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Abstract: This purpose of this study was to test the effect of sibling status on giving behavior. In 

an effort to bridge the gap between the psychological research on personality differences, and the 

economic literature on giving behavior, two classic behavioral economics experiments were used 

to gauge the significance of sibling status with regards to benevolent and selfish motivations for 

giving in only children and sibling children. Results showed that in general, sibling children 

displayed greater benevolence, while only children showed stronger evidence of selfishness. The 

results of this study hold potential implications for the comprehension of other regarding 

behavior in children and merit further exploration of family structure’s relevance to giving 

behavior.  
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Introduction 

Social preference is a controversial and often contested branch of study in economics. 

Defined as the study of tendencies towards self-interest or generosity and the numerous 

motivations behind them, social preferences examine the intricacies of human giving behavior. 

How much of the decisions we make is the result of inborn qualities, and how much is due to the 

influences that surround us; family, peers, society in general? Human economic behavior is a 

complex web composed of many factors, subject to ever changing conditions. Theories regarding 

economic behavior have formed a wide range of conclusions in an ever growing body of 

literature. There are various theoretical perspectives concerning economic decision making, 

some of which are contradictory. Consider the classic or “standard” economy theory, which 

asserts that human beings behave exclusively with regard for their own self interest. The term 

"Economic Man" was coined by critics in response to the writings of John Stuart Mill, who 

theorized, similarly to Adam Smith, " an arbitrary definition of man, as a being who inevitably 

does that by which he may obtain the greatest amount of necessaries, conveniences, and luxuries, 
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with the smallest quantity of labour and physical self-denial with which they can be obtained.” 

(Mill)  

The dominant theoretical paradigm in microeconomics, Rational Choice Theory 

(sometimes called Rational Action Theory) assumes that all individuals choose the best action 

for themselves based on a given set of preferences and constraints facing them. This theory may 

be useful to build economic models, but (compared to other theories) it does not attribute 

considerable significance to humans as social animals, whose decisions on a daily basis are 

motivated by, among other factors, altruism, reciprocity, fairness, and aversion to inequity. 

Therefore, it is my belief that social preferences are an important area of study, worthy of further 

examination. Additionally, my background in sociology and psychology has lead to a general 

interest in family structure and resulting dynamics. Research has shown that family dynamic can 

have profound effects on the formative development and behavior patterns of individuals.  

I have chosen to study possible differences in the social preferences of young adults who 

grew up as only children versus young adults who grew up with siblings (henceforth referred to 

as sibling children.) My goal is to create a bridge between the bodies of research that have been 

done in each field. I plan to do this by creating an experiment which aims to expose the social 

preferences of both groups and analyze any differences that I find. Thus far, the majority of 

research experiments dealing with differences between only children and sibling children have 

been largely observational. The characteristics deduced of both groups were made by researchers 

who categorized their behavior, or utilized judgments of a peer group to do so. The purpose of 

the experiment I am using is to have participants essentially categorize themselves, via a display 

of giving behavior. To truly measure any personality differences between the two groups, of 

which social preferences are certainly a component, it is necessary to have some measure of self-
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displayed behavior, and not rely solely on observed characteristics. An experiment in which both 

sibling children and only children reveal their social preferences, i.e. giving behavior, will serve 

to confirm or contradict previous observational research that has been conducted.  It is important 

that this step be taken so that more thorough conclusions may be drawn concerning any 

disparities between the two groups. It may also hold implications for the family, and how 

children are taught to develop “other regarding behavior.” 

For participants, I have chosen college-age young adults.  I chose this particular age 

group because its members are cognitively developed enough to make mature decisions that 

acknowledge the potential effects of their actions on others, but they are not so far removed from 

childhood that the effects of family structure and dynamic have faded to insignificance. I believe 

that family structure is a variable that has not received adequate attention. If family structure, 

which sibling status falls under the umbrella of, has been shown to affect personality 

development, I am inclined to believe that giving behavior may also be affected, as it is a 

component of personality. Furthermore, based on extensive social preference research literature, 

it may be concluded that social preferences are not standard across any one particular category or 

group of people. The relationship between sibling status and giving behavior holds potential 

significance for both psychology and economics, and it certainly has not been exhausted with 

prior research. The theories presented in the following literature provided me with the necessary 

background information to hone my research topic and develop my experiment. 

