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ABSTRACT 

Electoral clientelism or vote buying has been regarded as undermining democratic institutions and weakening the accountability of the 
state towards its citizens, especially the poor. Social identity as a form of political mobilisation may contribute to this, enabling support 
to be won with clientelist transfers. This paper reports data from a novel laboratory experiment designed to examine whether clientelism 
can be sustained as a political strategy, and whether identity impacts the nature or efficacy of clientelism. Specifically, we design a 
voting and leadership game in order to examine whether individuals vote for clientelist allocations by a leader even at the expense of 
more efficient and egalitarian allocations. We find group identity does not significantly impact the prevalence of clientelist plans. 
Leaders are more likely, however, to choose allocations that provide fewer benefits (lower rents) to themselves when they are part of 
the majority in-group than when they are in the minority.   
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Introduction 

Electoral clientelism (vote buying) has been regarded as undermining democratic institutions and weakening the 

accountability of the state towards its citizens, especially the poor. Social identity as a form of political mobilisation 

may contribute to this, enabling support to be won with clientelist transfers. This paper reports data from a novel 

laboratory experiment designed to examine whether clientelism can be sustained as a political strategy, and whether 
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identity impacts the nature or efficacy of clientelism. Specifically, we design a voting and leadership game in order 

to examine whether individuals vote for clientelist allocations by a leader even at the expense of more efficient and 

egalitarian allocations. We find group identity does not significantly impact the prevalence of clientelist plans. 

Leaders are more likely, however, to choose allocations that provide fewer benefits (lower rents) to themselves 

when they are part of the majority in-group than when they are in the minority.   

Electoral clientelism is the practice of providing personal favours in exchange for electoral support. In the 

recent years, the advances in the clientelist literature have significantly advanced our understanding of electoral 

practices both in countries that have experienced recent democratic transitions and in established democracies. 

Clientelistic exchanges have been documented in countries including Argentina, Bulgaria, Mexico, Guatemala, 

Brazil, the Philippines, Paraguay, Romania, Benin, and India (Diaz-Cayeros, Estévez, and Magaloni 2016; Finan 

and Schechter 2012; Stokes et al. 2013; Wantchekon 2003). 

One strand of literature examines clientelism as a form of inefficient redistribution which arises from the lack 

of credibility of political promises, with a direct tradeoff in using public resources for the broad public good or for 

targeted transfers to political supporters (Robinson and Verdier 2013; Robinson and Torvik 2005; Keefer and Vlaicu 

2008). Development initiatives are popular among both politicians and voters, yet many developing countries are 

littered with half-finished projects. Existing theories of politically motivated misallocation of public expenditure 

associated with distributive politics and clientelism explain the dilemma of unfinished projects as over- or under-

spending on infrastructure in relation to private transfers (Keefer 2007; Robinson and Verdier 2013) or a 

dynamically inconsistent outcome of a collective choice process in contexts of limited resources, in which multiple 

political agents bargain over the distribution of a limited number of discrete, targeted projects (Williams 2017).  

Another strand of literature focusses on vote buying strategies at election times. These can be employed by 

challengers in addition to incumbents, and need not be (exclusively) financed by public spending. This literature 

studies whether vote buying allows politicians to gain or remain in office while under-serving the poor, capturing 

private rents, and/or promoting elite interests (Stokes 2007; Baland and Robinson 2008; Hicken 2011). Various 

studies have documented that a wide range of incentives can be used in particularistic exchanges between politicians 

and voters, including one-off offers of money or goods (Brusco, Nazareno, and Stokes 2004), administrative favours 

(Murillo and Calvo, 2014), jobs (Robinson and Verdier, 2013), land (Baland and Robinson 2008; Larreguy 2012), 

forbearance from prosecution for infractions (Holland 2017). Nichter (2008) and Gans-Morse, Mazzuca, and 

Nichter (2014) propose a typology based on the behaviour that is incentivised, including turning out, abstaining, or 

changing one’s vote. Khemani (2013) has found robust empirical evidence consistent with such a theory that greater 

vote buying during elections is associated with weak performance of the governments which win those elections in 

delivering broad, pro-poor public services.  

The presence of rents from office, and social, economic, and political networks that make vote buying effective, 

may together encourage the persistence of an inefficient political equilibrium. Contenders entering the political 

market may invest in building support on the basis of vote buying, so that once in power they can get away with 



 

 
 

extracting high rents from public office. This argument has not been formally made in the clientelism or vote buying 

literature, but is linked to other work on how outside options and benefits from holding office influence the pool of 

candidates and the effort exerted upon winning office (Caselli and Morelli 2004; Messner and Polborn 2004; Ferraz 

and Finan 2008). Local political operatives in clientelist systems might be cultivated on the basis of their ability to 

target vote-buying offers to citizens that are more likely to reciprocate (as in the mechanism examined by Finan and 

Schechter 2012).  

Identity may play an important role in cultivating ties of political reciprocity to effectively implement clientelist 

strategies. Consistent with social identity theories (e.g. Tajfel and Turner 1986), leaders may derive psychological 

benefits from favouring in-group members. There is broad evidence from several parts of the world that ethnic 

identity is used for political mobilisation (Eifert, Miguel, and Posner 2010; Chandra 2007; Wilkinson 2004). Many 

studies have pointed out that ethnically based parties or politicians tend to deliver goods to their own ethnic groups. 

For example, co-ethnics of the incumbent politicians are more likely to have pork barrel benefits (Fearon 1999), 

preferential access to primary schooling (Kramon and Posner 2013), superior infrastructure in their districts 

(Burgess et al. 2015), better health outcomes (Franck and Rainer 2012) or preferential access to foreign aid (Briggs 

2014; Jablonski 2014). This would suggest a link between identity and clientelism, but such a link is not explicit in 

this literature.1 Does identity play a distributive role alone, shaping which groups benefit disproportionately from 

public resources; or, does it enable clientelism, with other associated costs of weak accountability or rent seeking 

by politicians, beyond unequal allocations across groups? This view suggests a novel explanation for the empirical 

observation that ethnic heterogeneity is associated with lower levels of broad public goods – that the association 

may be mediated by clientelism. 

        The observed empirical association between ethnic diversity and investments in broad public services, such as 

education and local infrastructure, has been typically attributed to lower willingness to contribute to public services 

in diverse societies (Habyarimana et al. 2007; Miguel and Gugerty 2005; Alesina, Baqir, and Easterly 1999). Parties 

try to attract votes along ethnic lines, while voters expect to obtain benefits targeting their ethnic groups (Bates 

1974; Chandra 2007; Posner 2005). A recent paper (Ejdemyr, Kramon, and Robinson 2018) confirms that leaders 

seek to favour their co-ethnics with local public goods but also demonstrates that this only holds under certain 

conditions, namely, when ethnic groups are sufficiently segregated. 

