin, S.B. and N.L. Roth, “Explaining the Limited Effectiveness of Legalistic 
“Remedies” for Trust/Distrust,” Organization Science 4(3) (1993), 367-392.

Swim, J. K., and Campbell, B., “Sexism:  Attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors,” in R. Brown 
and S. Gaertner (Eds.), Blackwell Handbook of Social Psychology:  Intergroup 
Processes (pp. 218-237). Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing, 2003. 

Zak, Paul and Steven Knack, “Trust and Growth,” Economic Journal, 111(2001), 295-
321.

27