Literature Review 

Much of the research that has been conducted on social preferences has involved 

experiments that manipulate the conditions of classic behavioral economics games and measure 

the effects of the imposed conditions.  In "Explaining moral wiggle room: experiments 



6 

 

demonstrating an illusory preference for fairness" (Dana et al 2006) researchers manipulated 

transparency in an ultimatum game to see if it would have an effect on the generosity of 

participants. They found that the transparency of a situation did affect people's offers, noting 

specifically that given the choice, people would rather not be confronted with the opportunity to 

acknowledge their own selfish behavior. Situational context varies, and peoples’ responses often 

vary in kind. While many studies concentrate on the effects of various alterations to one game 

for a single group of respondents, studies have also been done which focus on comparing the 

responses of several different groups of people to a single condition of one game. For example, 

in "In Search of Homo Economicus: Behavioral Experiments in 15 Small-Scale Societies, 

(Heinrich et al 1991) researchers conducted dictator games with people in several countries with 

very different cultures. The economic structures ranged from primitive hunter-gatherer to more 

advanced consumerist societies. They found that offers differed across cultures, and could be 

connected with the structure of each particular society’s community. The main point of the 

article was that social preferences are not constant cross-culturally. The structure of a society one 

lives in is one of many factors that influence social preferences.  

Just as there are different types of cultures, there are also many types of families. 

Families vary across many lines; size, socioeconomic status, and the values they consider 

important, to name a few. All these things and more combine to create the environment that 

children are raised in and influenced by. I suspect that there are differences between the family 

environments of only children and sibling children, and that the contrast will reflect differences 

in social preferences between the two groups when provoked. Prior to doing research, this 

assumption was based on stereotypes and my own experience with peers. However, after 

considerable analysis of the psychological literature on the subject, the other discipline crucial to 
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the development of my thesis experiment, I found significant research that corroborated with my 

assumptions and provided helpful information. 

 Many of the articles concerning personality differences between only children and 

sibling children concluded that in general, only children tend to be selfish and less well adjusted 

in comparison to other children and that they lack the positive social traits one learns as a young 

child through sharing and group play. One particularly interesting study, done by Jiao et al 

(1986), explored differences in Chinese only children and sibling children. Through the use of 

peer group identification, researchers had school children label the characteristics of their 

classmates. The results of the experiment showed that only children were identified as more 

selfish, less likely to participate in group activity in favor of their own interest, and less socially 

competent in general. Sibling children were identified as displaying more positive social traits. 

(Note* the experimenters had previously obtained information on the children's family structures 

through school records) The team deduced that the communal living environment of sibling 

children, in which one is raised learning to share and acknowledge the importance of others, was 

largely responsible for the traits identified to them by their peer group.  

Findings of this nature in a country such as China were extremely interesting.  China is 

an example of a particularly collectivist society in which children are encouraged from a young 

age to form group attachments with which they identify, and to strive towards the collective 

interests of those groups. I would be less surprised by these findings in a more western culture 

such as the United States or Europe, where the focus is on individuality and separating one's self 

from the crowd. (Wang et al 2006) However, to see the only child biases manifest in Chinese 

culture really emphasizes their strength. While psychological research has revealed significant 

findings about the personality differences of only children and sibling children, there has not 



8 

 

been much done to test these differences in an experimental setting. As previously stated, the 

majority of the conclusions that have been drawn are observational, meaning that researchers 

classified the responses of their subjects. I have created an experiment that I hope will show 

concrete evidence of these personality differences by way of comparing the responses of only 

children and sibling children when exposed to the same conditions. The following section 

outlines the structure of the experiment and the hypotheses I have developed. 