When ethnic differences are paired up with wealth and income inequality between groups, clientelism tends to 

ensue. Countries where ethno-cultural differentiation is primarily vertical are characterised by a ‘premise of 

inequality’, suggesting that access to benefits is stratified by ethnic groups distinguished by wealth, power, and 

social standing (Gay 2006; Lei and Vesely 2010). In poor economies, where the bulk of financing for public services 

 
1 Horowitz (2000) and Banerjee and Pande (2007)  make a different argument for why identity-based political mobilisation can be 
associated with weak governance and accountability – that voters systematically place greater weight on the identity of politicians 
than on specific aspects of performance in public office. See also survey experimental work of Dunning and Harrison (2010) and 
Long and Gibson (2012)  for more nuanced evidence on voter evaluations and identity.  



is not derived from broad-based taxes, but is instead derived from more concentrated ownership of productive 

resources, or from international aid, a first-order problem driving poor public services has been characterised as 

weak accountability and rent seeking by leaders (Acemoglu and Robinson 2013). In the context of between-group 

economic inequality, redistributive policies are not viewed as credible to voters of poor ethnic groups, and 

clientelistic benefits become a particularly effective strategy to attract votes (Wang and Kolev 2019). Does identity 

then enable political leaders to win support through clientelist targeting, at the expense of broader public services? 

 This paper designs a laboratory experiment to examine whether individuals would vote for clientelist allocations 

by a leader even at the expense of a more efficient and egalitarian public goods allocation, and informs whether 

social identity may play a role in the answer to this question. In our experiment participants play a voting game in 

groups of five. One of the group members is assigned the role of leader, who implements one of three possible 

divisions of resources (money) among the group members. One of these is an equal split, and the other two are 

clientelist allocations, providing resources to the leader and only two other group members. In one the leader 

receives relatively more than the voters, while the reverse is true in the other. After the allocation is announced the 

four voters cast one ballot each either supporting or opposing the leader. If a leader is supported the leader earns 

additional money and remains leader, while if they do not find sufficient support they are removed from their 

position and a new leader is randomly chosen from the four voters. 

Our experiment also includes an identity treatment, where prior to playing the voting game participants play a 

puzzle game meant to promote social identity (Eckel and Grossman 2005). The purpose of these treatments is to 

determine, in relation to the baseline no-identity treatments, whether social identity considerations affect (i) the 

propensity of leaders to choose clientelist allocations and (ii) the propensity of voters to support leaders who 

embrace socially inefficient clientelism. We find that group identity does not significantly impact the prevalence of 

clientelist plans. Leaders are more likely, however, to choose allocations that provide fewer benefits (lower rents) 

to themselves when they are part of the majority in-group than when they are in the minority.   

The following section describes the experimental design. Then, we propose hypotheses and provide the results 

in the next two sections. The last section concludes with thoughts on using this experiment to examine the role of 

identity in clientelism in relevant developing country contexts.  

 

Experimental design 

We design an experiment to address two key research questions:  

1. Do political leaders try to win support through clientelist targeting, at the expense of broader public 

services? 

2. Does identity facilitate clientelism, with its associated costs of weak accountability and rent seeking by 

politicians? 



 

 
 

Our design is as follows, and the experiment’s instructions are provided in Appendix. 

First, a voting game was played in groups of five, and groups remained unchanged during an experimental 

session. Among the five group members, one is designated a ‘leader’ with the decision-making power over the 

choice between three competing resource allocation plans. The remaining four members of the group are designated 

‘voters’, tasked with indicating whether they would vote for (‘yes’) or against (‘no’) the ‘leader’, after observing 

her selected plan and knowing their own earnings that result from that plan. A majority vote constitutes at least two 

votes from among the four voters.  

It is worthwhile to make two comments regarding our experiment design. First, the framing in terms of leaders 

and voters is deliberate, as we are specifically interested in drawing inferences in political contexts. Second, voting 

is retrospective in the sense that the leader’s selected plan is implemented, and payoffs distributed accordingly, 

regardless of whether the leader receives a majority vote. Note that retrospective voting enables a strong clientelist 

manipulation, in that it allows us to discover whether voters are more likely to cast their vote for a candidate from 

whom they have already received definite benefits. 

The three possible plans among which a designated group leader can choose are the following:  

A. The efficient and egalitarian plan: 15 tokens to all five group members. 

B. A clientelist plan with high rents to the leader: 30 tokens to the leader, and 10 each to two voters who are 

selected by the leader, with 0 to the remaining two voters. 

C. A clientelist plan with low rents to the leader: 18 tokens to the leader, and 16 each to two voters who are 

selected by the leader, with 0 to the remaining two voters. 

These plans were developed by the research team on the basis of an endowment of 50 tokens per group, which 

could be invested in a public good with a marginal benefit of 1.5 and a marginal per capita return of 0.3. 

Underpinning Plan A, the efficient and egalitarian plan, the background calculation is that the entire endowment 

would be invested in the public good, yielding 75 tokens to be distributed equally among the five group members. 

Plans B and C are two ways of distributing the 50 tokens as private transfers among a minimum winning coalition 

of three, with high and low rents to the leader, respectively, and nothing to the public good. Note that in Plan B all 

voters earn less than Plan A, but the favoured voters do better than those who receive nothing. This plan captures 

the idea that voters may believe that leaders will always maximise their own rents, and the only good alternative is 

to choose a leader who favours them through clientelism. Plan C reflects a clientelist allocation in which the leader 

commands fewer rents, and the favoured voters earn more than under the egalitarian allocation. The ordering of 

these plans was randomised in each round of the game, so that designated leaders observed multiple ordering of the 

choices (and not typically in the particular ordering used above to describe the allocations).  



In addition to the payoffs per the selected plan, if a leader wins a majority of votes (again, defined here as at 

least two votes out of the possible four), she receives an additional 10 tokens.  

Each group plays the game for 20 rounds, with each round involving the leader selecting a plan, and voters 

voting ‘yes’ or ‘no’ for the leader. In the first nine rounds, the leader has incumbent power and cannot be voted out, 

regardless of number of votes received. However, the leader’s payoffs (an additional 10 tokens) still depends on 

receiving a majority of votes.2 In the tenth round, if the leader does not win a majority of votes, she cannot be the 

leader in the 11th round; a new leader is selected randomly from among the four other members to serve as the 

leader in the 11th round, and so on until the last and 20th round. That is, from the 10th to the 19th round, majority 

votes matter for whether the leader can continue to exercise decision-making power over the allocation in the next 

round. 

Individual voter decisions are anonymous – that is, no player can associate a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ vote with specific 

player identification numbers (other than their own). This makes it more difficult for a leader to forge a successful 

clientelist coalition: in the event that a clientelist allocation wins only one vote, the leader does not have information 

on which voter did not reciprocate (assuming that at least one voter did reciprocate, and that no excluded voter 

would have supported the plan). Individual voter anonymity is chosen to be more realistic about the technological 

constraints to vote buying, and simulate an environment in which clientelism and vote buying are maintained 

through tacit agreements of reciprocity.  

