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Psychology and Public Policies



Nicolas Baumard Philosophy, Politics and Economics Program



Why are human nature and human psychology so important for public policy? Basic assumption in political sciences:



1. Well-being depends on income: the more the better. 2. Well-being depends on material resources: the more the better. 3. Humans are motivated by incentives: the higher the penalty the better for the law.



4. Humans are motivated by incentives: the higher the salary the better for the company. 5. Humans are rational: the more choices (the more freedom) the better.
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Why are human nature and human psychology so important for public policy? The Easterlin paradox: the more the better?



Why are human nature and psychology so important for public policy? The Easterlin paradox: : the more the better?



Why are human nature and psychology so important for public policy? The crowding out effect: the higher the incentive, the better? Definition: external motivators—monetary incentives or punishments—may undermine (and under different conditions strengthen) intrinsic motivation. Example: Blood giving



Why are human nature and psychology so important for public policy? Children’s spontaneous disposition to help: http://www.eva.mpg.de/psycho/study-videos.php#video_1



Crowding out Children’s social dispositions are crowded out by reward. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0013860.supp



Human nature and public policies Changing the assumptions: 1. Humans are a social species 2. Humans are a cooperative species. 3. Humans are a moral species.



4. The human species is adapted to its ancestral environment, not to the modern one. 5. Humans live for proximate goals (love, friends, status), rather than ultimate goals (fitness).



1. Humans are a social species



Humans are a social species Back to the Easterlin paradox



Humans are a social species



Humans are a social species From an evolutionary point of view, individual’s sucess depends on their position in the society.



Humans are a social species Happiness economics: Their happiness and life satisfaction depend on how they fare compare to others.



People’s satisfaction depends on their group of reference. People are less happy if they earn less than their spouse. People are more happy if they earn more than their neighbors.



Humans are a hierarchical species Their happiness and life satisfaction depend on how they fare compare to others. Solnick & Hemenway 1998



Humans are a hierarchical species Their happiness and life satisfaction depend on how they fare compare to others. Fliessbach et al. 2007



Humans are a hierarchical species Their happiness and life satisfaction depend on how they fare compare to others. Fliessbach et al. 2007



Inequality and stress Their happiness and life satisfaction depend on how they fare compare to others: the more unequal the society, the worse. The more unequal the society, the more stressed people are.



Humans experiencing chronic stress exhibit atherosclerosis and cardiovascular disease, accumulating abdominal fat under the influence of a part of the brain associated with addiction. Cortisol overrides 'feel-good hormones' such as oxytocin, involved in establishing trust, and dopamine, the reward signal that reinforces memory, attention and problem-solving ability.



Inequality and stress Why is stress harmful? Stress is an adaptive response to all kinds of challenges.



Inequality and stress People's self-esteem is indexed on others' performance and evaluation.



‘tasks that included a social-evaluative threat (such as threats to selfesteem or social status), in which others could negatively judge performance, particularly when the outcome of the performance was uncontrollable, provoked larger and more reliable cortisol changes than stressors without these particular threats'. ‘Human beings are driven to preserve their social self and are vigilant to threats that may jeopardize their social self-esteem or status'.



Inequality and stress Average change in cortisol levels for pregnant/lactating females in three social ranks.



Dominant animals secrete dopamine and feel good about their place in the world, whereas monkeys at the other end of the status scale are more inclined to self-medicate - with cocaine if given the opportunity.



Inequality and stress The more unequal the society, the more stressful the society, the worse for people’s health.



Income inequality is measured by the ratio of incomes among the richest compared with the poorest 20% in each country. The index of health and social problems combines data for 10 outcomes (trust, mental illness, life expectancy, infant mortality, obesity, educational performance, teenage birth, homicide, imprisonment, social mobility).



The importance of inequality in human societies
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The importance of inequality in human societies



Inequality and stress



Income inequality is measured by the ratio of incomes among the richest compared with the poorest 20% in each country. The index of health and social problems combines data for 10 outcomes (trust, mental illness, life expectancy, infant mortality, obesity, educational performance, teenage birth, homicide, imprisonment, social mobility).