 

 

 

Experimental Structure 

My experiment is composed of two widely used economic games, the Dictator Game and 

the Ultimatum Game. The traditional lay out of the games is as follows. In the Dictator Game, 

subjects are put into pairs. The subject assigned to the role of the “dictator” (or player A for ease 

of reference) is tasked with allocating a pre-set sum between himself and the “receiver”, player 

B. Player B must accept the offer. The pay out is distributed accordingly between the two 

subjects. Player B’s role is a passive one in that he has no say about the fairness of the offer; he 

simply takes what he is given. The structure of a traditional Ultimatum Game is very similar. 

However, player B has the opportunity to accept or reject the offer of player A. If player B 

accepts the offer, it is split accordingly just like in the Dictator Game. If player B decides to 

reject the offer, both parties receive $0.  

I ran two sessions of the Dictator Game, with a total of twenty subjects and three sessions 

of the Ultimatum Game with a total of twenty-four subjects. I had forty-four subjects in a 

combined five sessions. I chose to use both games since I am interested in examining the effects 
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of “rejection potential” on offers made in the Ultimatum Game.  In all sessions of both games, I 

ran four trials in which each subject was randomly assigned to a role and randomly matched with 

a player in the corresponding role. The pay out for each trial ranged from $0 to $10, and upon 

completion of all sessions, I randomly selected a trial for which the participants would be paid. 

My subject pool was composed of Haverford and Bryn Mawr students, mostly coming from 

Haverford. I recruited the majority of my subjects by visiting classrooms and having students 

sign up. 

 

 

Dictator Sessions 

 In two of the sessions, subjects participated in Dictator Games only. There were twelve 

subjects in Session One and eight subjects in Session Two. For each of four trials, subjects were 

randomly assigned to the role of dictator (A) or receiver (B) and randomly matched with another 

subject in the corresponding role. For example, in Trial 1, player 2 could be the dictator matched 

with receiver player 8, in Trial 2 he could be the receiver matched with dictator player 13, and so 

on. I used a pre-constructed Excel matrix for groups of twelve and eight in order to create 

pairings for the trials. Each subject was also assigned an arbitrary numerical ID code which 

served to maintain their anonymity and allow data matching. Prior to the start of the experiment, 

all subjects signed their names next to a list of ID codes, which served as their identification for 

the rest of the experiment, in place of their name. They also received a set of four labels with 

their ID code, which they placed on the index cards given to them during the experiment. 

Subjects were seated in desks which were labeled 1-12 (and 1-8.)  Prior to receiving instructions, 

all subjects completed an informed consent form.  
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The experimenters (myself and an assistant) then passed out sets of instructions, which 

indicated the proper actions for both roles. The instructions also informed the subjects that one of 

the four trials would be randomly selected for payment. After the subjects finished reading the 

instructions, they were read out loud by the experimenter and any questions were addressed. Sets 

of four index cards labeled with the proper trial were distributed, hence the purpose of 

numbering the desks. (The subject in desk 1 became player 1, etc.) At the beginning of each trial, 

subject roles were written on the board in the front of the room in the form of A or B. Subjects 

assigned to role A were instructed to write down an offer on the card for that round. Subjects 

assigned to role B were instructed to write down a letter of the alphabet, in place of an offer. The 

arbitrary writing task was designed to maintain anonymity, so that roles could not be identified 

by passivity. Upon completion of each trial, subjects placed an ID label at the top of the index 

card for that round, which allowed for the data to be properly matched. Once all four trials were 

complete, the sets of index cards were collected and subjects received a copy of the 

debriefing/post experimental survey, which they filled out prior to leaving. 

Ultimatum Sessions 

The other three sessions were Ultimatum Games, with groups of twelve, six, and six 

subjects respectively.  The pre-experimental structure was exactly the same as in the Dictator 

sessions. Subjects were assigned numerical ID codes, and sat in ordered desks. The number of 

the desk identified each subject’s “player number,” used for matching purposes. Subjects filled 

out the same informed consent prior to the beginning of the experiment. Following the collection 

of the informed consent forms, subjects received instructions, which they read to themselves, and 

were then read out loud. Questions were addressed, and sets of four index cards were distributed 

to each subject. At the beginning of the each trial, roles were written on the board in the form of 
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A or B. All subjects assigned to dictator (A) were instructed to write down an offer on the index 

card for that round, in addition to placing an ID code label on the card. Those subjects assigned 

to receiver (B) were instructed to complete the same arbitrary writing task (as the receivers in the 