In our experiment an egotist leader can select the high-rent plan, and get away with an additional rent in each 

round in the first ten of the game, even if she never wins a majority of votes: the minimum of 30 tokens in each 

round even without majority votes, versus the maximum possible 25 tokens with the efficient and fair allocation 

and majority votes. At the same time, if identity is salient and conducive to creating minimum winning coalitions, 

our design allows us to discover whether either of the clientelist plans is selected and rewarded by the targeted 

voters (the clients). We test for possible effects of identity in a laboratory setting with the following treatment.  

The identity treatment 

Each session of the experiment involved gathering ten participants. In six baseline sessions, the participants were 

anonymously divided into two groups for the voting game described above. In seven identity treatment sessions, 

the ten participants began with an activity that aimed to build their identification to particular team members. They 

were first assigned to two identity-creating groups that would be engaged in solving a puzzle together. The puzzle 

solving task of Eckel and Grossman (2005) was used for this purpose of facilitating team identification. Participants 

were randomly assigned to be part of the Green or the Orange team – each composed of five team members – and 

separated by being placed in different rooms. Each Green (Orange) team member was given an envelope containing 

puzzle pieces from five equally sized Green (Orange) squares and was instructed to work together to construct five 

 
2 This is important to give consequence to voting decisions and understand voting behaviours in a group. 



 

 
 

squares. Since each team member is unable to form a perfect square using only the pieces in her own envelope, she 

was required to interact with other team members to find the right pieces. Each team was given ten minutes to form 

five identical squares, and participants were told the team that did so first would earn an additional US$2 per team 

member. The winners (and losers) were not informed until the end of the experiment.  

After this identity-creating task, the participants of the Green and Orange teams were pooled together, and re-

assigned to two different groups to continue with playing the voting game, as in the baseline. In the subsequent 

voting game under the seven identity-treatment sessions, three members would have one colour-coded identity, 

while the remaining two would have the other colour-coded identity. The colour identity was made salient in the 

voting game by labelling each group member according to her colour throughout the allocation game: Green team 

members were displayed in green boxes and fonts while Orange team members were displayed in orange boxes and 

fonts. Gray boxes and black fonts were used in the baseline treatments.  

The voting game was always played anonymously, on computer screens which showed identification numbers 

for all the players (and the colour-code in the identity treatment), but no other information. 

Voter belief elicitation task 

Prior to the voting game, and after the identity-creating task in the treatment sessions, all participants were engaged 

in a voter belief elicitation task. This task is designed to allow individual voter beliefs to be examined separate from 

the group voting behaviour that can be discovered in the voting game.  

Each participant was asked how they believed the majority in the group would vote (‘yes’ or ‘no’) under each 

of five possible scenarios a voter could face in the voting game, depending on the leader’s decisions:  

1. If provided 15 tokens and all others are also provided 15 tokens 

2. If provided 16 tokens, along with one other voter, while the remaining two voters receive 0, and the leader 

receives 18 

3. If provided 0 tokens, along with one other voter, while the remaining two voters receive 16 each, and the 

leader receives 18 

4. If provided 10 tokens, along with one other voter, while the remaining two voters receive 0, and the leader 

receives 30 

5. If provided 0 tokens, along with one other voter, while the remaining two voters receive 10 each, and the 

leader receives 30 

The questions were saliently rewarded in a way that encourages answers that reveal ‘community’ standards 

(Houser and Xiao 2011). In particular, participants earned money in this portion of the task only if their answers are 

identical to that selected by the majority of participants. For example, here is how Plans 4 and 5, which represent 

possible outcomes if the leader chooses a Plan B allocation, were presented to each participant in the voter belief 



elicitation task, in both baseline and identity treatment sessions, before anybody in the group had been designated a 

leader: 

 Plan 4 belief elicitation task screenshot 

In this case, imagine you are Voter #1 or Voter #2  

and you have been chosen by the leader to receive 10 tokens. 

ROUND EARNINGS PER MEMBER 

Leader 30  

Voter#1 10 

Voter#2 10 

Voter#3 0 

Voter#4 0 

 

Your vote: 

YES NO 

 

Plan 5 belief elicitation task screenshot 

In this case, imagine you are Voter #3 or Voter #4  

and you have been chosen by the leader to receive 0 tokens. 

ROUND EARNINGS PER MEMBER 

Leader 30 

Voter#1 10 

Voter#2 10 

Voter#3 0 

Voter#4 0 

 

Your vote: 

YES NO 

 



 

 
 

 

 

Leader selection task 

After the voter belief elicitation task, each voting group undertook two tasks, and  was told that the outcome of one 

of these tasks would be used to select the leader for the first ten rounds: (i) passing messages to each other and then 

voting for who would be leader (by anonymous player identification number), and (ii) answering a set of trivia 

questions. The trivia task included 12 questions drawn from Trivial Pursuit (Masters Edition). Participants were 

given six minutes to answer as many of the trivia questions as they were able, and the winner would be designated 

the leader. Participants were not told how many questions were answered correctly, or how many the eventual 

winner answered correctly. With respect to the written messages, participants were restricted from revealing any 

identifying information, from mentioning how the leader should behave and from how they would behave as the 

leader. Otherwise, participants were allowed to write anything they wished.3 After the two tasks were completed, 

one of them was picked by the research team as the criteria to designate the leader; the selected task and the 

associated roles in the group, which player (identification number) was designated the leader, and which were the 

voters were then communicated to the groups, and the voting game would begin. 

Experiment procedures 

Experiments were conducted at the laboratory of the Interdisciplinary Centre for Economic Science at George 

Mason University. We conducted 13 sessions (seven identity sessions and six baseline). Each session included ten 

participants (so 130 total participants) and had duration of less than two hours. Participants were randomly assigned 

an experiment ID number as they sat down at the computer terminals. We first explained the overview of the 

experiment4 and then provided the subjects with a detailed description of the allocation game. After reading the 

instructions, we summarised the experiment verbally.  

Each subject was required to complete a quiz successfully to verify his/her comprehension of the allocation 

game. After all ten participants completed the quiz they moved to the next task. Instructions for each task were 

given at the beginning of each task. Prior to playing the allocation game, participants received instructions regarding 

how to play the game on the computer. Identity priming, elicitation, trivia and message tasks were hand-run and the 

allocation game was conducted on the computer using z-Tree (Fischbacher 2007). Subjects in identity treatments 

 
3 For one of the identity sessions, we allowed subjects to write two messages – a public message viewed by everyone in their group 
and a private message viewed by only their in-group members (i.e. team members from the same colour team in the puzzle task). The 
private messages seemed to strengthen the colour identification with subjects. For example, a subject who was part of an Orange 
team wrote, ‘Orange Team > Green Team’. 
4 In this explanation, the subjects were told that there were three stages in the experiment. We revealed the names of each task in a 
flow chart, but told subjects that details about each task would be provided at the beginning of each task.  



underwent identity priming before being seated at a computer terminal. After the subjects completed the allocation 

game, we handed out a post-experiment survey. 

