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Abstract
This paper addresses the external validity of experiments investigating the characteristics of altruism in
the voluntary provision of public goods. We conduct two related experiments that allow us to examine
whether individuals who act more altruistically in the context-free environment are also more likely to act
altruistically toward a naturally occurring public good. We find that laboratory behavior can be predictive
of contributions toward naturally occurring goods, but not in a uniform way. In fact, parametric measures
of altruism do a poor job of predicting which subjects are most likely to contribute to a naturally occurring
public good.
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A common criticism of using experiments to test economic hypotheses is that the laboratory
environment is so sterile as to lose its relevancy for more complex “naturally occurring” markets and behaviors. For example, experiments investigating the characteristics of altruism in the
voluntary provision of public goods typically use induced-values with neutral-contexts in which
laboratory contributions to the “public good” are framed as an “investment” decision, with the
internal and external benefits specified, rather than as a “contribution” decision. Because the exter-
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nal validity of this type of experiment has not been addressed, the question remains: are decisions
that are made in the sterile laboratory environment using tokens, anonymous partners, and benefits
that only accrue to a small number of subjects (those who are in the experiment concurrently)
predictive of altruistic behavior toward naturally occurring public goods that involve benefits that
accrue to the general public?
We address this issue directly by conducting two related experiments. First, we conduct a
context-free laboratory public goods experiment that is used to estimate the level of altruism
exhibited by each subject. Subjects are paid their earnings from these induced-value experiments,
and a follow-up experiment is immediately conducted in which subjects are given the opportunity
to contribute to a naturally occurring local public good. Contributions to this local public good can
be made in cash (either from money brought into the laboratory or experiment-earnings) or paid
by check. To address potential ordering effects, we also reverse the sequence of the experiments,
allowing subjects to contribute to the local public good first, followed by the context-free laboratory
public goods.
Our experimental design allows us to examine whether those individuals who are estimated
to be more altruistic in the context-free environment are also more likely to contribute to a
naturally occurring public good—i.e., to test for altruism spillovers.1 Results indicate that altruistic
behavior in the laboratory can be predictive of contributions to naturally occurring public goods,
but not in a uniform manner. While there is some degree of correlation between some simple,
non-parametric measures of altruism estimated with the induced-value laboratory game (such
as average tokens contributed across rounds) and the likelihood of exhibiting altruistic behavior
toward the naturally occurring public good, other non-parametric measures are inconsistent with
our priors. For instance, the more often a subject acts as a weak free-rider in the induced-value
public goods game, the more likely she is to contribute to the naturally occurring public good.
Furthermore, as describe in Section 3, our parametric estimates of altruism do a poor job of
predicting giving to the naturally occurring public good.
The next section presents the experimental design. Section 2 provides a parametric model that
formally incorporates altruism and error in the public goods decision. Results follow in Section
3. The final section concludes.
1. Experimental design
Two treatments are conducted with a total of 193 subjects. In “base treatment,” subjects first
participated in an induced-value, context-free, public good experiment. Next, an experiment was
conducted in which subjects were given the opportunity to contribute to a naturally occurring
local public good. In this treatment, there were 125 subjects participating in 10 experimental
sessions.2 In the reverse-order treatment, an additional 68 subjects in 4 experimental sessions
participated in the contribution experiment first, followed by the induced-value experiments. We
describe each component of these experiments in turn next. Experiment instructions are available
from the authors upon request.
1 Our use of the phrase “altruism spillovers” is related to the use of the phrase “rationality spillovers” by Cherry et
al. (2003), who examine whether or not rational behavior induced in market settings can spillover and result in subjects
behaving more rationally in non-market valuation settings.
2 There were an additional three subjects who participated in the base induced-value experiments, but could not be
included in our analysis because they did not complete the portion of the experiment involving the naturally occurring
public good. These subjects are also not included in the analysis of the induced-value experiments for consistency.