Dictator sessions) of choosing a letter of the alphabet. When this stage of the trial was 

completed, offers were collected from dictators and distributed to the corresponding receivers. A 

pre-generated Excel pairing matrix allowed me to efficiently collect and distribute offers to the 

proper matches.  Once all offers were distributed, the receivers indicated whether they accepted 

or rejected the offer by writing “up” or down” on the card with the written offer. A choice of 

“up” indicated acceptance, while “down” indicated rejection. Once this action was complete, 

both the offer cards and the writing task cards were collected. This process was repeated until all 

four trials had taken place. Subjects then filled out the post experimental survey, after which the 

experiment was complete. 

The next three pages include the supplementary documents used in my experiment. The 

first two pages are copies of the instructions. Session Type 1 is instructions for the Dictator 

Game. Session Type 2 is instructions for the Ultimatum Game. The third page includes a copy of 

the debriefing/post experimental survey.  
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Instructions: Session Type 1 

 

For the purposes of this study, you will be participating in a Two Player Game. For each separate 

trial, you will be assigned to the role of Player A or Player B, the details for which are outlined 

below. You will participate in a series of 4 trials, for each of which you will be randomly 

assigned to a role. You will receive payment for one of your four trials, which will be selected at 

random.  

 

 Player A: When assigned the role of Player A, you will be given a hypothetical $10. Your 

task will be to choose a number (X) between 0 and 10 which will correspond to the 

following payouts for Player A (yourself) and Player B, a randomly matched subject 

whose identity you do not know. 

 

Player A: $10-X 

 Player B: X 

 

To complete the task, please record the number (X) on the index card corresponding to 

the current trial.  

 

 

 Player B:  This is a passive role. When assigned the role of Player B, you will simply 

receive the payout X, specified by the Player A that you have been randomly matched 

with. The payout will be recorded. There is no action for you to take in regards to it. To 
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maintain the anonymity of your role, you will be assigned a simple writing task to 

complete on your index card. Please choose a letter of the alphabet and write it down. 

You may choose any letter A-Z. 

 

You will receive four index cards in total which will indicate the # of the trial, (1, 2, 3, or 4)  At 

the beginning of each trial, please place one of your ID labels in the top right corner of the index 

card for that round. This number will ensure your anonymity throughout the experiment. Located 

on the board in the front of the room will be a list of ID #s and corresponding role assignments 

for each trial (A or B.) Please refer to the board at the start of each trial so that you may take the 

proper action. At the completion of each trial, please turn your card over and wait until you are 

prompted by the experimenter to proceed with the next trial. When all four trials have been 

completed, index cards will be collected and the experiment will be finished.  
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Instructions (Ultimatum) 

 

For the purposes of this study, you will be participating in a Two Player Game. For each separate 

trial, you will be assigned to the role of Player A or Player B, the details for which are outlined 

below. You will participate in a series of 4 trials, for each of which you will be randomly 

assigned to a role and randomly matched with a participant in the corresponding role. The roles 

you are assigned and the participants with whom you are matched are randomly determined for 

each trial, and have nothing to do with your match or role for any other trial. You will receive 

payment for one of your four trials, which will be selected at random.  

 

 Player A: When assigned the role of Player A, your task will be to choose a number (X) 

between 0 and 10 which will correspond to the following payouts for Player A (yourself) 

and Player B, a randomly matched subject whose identity you do not know. 

 

Player A: $10-X 

 Player B: X 

 

In choosing X, consider that Player B may take one of the following actions. For any 

number X, Player B may choose UP or DOWN. Choosing UP will correspond to the 

payouts as indicated by Player A. Choosing DOWN will correspond to payouts of $0 for 

both Players. 

 

 

 Player B: When assigned to the role of Player B, you will wait to receive an index card 

from the Player A you have been randomly matched with. While you wait, you will be 

asked to complete a simple writing task in order to maintain the anonymity of your role. 

