Own attractiveness affects strategies in an economic game
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Background The trust game is widely used to investigate economic decision-making in a social context1-6. The first

You can see the other player and he WILL be able to see you.

In this task we will ask you to make decisions about money.
You will be participating with other people at another
university, and you will see a picture of them each time you
make a decision. You are very unlikely to know these people
and you will never interact with the same person twice.

You can choose to take £3
and give P2 £3
OR

These other participants will be making their choices next
week, so you will not know the outcomes of your interactions
today. Depending on your choices and the choices of the
other participants, you will earn real money at the end of the
experiment.
You will be given a choice between two options. You can
either (1) split a sum of money evenly between yourself and
the other participant OR (2) let the other participant decide
how much of a larger sum of money to split with you. There is
no right or wrong answer. The amount of money for each
choice is provided for you.
For example, you can choose to keep £3 and give £3 to the
other participant. Alternatively, you can choose to let the other
participant decide to either (a) keep £4 and give you £4 OR (b)
keep £5 and give you £2.

You can allow P2 to choose
to either:
a) give you £4 and take £4
b) give you £2 and take £5
Participants (26 men, 54 women; age 17-24) played eight games under the
eight following conditions:
P1

P2

Sex of P2

Instructions

Visible to P2
Visible to P2

Visible to P1
Visible to P1

Same-sex
Opposite-sex

You can see the other player
and s/he WILL be able to see you.

Visible to P2

Not visible to P1

Same-sex

Visible to P2

Not visible to P1

Opposite-sex

You cannot see the other player
and s/he WILL be able to see you.

Not visible to P2

Visible to P1

Same-sex

Not visible to P2

Visible to P1

Opposite-sex

Not visible to P2

Not visible to P1

Same-sex

Not visible to P2

Not visible to P1

Opposite-sex

You can see the other player
and s/he WILL NOT be able to see you.
You cannot see the other player
and s/he WILL NOT be able to see you.

Conclusions People who rated themselves as more attractive than average were more likely to trust P2 when they
believed P2 would see them than when they believed P2 would not see them. Conversely, participants who rated
themselves as less attractive than average trusted P2 to a greater degree when they believed P2 would not see them
than when they believed P2 would see them. This suggests that attractive individuals utilise their perceived physical
appearance as part of a strategy to predict whether others will treat them fairly or not, and so affects the decisions they
make involving trust.
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We used Kruskal-Wallis to compare participants
with lower-than-average, average, and higherthan-average self-rated attractiveness (SRA):

SRA & Trusting Decisions
4
Average number of
trusting decisions (out of 8)

Instructions to Participants

Results

3
2
1
0
Less (n=22)

Average (n=33) More (n=25)

SRA did not predict overall trusting behaviour.
(χ2 = 1.56, df = 2, p = .46)

SRA & Visibility of P1
Difference in trusting decisions
(P1 Visible - P1 Not Visible)

player (P1) decides whether to split a small sum of money evenly between self and the second player (P2) or to allow P2
to decide how to split a larger sum of money. Standard game-theory models of self-interested choice suggest that P2
should always act selfishly in an anonymous one-shot game of this sort, and therefore P1 should never place their trust in
P22. However, experimental studies have shown that P1 often does trust P2 and that P2 often rewards that trust with an
unselfish division1-6. The presence of an opponent's face6 – even a robot face7 or cartoon eyes8 – has been shown to
influence economic decisions. On the basis of this experimental evidence, our study evaluates the effects of whether
participants acting as P1 could see an image of their opponent's face and whether the participant believed that their image
would be seen by P2. We also examined trusting decisions in relation to measures of the self-rated attractiveness of P1.
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SRA did predict the difference in trusting
behaviour to P2 who would see P1 versus P2
who would not see P1.
(χ2 = 8.05, df = 2, p = .018).
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