The show-up fee in this experiment was US$5, and average earnings were about US$27. We randomly selected 

an elicitation question (from the voter belief elicitation task, which was called a ‘survey’ in the instructions provided 

to subjects) at the end of the experiment and paid subjects an additional US$2 if their answer matched the most 

common answer of their fellow participants. Participants received another US$2 for completing the post-experiment 

survey. In the identity treatments, members of the team that finished first each earned an extra US$2. The experiment 

did not involve deception. 

 

Hypotheses 

In this section we offer several hypotheses, each of which is informed in the next section.  

Hypothesis 1: Fair allocations (15 to each person) will be implemented more often than the clientelist 

allocations.  

Hypothesis 1 follows from the observation that leaders who offer fair allocations and receive majority 

favourable votes can expect to earn a total return of 500 over 20 rounds: 25 per period, a guarantee of 250 over the 

first ten periods and then another 250 if they remain in office for the subsequent ten periods. The high-rent clientelist 

allocation, if it doesn’t receive majority support, earns the leader 30 per period, for a total of 300 over ten rounds, 

at which time they would likely lose the opportunity to lead. The low-rent clientelist allocation earns less over ten 

rounds, and carries a greater risk of losing the opportunity to lead as people grow frustrated with a leader’s rent-

seeking behaviour. Consequently, a leader has an incentive to offer fair and efficient allocations. 

Hypothesis 2: Clientelist allocations will become more frequent in later rounds of the game. 

This follows from the observation that much of the incentive to provide fair allocations is due to the long-run 

benefits of remaining the leader. As the game progresses the opportunity cost of losing one’s leadership position 

diminishes, and the incentive to maximise contemporaneous returns correspondingly increases. 

Hypothesis 3: Leaders care about voter approval more in the early than latter parts of the game. 

This hypothesis follows directly from the discussion of the first two hypotheses.  

Hypothesis 4: Clientelist allocations will be more common with than without identity. 

Identity serves as a coordination device for clientelist allocations, and also may leave leaders caring more about 

approval from voters who share their identity than voters who do not. Both factors should tend to increase the 

frequency of clientelism. 



 

 
 

Hypothesis 5: Leaders from the group’s majority identity will be more likely to implement clientelist 

allocations. 

In the identity treatment, there was always a majority and a minority identity in each group of five players 

(either three Green and two Orange players or two Green and three Orange players). Whenever the leader is part of 

the majority, they are facing a set of voters that include two in-group members. A minority leader, on the other 

hand, would have only one in-group voter. We hypothesise that a majority leader would find it more appealing to 

attempt a clientelist strategy because they would expect relatively higher support from in-group members, and they 

may find it appealing to pursue an allocation strategy that favours their in-group. 

 

Results 

We obtain seven key results from our experiment, all of which inform various aspects of the two key research 

questions noted above. Our results are as follows. 

Result 1: Consistent with Hypothesis 1, fair allocations (15 to each person) are implemented more often than 

the clientelist allocations. 

The data show that the efficient and fair allocation was the modal selection, and significantly likely to be 

supported by a majority of voters. Among the 501 rounds of the game that were played on which we have data,5 

across all 13 sessions, including both baseline and identity treatments, the efficient and fair allocation was selected 

by the leaders in 375 rounds, that is, in almost 75% of the rounds played. The high-rent clientelist allocation was 

selected in 80 rounds (almost 16% of the times), and the low-rent clientelist allocation in 46 rounds (about 9% of 

the times).  

Moreover, when the fair plan was selected, the leader received a majority of votes 90.40% of the times. In 

contrast, when the high-rent or low-rent clientelist plans were selected, the leader received a majority of votes, 20% 

and 43.48% of the times, respectively.  

Result 2: Consistent with Hypothesis 2, we find clientelist allocations are more frequent in later rounds of the 

game. 

We find leaders were willing to attempt clientelist allocations in a strategic manner, which we discuss further 

below, in the early rounds of the game when they enjoyed incumbent power. Furthermore, leaders in the later rounds, 

 
5 The total number of rounds played was 20 times 26 (the number of groups), which is 520. However, in one of the first sessions, a 
data entry computer glitch resulted in data not being captured for some of the second stage rounds, resulting in data available for 501 
rounds. 



when they could be removed from office by voter decisions, nevertheless used their position to extract rents, 

especially towards the end of the game.  

Figures 1(a) and 1(b) track leaders’ choices over time: Figure 1(a) includes only those that were leaders in 

round one (and therefore for at least ten rounds), and Figure 1(b) all other leaders. Although it continues to be 

evident that the fair plan was predominantly chosen across most of the periods, viewed period-by-period it is also 

clear that leaders had incentives to select the rent-extracting clientelist plans. The proportion of high-rent vs. low-

rent clientelist choices did not display any obvious pattern. The only exception is the final period, when most leaders 

chose a high-rent clientelist plan (which guarantees the highest payoff for themselves). 

Figures 1(a) and 1(b) about here. 

        Result 3: Consistent with Hypothesis 3, leaders appear to care more about approval in earlier than later stages 

of the game. 

Most leaders appeared to care about voter approval, and did not extract higher rents even when they were able 

to do so without the risk of losing office. Among the 26 groups, in only four cases did the designated leader play 

the high-rent allocation in most of the first ten rounds, regardless of whether this strategy received majority voter 

support. As indicated earlier, one of the questions this work proposes to address is whether there are significantly 

higher instances of rent extraction by leaders with incumbent power in contexts where rent seeking and vote buying 

may be pervasive. 

Result 4: In contrast with Hypothesis 4, we do not observe the frequency of clientelist allocations to increase 

in the identity treatment. 

The data do not show a statistically significant difference in the overall prevalence of clientelist allocations 

under the identity treatment. If anything, the direction of any difference is that the identity treatment makes fairness 

more likely.  

Figures 2(a), 2(b), 3(a) and 3(b) split the sample along treatment conditions. While fair plans are frequent in 

both treatments, Figures 3(a) and 3(b) suggest that clientelist choices are fairly frequent in the baseline treatment 

groups, as opposed to the identity treatment groups in Figures 2(a) and 2(b). While both show a spike in high-rent 

clientelism in the final round, Figures 3(a) and 3(b) exhibit a higher share of clientelism in almost every period, 

including both initial leaders and non-initial leaders. We test whether there is a statistically significant difference in 

these distributions under the two treatment conditions.  

Figures 2(a), 2(b), 3(a) and 3(b) about here. 