Please choose a letter of the alphabet and write it on your card. You may choose any 

letter, A-Z. When you receive the index card with a specified X, you will choose UP or 

DOWN. If you choose UP, your payout will equal X (where Player A’s payout = $10-X.) 

If you choose DOWN, the payout for both Players= $0. Please indicate your decision by 

writing UP or DOWN on the card on which X is specified. Both this card and the card 

with the writing task will be collected.  

 

You will receive four index cards in total which will indicate the # of the trial (1, 2, 3, or 4)  At 

the beginning of each trial, please place one of your ID labels in the top right corner of the index 

card for that round. This number will ensure your anonymity throughout the experiment. Located 

on the board in the front of the room will be a list of ID #s and corresponding role assignments 
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for each trial (A or B.) Please refer to the board at the start of each trial so that you may take the 

proper action. Cards will be collected from all Player A’s and given to corresponding Player B’s. 

Once all Player B’s have completed an action, the cards for that round will be collected and the 

trial will be complete. Please wait until you are prompted by the experimenter to proceed with 

the next trial. When all four trials have been completed, the experiment will be finished.  
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The following is a copy of the debriefing/post experimental survey filled out by all 

participants in order to gain data on their family structure and childhood. The debriefing/survey 

reads as follows: 

Post Experimental Survey/Debriefing  

 The experiment you have just participated in was designed to test giving behavior. I am 

interested in the effects of family structure and environment on inclinations toward self-

interest/generosity in an experimental setting. The following survey asks questions about your 

family structure, with particular attention to siblings. Please answer honestly and to the best of 

your ability. Your answers will remain confidential. When you have completed the survey, 

please leave it face down on the desk. Your answers will remain confidential. Thank you.  

1. Coded ID Number 

 

2. Do you have any siblings? 

3. If yes, how many? 

4. If yes, what are their sexes/ages? 

 

5. If yes, where do you fall in the birth order? i.e. 2nd of 4 children, etc 

 

6. Did you attend pre-school prior to kindergarten? 

 

 7. Were you home-schooled at any point in your education? If so, for what length of time? 

 

8. During your childhood, did either of your parents stay at home? If so, which parent and for 

what length of time?  
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Variables of Interest and Hypotheses 

The questions in the survey address the main points of interest in this study. I am most 

interested in the possible differences between only children and sibling children in offers made in 

the Dictator Game and offers/acceptances or rejections in the Ultimatum Game. I chose to use 

both games to see whether or not the “rejection potential” involved in the Ultimatum Game 

would have any effect on offers made, both between groups and within groups. While the 

structures of both games are very similar, motivations for giving differ. In the Dictator Game, the 

receiver is a passive role. As such, the only motivation for a dictator to give any money is 

benevolence. In this way, the Dictator Game is a true and simple measure of giving behavior. 

The Ultimatum Game is not quite as simple. The receiver’s ability to reject offers adds a layer of 

selfishness to the equation.  To ensure that they receive money, dictators must consider the 

fairness of their offer while simultaneously attempting to maximize their pay out. The issue of 

reciprocity involved in rejection potential makes the Ultimatum Game a less “pure” measure of 

giving behavior. While the main focus of my study is on pure giving behavior, I am none the less 

interested to compare the results of both games.  

In the Dictator Game, I hypothesize that only children will make lower offers, based on 

the fact that they may be more used to keeping things for themselves and did not experience 

primary socialization where sharing with siblings was common. In the Ultimatum Game, I 

hypothesize that the offers of both groups will be higher, based on the rejection potential to 

eliminate any monetary gain. I expect that the magnitude of rejection potential may be higher for 

only children. Since I believe they will make lower offers in the Dictator Game, it is possible that 

the overall increase in Ultimatum offers will be larger for only children, or that the difference in 
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their offers between the two games will be greater than the difference in sibling children. When 

in the role of the receiver (player B), I hypothesize that only children will accept lower offers 

than sibling children. Since I expect them to make lower offers, it is possible that they will not be 

offended by receipt of a low offer, and will simply take any offer that gives them money.  