Inequality and risky strategies People may use violent strategy to defend their status. The more we feel devaluated by those above us and the fewer status resources we have to fall back on, the greater will be the desire to regain some sense of self-worth by asserting superiority over more vulnerable groups. That's what social psychologists call 'displaced aggression'. Examples include: the man who is berated by his boss and comes home and shouts at his wife and children; the higher degree of aggression in workplaces where supervisors treat workers unfairly; the way in which prisoners who are bullied turn on others below them in the prison hierarchy.



Inequality and risky strategies



Inequality and risky strategies Daly & Wilson 2001



Inequality and risky strategies Daly & Wilson 2001



Inequality and risky strategies By contrast, no effect of household income



Daly & Wilson 2001



Inequality and risky strategies From an evolutionary point of view, living beings face a trade-off between quantity and quality strategy. This theory predicts that people who learned, while growing up, that their environment is tough (competitive, poor, violent, etc.) would reach maturity earlier, be sexually active earlier, be more likely to form short-term relationships and make less investment in parenting. By contrast, people who grow-up learning that their environment is safe and rich would mature later, defer sexual activity, be better at forming long-term relationships and invest more heavily in their children's development. In line with such a theory, several studies have shown that early conflict and the absence of a father do predict earlier maturation - girls in such situations become physically mature and start their period earlier than girls who grow up without those sources of stress.



Inequality and risky strategies Daly & Wilson 1997



The importance of inequality in human societies Men, compared to women, have strong incentives to achieve and maintain as high a social status as they can, because their success in sexual competition depend on status: men have more to win and lose from having or (failing to gain) status.



Daly & Wilson 2001



Inequality and risky strategies



Inequality and cascades expenditures People want to be as good as others. The bigger the differences, the stronger the need to meet others' standards. As inequality grows and the super-rich at the top spend more and more on luxury goods, the desire for such things cascades down the income scale and the rest of us struggle to compete and keep up. ‘expenditure cascade’: process whereby increased expenditure by some people leads others just below them on the income scale to spend more as well, in turn leading others just below the second group to spend more, and so on.



Inequality and cascades expenditures Spending on advertising varies with inequality - in more unequal countries a higher proportion of GDP is spent on advertising, with the USA and New-Zealand spending twice as much as Norway and Denmark (Frank, 2007). Work is of course another variable to increase your consumption and indeed, several studies have shown that people work longer in more unequal societies (Bowles & Park 2005).



Inequality and cascades expenditures Spending on advertising varies with inequality - in more unequal countries a higher proportion of GDP is spent on advertising, with the USA and New-Zealand spending twice as much as Norway and Denmark (Frank, 2007). Work is of course another variable to increase your consumption and indeed, several studies have shown that people work longer in more unequal societies (Bowles & Park, 2005). The decision married women make about taking paid work are also affected by personal inequalities: women who were married to employed men being more likely to take job themselves if they live in an area in which men's incomes are more unequal (Frank, 2007).
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Inequality and cascades expenditures The growth of inequality made it harder for people to maintain standards relative to others. The increased pressure to consume leads people to save less and borrow more. In 1980, the median size of a newly constructed house in the United States was approximately 1,600 square feet. By 2001, however, the corresponding figure had grown to over 2,100 square feet— more than twice the corresponding growth in median family earnings (Frank, 2007). . During the same period, the median household experienced substantial growth in consumer debt. One in five American households currently has zero or negative net worth.



Inequality and cascades expenditures



In 1998, even though the American economy had been booming as never before, one family in 68 filed for bankruptcy - four times the rate in the early 1980s before the most dramatic rises in inequality. By 2002, unpaid credit card debt was $9000 for the average cardholder (Frank, 2007).