        Table 1 reports the p-values of pairwise Mann-Whitney tests. It is based on the share of rounds in which a plan 

was chosen in a particular group. That is, each group of five players yields a single observation, with data on the 



 

 
 

relative frequency of each of the three plans across 20 periods in that group. Based on a comparison of these shares 

(26 observations in total), Panel A of Table 1 shows that we cannot conclude that there is a significant difference 

between the treatments. Taking all clientelist choices together, a Mann-Whitney test for an equal distribution under 

the two treatments yields a p-value of 0.1130. Comparing the shares of high-rent or low-rent clientelist plans in 

isolation results in even higher p-values.  

Table 1 about here. 

In sum, we are unable to detect a statistical difference between the two treatments in the prevalence of clientelist 

allocations despite the visual difference between Figures 2(a), 2(b), and Figures 3(a), 3(b).  

Result 5: In contrast to Hypothesis 5, we find little evidence that leaders from a majority identity behave 

differently from leaders from a minority identity. 

Figures 4(a) and 4(b) split all decisions made in the identity treatment groups by the number of in-group voters. 

Figure 4(a) includes all decisions made by minority leaders, and Figure 4(b) presents all majority leader decisions.6 

At first glance, it appears that, first, the share of fair choices was very similar across all periods. Second, when they 

did deviate from fair choices, majority leaders tended to choose low-rent clientelist plans, whereas minority leaders 

selected high-rent clientelist plans. 

                                          Figures 4(a) and 4(b) about here. 

To test for differences between majority and minority leaders, we calculate the relative frequency an individual 

leader chose a particular plan. For example, if an individual player was the leader in two periods, and chose the fair 

plan once and the low-rent clientelist plan once, we treat this player as one observation, and their share of low-rent 

clientelist choices would be 0.5, and that of high-rent clientelist choices would be 0. In that manner, we identify 30 

individual leaders within the identity treatment groups. Table 2 summarises these data points. Panel B of Table 1 

reports the results of pairwise Mann-Whitney tests (p-values are reported). Comparing majority (two in-group 

voters) and minority (one in-group voter) leaders, there is no evidence that majority leaders were more or less likely 

to choose high-rent clientelist plans (p=0.5787), or to make more clientelist choices overall (p=0.3059). There is 

some evidence, on the other hand, that majority leaders were more likely to choose low-rent clientelist plans 

(p=0.0977).  

                                                      Table 2 about here. 

Result 6: We find no evidence that voting behaviour differs across treatments. 

 
6 Figures 3(a) and 3(b) show the same data as Figure 2(a) and 2(b); for each period, the bars across Figures 3(a) and 3(b) sum to the 
same number as the sum of Figures 2(a) and 2(b). 



Figure 5 reports the frequency of supporting votes across treatments and across plans. The upper two panels 

show that support for fair plans is very similar across treatments: in approximately 1/3 of cases, a fair choice resulted 

in four supporting votes. In another 1/3 of cases, it resulted in two supporting votes. The frequency of three 

supporting votes was slightly lower, and less than two votes were very rare. In the low-rent clientelist case, again 

both treatments look essentially the same: approximately half the time, the leader received two supporting votes, 

and with similar probability they received one vote in support. Zero votes in support were fairly rare, between 5% 

to 10% of cases.  

                                                            Figure 5 about here. 

Finally, there seems to be a difference in the distribution of votes for high-rent clientelist plans across 

treatments. In baseline groups, leaders received zero votes in half the cases, and one vote in most other cases. Only 

in less than 10% of cases did they receive two supporting votes. In the identity treatment sessions, on the other hand, 

high-rent clientelist plans attracted majority support in almost half the cases: two supporting votes occurred in 

approximately 25% of cases, and more than two votes in almost 20%. Nevertheless, perhaps due to small sample 

size, a Mann-Whitney test (18 observations, as 8 out of 26 groups did not experience high-rent plan choices) does 

not indicate significant differences between treatments (p=0.7546). 

Result 7: Voting behaviour is at odds with beliefs elicited before the game is played. 

In the belief elicitation task, 95% of participants in the baseline that subsequently played the voting game 

indicated that a majority of voters would vote for the low-rent clientelist allocation if they were targeted the benefits, 

and 50% indicated this for the high-rent allocation (Table 3). Yet, when the voting game was played, the odds of 

gaining majority support with either clientelist plan were substantially lower than suggested by the elicitation task.  

                                                               Table 3 about here. 

Furthermore, the identity treatment is significantly associated with a lower likelihood of voters indicating 

majority support in the elicitation task for the low-rent clientelist plan. This, combined with the finding that leaders 

with a majority of in-group voters were more likely to choose the low-rent clientelist plan, suggests that identity 

plays a complex role in this voting game. Identity could be generating different responses among different types of 

individuals – enabling the more egotist personalities to build coalitions among themselves and extract rents, while 

strengthening the inclination of the altruistic types towards fair allocations. This is suggested by Habyarimana et 

al.’s (2007) experiment in the field around identity, with the finding that identity influences allocations to in-group 

members only among egotist subjects. 

Result 8: Identity does not affect behaviour consistently across our identity-treated groups. 



 

 
 

We observe a seemingly inconsistent role played by identity.7 Among the 14 groups that were identity-treated, 

eight had sufficient (two) in-group members among the voters for the selected in-group leaders to target in the first 

ten rounds. Of these eight groups, with a clear ability for leaders to use their own identity to forge a clientelist 

coalition, half of the leaders (four groups) in fact chose the fair allocation in all rounds of the game. These were 

four out of the six groups, overall, that played fair in every round.   

Yet, in one group (session 7, group 2), an Orange leader was able to establish a stable coalition by the seventh 

round, using the low-rent clientelist allocation, with two fellow Orange members in the clientelist coalition, winning 

elections with in-group support in the 10th and 11th rounds. However, this leader switched to the fair allocation in 

the 12th round despite playing fair was voted out in the 14th round.  

Furthermore, there were two identity-treated groups in which the leader tried to switch between the low-rent 

and high-rent clientelist allocations with in-group members, but in the process lost voter support (when switching 

to high-rent).   

Another stable clientelist coalition emerged in a non-treated group (session 9, group 2), in which the designated 

leader won the support of the same two voters, using the low-rent clientelist plan, in rounds 1 through 10. In the 

tenth round, the leader was voted out despite continuing to play the low-rent clientelist plan and targeting the same 

two voters.8 

 

Conclusion 

This paper reports data from a new laboratory experiment to examine political behaviour of individuals regarding 

rent-extraction by leaders through clientelist allocations to voters. In a sample of US university students, we find 

that overall there are few instances of clientelist allocations, and that leaders care about voter approval even when 

they could use incumbent power to extract non-trivial rents. When leaders do attempt to extract rents, there are few 

instances in which they are able to do so by forging a minimum willing coalition of voters that supports their 

clientelist allocation.  