There are several key variables to factor into the study. I used a dummy variable for 

sibling status of only child=0 and sibling child=1. Additionally, I looked for any birth order 

effects within sibling children; for example, differences in the behavior (offers, acceptances, etc) 

of oldest versus youngest children, or the effect of having additional siblings. I also examined 

any sex differences in the behavior of male and female subjects, which I created a dummy 

variable for (male=0, female=1). Questions 6-8 are designed to elaborate on the early home life 

of each subject. In particular, I am curious about the effect, if any, of having a parent in the home 

during early childhood, and whether the effect is different for only children than sibling children. 

I specifically placed the survey at the end of the experiment so as to prevent my subjects from 

engaging in any leading behavior. If they were exposed to a survey in the beginning, it is likely 

that they would be more aware of my intentions and possibly alter their behavior within the 

experiment in kind with what they think I am looking to find, or purposely behave in a contrary 

fashion. In order to obtain unbiased results, it was necessary for the subjects to remain as blind as 

possible. This ensured that they behaved honestly in the experiment. Placing the survey at the 

end posed no harm to the results of my experiment and also gave the subject pool a glimpse at 

my intentions (as opposed to if I had no survey at all.)  

I concede that a subject pool composed exclusively of Haverford and Bryn Mawr 

students may not be considered the ideal data set because it is not "an average sample of the 

population." The adherence to an honor code and the possible homogeneity of middle/upper 
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class socio-economic backgrounds are two things that set a Bi-Co subject pool apart from the 

general population. However, research has shown that people's behavior in experiments with 

regard to money is fairly standard across the board. Therefore, I was confident in going forward 

with my subject pool and I believe that the data I collected will not be skewed based on these 

qualities. The following section outlines the results of my experiment. 

 

                                                     Results 

Dictator Sessions: OLS regression analysis showed a statistically significant relationship 

between sibling status (sibstatdummy: SC=1, OC=0) and offer made (indivoffer) with a sample 

size of 20 and 40 observations, with a mean offer of 2.775. There were 9 only child 

observations and 31 sibling child observations. The predicted offer for only children was ≈1.67, 

while the predicted offer for sibling children was ≈3.1. This result is almost significant at the .05 

level, with a p value of .066. While I cannot draw any hard conclusions, due to, among other 

factors, my small sample size, there was a significant difference between the offers of the two 

groups. The results of this regression align with my original hypothesis that only children would 

make lower offers in the Dictator Game. The hypothesis was based on the belief that a lack of 

siblings while growing up would cause only children to behave more selfishly, which would 

reflect in their offers. The results of this simple regression corroborate with that expectation. See 

Table 1 for full regression results and summary statistics. 
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Table 1 

       _cons     1.666667    .663831     2.51   0.016     .3228111    3.010522
sibstatusd~y     1.430108   .7540613     1.90   0.066    -.0964098    2.956625
                                                                              
 indivoffers        Coef.   Std. Err.      t    P>|t|     [95% Conf. Interval]
                                                                              

       Total       164.975    39  4.23012821           Root MSE      =  1.9915
                                                       Adj R-squared =  0.0624
    Residual    150.709677    38  3.96604414           R-squared     =  0.0865
       Model    14.2653226     1  14.2653226           Prob > F      =  0.0655
                                                       F(  1,    38) =     3.60
      Source         SS       df       MS              Number of obs =       40

 

 

 

Sum: Total indivoffers 

 

 

 
 
                                                 

 

 

Sum: OC indivoffers 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

       

indivoffers 9 1.666667 1.5  0 4 

       

Sum: SC indivoffers 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

      

indivoffers 31 3.096774 2.103249 0 5 

 

 

 

 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

      

indivoffers 40 2.775 2.056728 0 5 
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There was also a significant relationship between number of siblings and offers made, 

significant at the .1 level. For sibling children, the presence of each additional sibling increased 

offers by ≈$.30. Again, while no concrete conclusions can be drawn concerning the presence of 

siblings, this result suggests that the more siblings a person has, the more altruistically they are 

likely to behave in the Dictator Game. For example, it is possible that the importance of sharing 

resonates more strongly with a person who grew up with four siblings compared to a person who 

only had one sibling. This person probably shared more often, so the value may be more 

ingrained in them. This result may be considered tangential to the previous result, which suggests 

that sibling children are more generous in the Dictator Game in general. See Table 2 for full 

regression results. 