Inequality and cascades expenditures Some goods are positional, others are not. ‘positional goods’ are products and services whose value is mostly (if not exclusively) a function of their ranking in desirability by others, in comparison to substitutes. (back to Solnick & Hemenway, 1998)



Inequality and cascades expenditures Even if not all goods are positional, the positional ones take precedence over non positional goods. “Smart for one, dumb for all” (Frank, 2007)



Inequality and cascades expenditures Even if not all goods are positional, the positional ones take precedence over non positional goods. “Smart for one, dumb for all” A direct, personal consumption tax may take the form of an expenditure tax or an income tax that deducts savings and investments.



Inequality and cascades expenditures Even if not all goods are positional, the positional ones take precedence over non positional goods. “Smart for one, dumb for all”
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Humans are a Cooperative species: They need others…
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Humans are a cooperative species Back to the Easterlin paradox: the more the better ?



Humans are a cooperative species ‘Le suicide’: having friends, being married, belonging to a religious group or other associations and having people who will provide support are all protective of health.



Humans are a cooperative species Men and women with more friends had lower levels of mental distress than men and women with fewer friends. The highest rates of mental problems are found among unmarried people, single parents, and people living alone. Women with a confidant are less likely to be depressed and are more satisfied with their lives than women who lack a confidant. Individuals with close social bonds suffer if they are separated for long periods of time. For example, wives of men who work on submarines often experience increased physical illness and depression during their spouses' absences. (For a review, see Diener & Seligman, 2004)



Humans are a cooperative species Very happy people are very social people (Diener & Seligman, 2002).



Humans are a cooperative species To be helped and to help! (Brown et al. 2003)



Humans are a cooperative species



Humans are a cooperative species



Kaplan et al. 2009



Humans are a cooperative species



Humans are a cooperative species Behavioral level



Neuro-cognitive level



Evolutionary level



Humans are a cooperative species Phenomenon



Proximate cause



Ultimate cause
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Neuro-cognitive level



Evolutionary level



Humans are a cooperative species Why is that in rich societies, people are less social? Inequality divides people by increasing the social distances between us and widening differences in living standards and lifestyles. By increasing residential segregation of rich and poor, it also increases physical distances.



Humans are a cooperative species Why is that in rich societies, people are less social? Money makes people less social because they do not needs others anymore.



Humans are a cooperative species Why is that in rich societies, people are less social? Yet, their instincts are still very social because they evolved in a very social environment.



Humans are a cooperative species Participants were randomly assigned to three conditions. In two conditions (play money and money prime), participants were reminded of money; control participants were not reminded of money. All participants first completed a descrambling task, which activated neutral concepts (control and play money) or money (money prime). The descrambling task consisted of 30 sets of five jumbled words. Participants created sensible phrases using four of the five words. In the control and play-money conditions, the phrases primed neutral concepts (e.g., “cold it desk outside is” became “it is cold outside”). In the money-prime condition, 15 of the phrases primed the concept of money (e.g., “high a salary desk paying” became “a high-paying salary”), whereas the remaining 15 were neutral phrases (6). Participants in the play-money condition were primed with money by a stack of Monopoly money in their visual periphery while completing the neutral descrambling task.



Humans are a cooperative species Next, participants were given a difficult but solvable problem that involved arranging 12 disks into a square with five disks per side. As the experimenter exited the room, he offered that he was available to help if the participant wanted assistance. Persistence on the problem before asking for help was the dependent measure. As predicted, participants who were reminded of money (play money and money prime) worked longer than control participants before requesting help.



Humans are a cooperative species Participants primed with money offered less help to the experimenter than did participants primed with neutral concepts.



Same prime. After the priming task, the experimenter explained that she was an undergraduate who was looking for help coding data and asked whether the participant would be able to help. She explained that each data sheet takes approximately 5 min to code. Participants were left alone to indicate how many data sheets, if any, they would be willing to code and also to provide their contact information. Vohs et al. 2006



Humans are a cooperative species Materialistic people tend to downplay the importance of social relationships and to have a large gap between their incomes and material aspirations. Placing too much value on money had its negative effect in part because it interfered with social relationships. For a review, see Diener & Seligman, 2004.