Group identity does not play a clear role in enabling or inhibiting clientelism, with examples provided by the 

data of both types of instances. Although the difference in overall prevalence of clientelist plans under the identity 

 
7 This is perhaps unsurprising. Decades of social psychology research into identity effects concludes that the impact of identity on 
groups is subtle and inconsistent. See, for example, section A of the detailed literature review in Chen and Li (2009), and the many 
cites therein. 
8 Coincidentally, one of the voters in the coalition was picked to be a leader (through random selection) in the 11th round, and tried to 
re-gain the coalition support through the low-rent clientelist plan, but failed to get re-elected. The old leader returned (again, co-
incidentally) in the 12th round and tried to re-establish the coalition, failing once again. From the 13th round onwards, the second 
leader from among the coalition played fair through all the remaining rounds. 



treatment is statistically insignificant, the implied direction of difference is that identity may promote fairness. 

Within identity treatment groups, however, leaders are somewhat more likely to choose low-rent clientelist plans 

when they encounter a majority of in-group voters than when they are in the minority.   

Prior to playing the game, but after explaining it to them, we elicited voters’ beliefs about the level of support 

clientelist allocations would receive. Surprisingly, although they believed that clientelism would be popular, during 

actual play of the game this turned out not to be the case. One reason for the gap between beliefs and decisions 

might be that voters had not previously experienced this type of environment, leaving it difficult to form accurate 

beliefs. A related possibility is that actively choosing to support unfair clientelist allocations is much more difficult 

than expected.  

Our research was motivated by the observation that in poor economies the bulk of financing for public services 

is not derived from broad-based taxes but is instead derived from more concentrated ownership of productive 

resources or from international aid. In this context, a crucial problem driving poor public services has been 

characterised as weak accountability and rent seeking by leaders (Acemoglu and Robinson 2013). Our novel design 

is a first step towards trying to shed rigorous light on the role that clientelism might play in this environment. Our 

findings suggest that impact of identity on clientelism might be more nuanced than much of the literature suggests, 

with its effects being both inconsistent and context-specific. This highlights the need for more research on this topic, 

and we believe our novel experiment design provides a valuable tool for this purpose. 
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Figure 1(a). Selected plans, all sessions (initial leaders). 
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Figure 1(b). Selected plans, all sessions (non-initial leaders). 
 

 

Figure 2(a). Selected plans, ID treatment only (initial leaders). 
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Figure 2(b). Selected plans, ID treatment only (non-initial leaders). 
 

 

Figure 3(a). Selected plans, Baseline treatment only (initial leaders). 
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Figure 3(b). Selected plans, Baseline treatment only (non-initial leaders). 
 

 

Figure 4(a). Selected plans, ID treatment (one in-group member among voters). 
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Figure 4(b). Selected plans, ID treatment (two in-group members among voters). 
 

 

 

                                 

Figure 5. Voters’ behaviour. 
Note: Number of supporting votes (horizontal axis), relative frequencies across sessions. 
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Table 1. Pairwise Mann-Whitney U tests. 
  Observations Clientelist 

(low-rent) 
Clientelist 
(high-rent) 

Clientelist 
          
(all) 

A. By treatment 
condition 

ID vs 
Baseline 

26 (14 ID groups, 12 
Baseline groups) 

0.3353 0.1801 0.1130 

      

B. By number of 
in-group voters 

1 vs 2 in-
group voters 

30 (individual leaders 
in ID treatment) 

0.0977 0.5787 0.3059 

0 vs 1 in-
group voter 

53 (38 baseline leaders, 
15 ID leaders) 

0.2737 0.4466 0.0662 

0 vs 2 in-
group voters 

53 (38 baseline leaders, 
15 ID leaders) 

0.3351 0.2044 0.5705 

      
C. Belief 

elicitation 
answer 

Plan 4 (yes 
vs no) 

26 (initial individual 
leaders in ID treatment) 

0.4051 0.5010 0.7765 

      
Note: Reported values are p-values of pairwise Mann-Whitney tests. 

 

Table 2. Mean frequency of plan choices by individual leader. 
 Clientelist (low-rent) Clientelist (high-rent) Clientelist 

         (all) 
Baseline leaders 0.119 0.358 0.477 
ID leaders (1 in-group 
voter) 

0.040 0.177 0.217 

ID leaders (2 in-group 
voters) 

0.195 0.212 0.407 

Note: Reported values are relative frequencies of selecting a specific plan, averaged over all individual leaders. 

 

Table 3. Elicitation answers. 
 Mean support (ID) Mean support (baseline) Mann-Whitney U (p-value) 
Plan 1 (fair plan) 97% 98% 0.6535 
Plan 2 (low-rent 
clientelist plan, high voter 
payoff) 

83% 95% 0.0314 

Plan 3 (low-rent 
clientelist plan, zero voter 
payoff) 

6% 0% 0.0610 

Plan 4 (high-rent 
clientelist plan, low voter 
payoff) 

43% 50% 0.4172 

Plan 5 (high-rent 
clientelist plan, zero voter 
payoff) 

1% 3% 0.4726 

Note: Mann-Whitney tests for equality across treatment conditions, for each of the five plans. 

 



Appendix. Experiment instructions. 

Baseline Treatment 
 

                                                        WELCOME! 
 
 

Please turn off all electronic devices if you have not done so and place them in 
your bags or under your desk. 

Throughout the experiment, please do not talk to anybody else and there must 
be absolute silence. If you have any questions, please raise your hand and the 
experimenter will come to personally assist you. 

 
 

Thank you for participating in this experiment. By showing up on time, you have automatically earned a 
$5 on-time payment. If you follow the instructions carefully and make good decisions, you may earn a 
considerable amount of money in addition to the $5. At the end of the study, you will be paid privately in 
cash. 

 
 

Today, your Experimental ID is    

Please do not share this number with other participants. Your name will never be revealed to anyone or 
recorded in this study and you will only be known by your experimental ID throughout this study. 

 
 

The Experiment 
 

Today’s experiment involves four tasks. 
 

Because three of the remaining tasks (First, Second and Fourth Tasks) will involve the same game, these 
instructions will first describe the general structure of the game. The experimenter will provide you with 
the instructions on how to play the game on the computer later. 

 
 

The Game 
 

The game described below will be played as the Fourth Task. 
 

You will be randomly assigned to a group with four other participants. Each group includes one leader 

First Task 

Surveys 

Second Task 

Messages 

Third Task 

Questionaires 

Fourth task 

The Game 



 

 
 

and four voters. 

At the beginning of each round, the leader chooses one out of three plans for the group. (The plans are 
described in the next section.) The voters observe the leader’s plan and then decide whether to vote for the 
leader. Whether the leader receives a majority of votes (two or more) will be known to everyone, but each 
individual’s vote remains secret. 

The leader’s chosen plan will be implemented regardless whether the leader receives two or more votes. A 
leader who receives two or more votes earns a bonus payment of 10 tokens. The round then ends and the 
computer display your personal earnings and whether the leader received two or more votes. A new round 
then begins and the group leader is asked to choose a new plan. 