 

Table 2 

 

       _cons     2.239162   .4410742     5.08   0.000     1.346254     3.13207
     numsibs     .2976879   .1704018     1.75   0.089    -.0472726    .6426483
                                                                              
 indivoffers        Coef.   Std. Err.      t    P>|t|     [95% Conf. Interval]
                                                                              

       Total       164.975    39  4.23012821           Root MSE      =  2.0047
                                                       Adj R-squared =  0.0500
    Residual     152.71026    38  4.01869106           R-squared     =  0.0743
       Model    12.2647399     1  12.2647399           Prob > F      =  0.0887
                                                       F(  1,    38) =     3.05
      Source         SS       df       MS              Number of obs =       40

 

 

 

  

I also tested for significance in several other variables including dummy variables for sex 

and whether or not a parent was present in the home during childhood (parenthome) for both 

only children and sibling children. I found that neither of these variables yielded significant 

relationships. There was also no relationship between offer and birth order for sibling children. 

Additionally, I created dummy variables for whether or not subjects attended pre-school, and 
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whether or not they attended home school. The homogeneity of the sample with regard to these 

two independent variables (the majority did attend pre-school and did not attend home school) 

yielded insignificant results. Overall, sibling status and number of siblings were the only two 

variables that generated significant results. These results support my original hypothesis that 

only children would behave more selfishly in the Dictator Game.  

 

 Ultimatum Sessions: In the Ultimatum data, there were a total of 24 subjects with 48 

observations, and a mean offer of ≈3.48.  There were 38 sibling child offers and 10 only child 

offers. In comparison to the Dictator sessions, the Ultimatum sessions did not show any evidence 

of significant relationships between the independent variables and offers made. Nor was there 

evidence of ordering bias by role. However, there were still some noteworthy findings to report. 

In an OLS regression of offers (indivoffers) on sibling status, (sibstatdummy: OC=0, SC=1) 

there was no significant relationship. However, the total mean offer in the Ultimatum Game was 

≈3.48, compared to a lower total mean offer of ≈2.775 in the Dictator Game. Additionally, the 

mean offers of sibling children and only children in the Ultimatum Game were nearly identical, 

at  ≈3.47 and ≈3.5 respectively. The higher total Ultimatum offer corresponds with my 

hypothesis that rejection potential would cause offers to increase. Likely motivated by 

selfishness in addition to benevolence, all subjects made higher offers.  

 When broken down by sibling status, the nearly identical means also indicate that the 

magnitude of rejection potential was possibly greater for only children. The mean offer of sibling 

children in the Dictator Game was ≈3.1, compared to a mean offer of ≈3.47 in the Ultimatum 

Game. This is a difference of .37. The mean offer of only children in the Dictator Game was 

≈1.67, compared to a mean of ≈3.5 in the Ultimatum Game. This is a difference of 1.83, which is 
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five times as high as the difference observed in sibling children. Analyzing this difference, it is 

possible that only children were more affected by rejection potential because their offers were 

more motivated by selfishness/not wanting to be rejected and receive a payout of $0. Therefore, 

the jump in offers from Dictator to Ultimatum was higher. The Ultimatum offer for only children 

was more than double that of the Dictator offer, whereas sibling children only showed an 

increase of 12% between games. It seems likely that selfish motivations played a role in the 

disparity. This corroborates with my hypothesis that only children behave more selfishly. See 

Table 3 for full regression results and summary statistics. 