You will play this game with the same group members for a total of 20 rounds.  In the first 10 rounds, the 
person who was chosen to be the leader in the first round will remain the leader through the 10th round, 
regardless whether they received two or more votes per round. The leader for the first 10 rounds is selected 
using the second or third task. Beginning in the 11th round, the leader is selected by majority vote. If the 
leader in the 10th round does not receive two or more votes, then a new leader for the 11th round will be 
randomly selected from the other four members of the group. Then, from Rounds 11 to 20 a leader continues 
as leader only if s/he wins two or more votes. 

 
The Allocation Plans 

 
Next we describe the plans from which the leader chooses. The plans describe the payoffs for each 
member of the group including the leader. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Option 1 

 
In this plan, each voter earns 15 tokens. If the leader wins at 
least two votes, s/he earns 15 tokens plus a bonus of 10 tokens, 
for a total of 25 tokens. If the leader does not win at least two 
votes, s/he earns 15 tokens. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Option 2 

 
In this plan, the leader selects two voters to earn 16 tokens 
each, and each of the other two voters earns zero tokens. If 
the leader wins at least two votes, s/he earns 18 tokens plus a 
bonus payment of 10 tokens for a total of 28 tokens. If the 
leader does not win two votes, then s/he earns 18 tokens. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Option 3 

 
In this plan, the leader selects two voters to earn 10 tokens 
each, and each of the other two voters earns zero tokens. If the 
leader wins at least two votes, s/he earns 30 tokens plus a 
bonus payment of 10 tokens for a total of 40 tokens. If the 
leader does not win two votes, then s/he earns 30 tokens. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 

                                                                                 

Cash Payment 
 

Once every group has completed all 20 rounds, the total number of tokens each player has earned over the 
20 rounds determines each player’s cash earnings. Note that 1 US dollar is equivalent to 15 tokens. (If 
necessary, your cash earnings will be rounded up to the nearest dollar.) 

 
At no point in the experiment will your identity be revealed to others nor will their identities 
be revealed to you. 

 
      The experimenter will now distribute a comprehension quiz. 
 

Both of these tasks have equal chances of being chosen and the computer will randomly select 
between the two. The computer will announce your role for the first 10 rounds of the Fourth Task 
at the beginning of the first paid round. 

 

Second Task 

In this task, you will have an opportunity to send a message to your four group members. Each of you will 
receive a blank message card on which a message can be written, if desired. The experimenter will allow 
time as needed for everyone to write messages. The messages will be collected when everyone is ready. 

Print clearly if you wish to send a message and make sure to press firmly so that your message can be read 
on the bottommost sheet of paper. Once you are finished writing your message, write your ID number on 
each of the stickers and place them at the top right corner of each sheet of paper. Once all of the messages 
have been collected, the experimenter will convey the messages to the appropriate participants. After you 
have read all the messages, you will vote for one of your group members to become the leader. Note that 
you may not vote for yourself. If there is a tie, a coin toss will be used to break the tie. 

 

 
Other than these restrictions, you may say anything you want in this message. If you do not wish to send a 
message, simply place the sticker with your ID number at the top right corner of each sheet. The 
experimenter will monitor the messages. Violation (by experimenter discretion) will result in immediate 
dismissal of the violator from the experiment and s/he will only receive the $5 show-up fee. 

 
Third Task 

You will be given 12 questions and will have 6 minutes to answer as many of these questions as you can. When 
you are ready, raise your hand and the experimenter will collect the questionnaire from you. You will never 
know how many questions you answered correctly nor will you ever know how many your group members 
have answered correctly.

The following rules must be obeyed in these messages: 

• You are not allowed to identify yourself by name, gender or appearance. 
• You cannot talk about how the leader should behave in the game. 
• You cannot talk about how you would behave as a leader. 





  

How to Play the Game 

 
The Leader’s Decision 

 
As the leader, you have the sole responsibility for choosing one of three available allocation plans for 
the group. This decision process is divided into two steps. In Step 1, you choose which plan to 
implement for the group. To select a plan, simply click on one of the red “Select this plan” button. 

 
 
 

Figure 1: Step 1 of leader’s decision process 



In Step 2, you can choose which voters receive different allocations. To do so, simply shuffle through the 
different voters by using the “Previous” and “Next” buttons located to the right of each allocation. Take 
care to check that each voter is assigned to an allocation; otherwise, the computer will show an error 
message. 

 
 
 

Figure 2: Step 2 of leader’s decision process 



  

The Voter’s Decision 
 

Once the leader has made his/her decision, the voters will observe the leader’s choice and express support 
for or against the leader. In order to express support, click on the “Yes” button. Otherwise, click on the 
“No” button. 

 
 
 

Figure 3: The voter’s screen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Once all decisions are made, the computer will display the voting results and your personal earnings. 

The round ends here. 





  

Identity Treatment 
 
 

WELCOME! 
 
 

Please turn off all electronic devices if you have not done so and place them in 
your bags or under your desk. 

Throughout the experiment, please do not talk to anybody else and there must 
be absolute silence. If you have any questions, please raise your hand and the 
experimenter will come to personally assist you. 

 
 

Thank you for participating in this experiment. By showing up on time, you have automatically earned a 
$5 on-time payment. If you follow the instructions carefully and make good decisions, you may earn a 
considerable amount of money in addition to the $5. At the end of the study, you will be paid privately in 
cash. 
 

Today, your Experimental ID is    
 

Please do not share this number with other participants. Your name will never be revealed to anyone or 
recorded in this study and you will only be known by your experimental ID throughout this study. 

 
 

The Experiment 
 

Today’s experiment involves five tasks. These instructions will describe your First Task and the 
experimenter will give you instructions for the other tasks later. 

First Task 
 

Each of you has been randomly placed into a team with four other participants. You and your team members 
have been given, at random, five envelopes containing 4 pieces of cardboard and will be placed into a 
different room from the other team. These pieces will be used to form a square, identical to the one that the 
experimenter holds. One of the teams will form green squares and the other will form orange squares. When 
the experimenter gives the signal to begin, your team’s task is to form five shapes of equal size as quickly 
as possible and to complete them before the other team. This task will not be complete until each team 
member has before him/her a perfect square of the same size as that held by all other team members. 

You may not be able to form a perfect square using only the pieces in your own envelope. As a result, you 
may need to find the right pieces from your fellow team members. The following interaction rules must be 
obeyed during the course of this exercise: 



1. You may give pieces to other team members but may not take pieces from other team members. 
 

2. You may not simply throw pieces into the center for others to take; you must give the piece directly 
to one other team member. 

 
3. It is permissible for a team member to give away all the pieces to his/her puzzle, even if s/he has 

not already formed a square. 
 

Each team has 10 minutes to complete this task and the next task will not begin until these 10 minutes have 
passed. Once all of the team members in your team have formed perfect squares, the experimenter will then 
verify that everyone is done and take note of the time. The team that finishes the quickest will be the winning 
team and each team member in this team will each receive an additional $2 on top of their on-time fee and 
their earnings from other tasks. However, none of you will know who won the First Task until the end of 
the experiment. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

The Experiment 
 

Today’s experiment involves five tasks, the first of which you have already finished. 
 

 
 
Because three of the remaining tasks (Second, Third and Fifth Tasks) will involve the same game, these 
instructions will first describe the general structure of the game. The experimenter will provide you with 
the instructions on how to play the game on the computer later. 

 
THANK YOU FOR PERFORMING YOUR FIRST TASK! 

From this point forth, please do not talk to anybody else and there must 
be absolute silence. If you have any questions, please raise your hand 

and the experimenter will come to personally assist you. 

Again, please turn off all electronic devices if you have not done so. 

Second Task 

Surveys 

First Task 

Puzzles R 

Third Task 

Messages 

Fourth task 

Questionnaires 

Fifth Task 

The Game 



  

The Game 
 

The game described below will be played as the Fifth Task. 
 

You will be randomly assigned to a group with four other participants. Each group includes one leader 
and four voters. 

Although you will never know the identities of your new group members, some of them may have been on 
your First Task team. Those who were on the green team will be represented by green fonts or green boxes 
throughout the experiment. Similarly, the group members who were on the orange team will be represented 
by orange fonts or squares. 

At the beginning of each round, the leader chooses one out of three plans for the group. (The plans are 
described in the next section.) The voters observe the leader’s plan and then decide whether to vote for the 
leader. Whether the leader receives a majority of votes (two or more) will be known to everyone, but each 
individual’s vote remains secret. 

The leader’s chosen plan will be implemented regardless whether the leader receives two or more votes. A 
leader who receives two or more votes earns a bonus payment of 10 tokens. The round then ends and the 
computer display your personal earnings and whether the leader received two or more votes. A new round 
then begins and the group leader is asked to choose a new plan. 

You will play this game with the same group members for a total of 20 rounds.  In the first 10 rounds, the 
person who was chosen to be the leader in the first round will remain the leader through the 10th round, 
regardless whether they received two or more votes per round. The leader for the first 10 rounds is selected 
using the third or fourth task. Beginning in the 11th round, the leader is selected by majority vote. If the 
leader in the 10th round does not receive two or more votes, then a new leader for the 11th round will be 
randomly selected from the other four members of the group. Then, from Rounds 11 to 20 a leader continues 
as leader only if s/he wins two or more votes. 



The Allocation Plans 
 

Next we describe the plans from which the leader chooses. The plans describe the payoffs for each 
member of the group including the leader. 

 
 

Option 1 
 

In this plan, each voter earns 15 tokens. If the leader wins at 
least two votes, s/he earns 15 tokens plus a bonus of 10 tokens, 
for a total of 25 tokens. If the leader does not win at least two 
votes, s/he earns 15 tokens. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Option 2 
 

In this plan, the leader selects two voters to earn 16 tokens 
each, and each of the other two voters earns zero tokens. If the 
leader wins at least two votes, s/he earns 18 tokens plus a 
bonus payment of 10 tokens for a total of 28 tokens. If the 
leader does not win two votes, then s/he earns 18 tokens. 



  

 
 
 
 

Option 3 
 

In this plan, the leader selects two voters to earn 10 tokens 
each, and each of the other two voters earns zero tokens. If the 
leader wins at least two votes, s/he earns 30 tokens plus a 
bonus payment of 10 tokens for a total of 40 tokens. If the 
leader does not win two votes, then s/he earns 30 tokens. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cash Payment 
 

Once every group has completed all 20 rounds, the total number of tokens each player has earned over the 
20 rounds determines each player’s cash earnings. Note that 1 US dollar is equivalent to 15 tokens. (If 
necessary, your cash earnings will be rounded up to the nearest dollar.) 

 
 

At no point in the experiment will your identity be revealed to others nor will their identities 
be revealed to you. 

 
 
 
 

The experimenter will now distribute a comprehension quiz. 



Both of these tasks have equal chances of being chosen and the computer will randomly select 
between the two. The computer will announce your role for the first 10 rounds of the Fifth Task at 
the beginning of the first paid round. 

 

Third Task 
In this task, you will have an opportunity to send a message to your four group members. Each of you will 
receive a blank message card on which a message can be written, if desired. The experimenter will allow 
time as needed for everyone to write messages. The messages will be collected when everyone is ready. 

Print clearly if you wish to send a message and make sure to press firmly so that your message can be 
read on the bottommost sheet of paper. Once you are finished, write your ID number on each of the 
stickers and place them at the top right corner of each sheet. Once all messages have been collected, the 
experimenter will deliver the messages to the appropriate participants. After you have read all the 
messages, you will vote for one of your group members to become the leader. Note that you may not 
vote for yourself. If there is a tie, a coin toss will be used to break the tie. 

 

 
Other than these restrictions, you may say anything you want in these messages. If you do not wish to send 
a message, simply place the sticker with your ID number at the top right corner of each sheet. The 
experimenter will monitor the messages. Violation (by experimenter discretion) will result in immediate 
dismissal of the violator from the experiment and s/he will only receive the $5 show-up fee. 

 

Fourth Task 

You will be given 12 questions and will have 6 minutes to answer as many of these questions as you can. 
When you are ready, raise your hand and the experimenter will collect the questionnaire from you. You 
will never know how many questions you answered correctly nor will you ever know how many your group 
members have answered correctly. 

When you write these messages, the following rules must be obeyed: 

 

• You are not allowed to identify yourself by name, gender or appearance. 
• You cannot talk about how the leader should behave in the game. 
• You cannot talk about how you would behave as a leader. 



  

How to Play the Game 

 
The Leader’s Decision 

 
As the leader, you have the sole responsibility for choosing one of three available allocation plans for 
the group. This decision process is divided into two steps. In Step 1, you choose which plan to 
implement for the group. To select a plan, simply click on one of the red “Select this plan” button. 

 

Figure 1: Step 1 of leader’s decision process 



In Step 2, you can choose which voters receive different allocations. To do so, simply shuffle through the 
different voters by using the “Previous” and “Next” buttons located to the right of each allocation. Take 
care to check that each voter is assigned to an allocation; otherwise, the computer will show an error 
message. 

 

Figure 2: Step 2 of leader’s decision process 
 
 
 
 

Remember although that you will never know the identities of your new group members, some of them 
may have been in your First Task team. Those who were in the green team will be represented by green 
fonts and boxes on the right side of the screen, where it displays the voter ID numbers. Similarly, those 
who were in the orange team will be represented by orange fonts and squares. 



ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL STUDIES 

 

 

 

The Voter’s Decision 
 
Once the leader has made his/her decision, the voters will observe the leader’s choice and express 
support for or against the leader. In order to express support, click on the “Yes” button. Otherwise, click 
on the “No” button. 

 

Figure 3: The voter’s screen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

Once all decisions are made, the computer will display the voting results and your personal earnings. 

The round ends here. 
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