                                                   

Table 3 

 

                                                                              
       _cons          3.5   .5594518     6.26   0.000     2.373882    4.626118
sibstatdummy    -.0263158   .6287695    -0.04   0.967    -1.291963    1.239332
                                                                              
 indivoffers        Coef.   Std. Err.      t    P>|t|     [95% Conf. Interval]
                                                                              

       Total    143.979167    47  3.06338652           Root MSE      =  1.7691
                                                       Adj R-squared = -0.0217
    Residual    143.973684    46   3.1298627           R-squared     =  0.0000
       Model    .005482456     1  .005482456           Prob > F      =  0.9668
                                                       F(  1,    46) =     0.00
      Source         SS       df       MS              Number of obs =       48

 

Sum: Total indivoffers 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

      

indivoffers 48 3.479167 1.750253 1 9 

     

 

Sum: OC indivoffers 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

      

indivoffers 10 3.5 1.509231 1 5 
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Sum: SC indivoffers 

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 

      

indivoffers 48 3.479167 1.750253 1 9 

      

 

 

 An analysis of rejections also delivered some noteworthy results. Of 48 total offers, there 

were 12 rejections and 36 acceptances, which corresponded to 1 in 4 offers being rejected. 3 

(.25) of the rejections were by only children, while 9 (.75) of the rejections were by sibling 

children. The mean rejection was 2.17, and the cut off point for low offers was 3, with 25 offers 

of 3 or lower and 23 of 4 or higher. The following descriptive tables show the results in greater 

detail. 

Total Rejections by Group 

 

 

OC: 3/12 SC: 9/12 

 

Rejections by Offers per Group 

 

OC: 3/10 (.3) SC: 9/38 (.236) 

 

Rejections by Cut Off 

 

Low OC: 3/3 Low SC: 8/9 

High OC: 0/3 High SC: 1/9 

 

 

 As seen in the second table, only children rejected a slightly higher proportion of the 

offers they received. However, given the low sample number in the only child group, it is 

difficult to make a significant conclusion based on this result. While they rejected a higher 

proportion, the mean rejection by only children was 2, while the mean sibling child rejection was 
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slightly higher at 2.22. Again, given the small sample size and slight mean difference, the 

rejection results are inconclusive and cannot support or contradict the hypothesis that only 

children would accept lower offers. It is worth noting, however, that the proportion of total 

rejections (1/4) was considerable, compared to expectations.  

 

Conclusions 

 Overall, the results of this study proved consistent with initial hypotheses on the 

expectations of only child and sibling child giving behavior. Given the small sample, one cannot 

draw hard conclusions about stark differences between the two groups. However, the experiment 

did yield some suggestive results. In the Dictator Game, both general sibling status and number 

of siblings were found to be significantly related to offers. The Dictator Game is a pure and 

simple test of giving behavior, being that the only motivation for giving at all is benevolence. 

The fact that sibling children gave considerably more might suggest that their motivation toward 

benevolence was stronger. Growing up in a family with siblings present may be responsible for 

this tendency, since children are socialized to understand the importance of others and not to 

place themselves above their siblings. Therefore, the significance of the variable for number of 

siblings is not altogether surprising. Being one of several siblings would only serve to further 

cement a person’s understanding and consideration for others.  

 The results of the Ultimatum Game, while they did not display significant relationships 

akin to the Dictator Game, did serve to further some of the hypotheses. In particular, the 

magnitude of rejection potential was markedly higher for only children. The gap between their 

offers in the Dictator Game and Ultimatum Game was five times as large as the gap for sibling 

children, while their mean offers were nearly equal. This suggests that only children were more 
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motivated by fear of rejection, and selfish behavior emerged to ensure a payout. This result 

supports the hypothesis that only children would be more affected by the potential for rejection. 

The rejection statistics did not provide any notable results, but it is possible that a larger sample 

size would allow some more viable conclusions to be made concerning the difference between 

the two groups. 

 The results of this study link the psychological research on personality difference 

between only children and sibling children with the existing body of research on social 

preferences, which, up to now has not paid much attention to sibling status or family structure. In 

both games, there was evidence for the effects of family dynamic on giving behavior. However, 

this study is merely the tip of the ice burg. In the future, larger and more complex studies should 

be done, perhaps comparing the magnitude of effects across different age groups, or 

socioeconomic lines. The use of college age young adults did yield some results, but it would be 

interesting to examine the social preferences of adolescents, who are less removed from early 

childhood. Looking toward the future, the evidence in this study calls for a more thorough 

investigation of the relationship between family structure and social preferences. There is much 

that remains unexplored in this interdisciplinary body of research, the potential of which is great. 
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