Humans are a cooperative species Participants (N = 46) rated their happiness in the morning and then were given an envelope that contained either $5 or $20, which they were asked to spend by 5:00 p.m. that day. Participants randomly assigned to the personal spending condition were instructed to spend the money on a bill, an expense, or a gift for themselves, whereas participants assigned to the prosocial spending condition were instructed to spend the money on a gift for someone else or charitable donation. Participants were called after 5:00 p.m. that day and again reported their happiness. Dunn et al. 2008



Humans are a cooperative species “Governments cannot solve most problems of social relationships. For example, they cannot prevent widowhood. Nevertheless, because strong social relationships are critical to well-being, there are policies that businesses, governments, and other institutions should consider.” “For example, the military and corporations should relocate employees and their families only when it is absolutely essential to do so, or when an employee requests it. Automatic moves every few years leave individuals without strong community ties, and with fewer close friends in times of crisis.” Diener & Seligman, 2004



Public policy is not just about unemployment!



Humans are a cooperative species Behavioral level



Neuro-cognitive level



Evolutionary level



3. Humans are a moral species



Humans are a moral species They give to others for moral reasons: because they think others have some rights over the money.



For a review, see Baumard et al. 2011



Humans are a moral species When people own the money, they do not share it!



Half of the participants took a quiz and earned either $10 or $40, depending on how well they answered. In a second phase, these participants became dictators and were each told to divide the money they had earned between themselves and another participant who has not been given the opportunity to take the quiz.



Cherry, T. L., Frykblom, P., & Shogren, J. F. (2002)



Humans are a moral species



The recipient earned the money by participating in a quiz contest: since he or she is owner of the money, the dictator take a smaller share.



Ruffle, B. J. (1998)



Humans are a moral species



Konow 2000 When participants work together, they share it according to fairness: the more you contribute, the more you get.



Humans are a moral species



Dawes et al. 2007 Participants are reday to pay a cost to redistribute money in a public good game.



Humans are a moral species



Humans are a moral species



Humans are a moral species



Humans are a moral species



Humans are a moral species



Humans are a moral species



Humans are a moral species



Humans are a moral species



Humans are a moral species



D
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André & Baumard, 2011



Humans are a moral species At an evolutionary equilibrium, when two partners have the same average social opportunities beyond their current interaction, they must necessarily receive the same benefit from their interaction: the surplus benefit is divided in two equal halves.



D



C G



F E



André & Baumard, 2011



Morality and welfare



Morality and welfare Are Americans against welfare? Are they greedy? Not really.



71 percent of Americans think that it is either an “essential” or an “important” responsibility of government to see to it that everyone wants a job has one. 78 percent of Americans think that providing good medical care is “essential” or “important” government responsibility, while 81 percent think the government should provide adequate housing.



Morality and welfare



Alesina & Glaeser, 2003



Morality and welfare It is a matter of beliefs, not values. Americans and Europeans have the same sense of fairness, but they entertain divergent beliefs about the poors.



Input A



Output A



Input B



Output B



Morality and welfare The importance of race (Gilens, 1998).



Morality and welfare Norton & Ariely, 2011



Morality and welfare Norton & Ariely, 2011



Crime as a moral behavior London riots: people were moved by considerations of fairness.



Crime as a moral behavior



Black 2003
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Crime as a moral behavior



Black 2003



Crowding out Suppose you are the manager of a day-care center for young children. The center is scheduled to operate every day until four in the afternoon, when the parents are supposed to come and collect their children. Quite frequently, however, parents arrive late, and force you to stay after working hours. You have considered a few alternatives in order to reduce the frequency of this behavior. A natural option is to introduce a ﬁne: every time a parent comes late, she will have to pay a ﬁne. Will that reduce the number of parents who come late? (Gneezy & Rustichini, 2000)



Crowding out



Falk et al. 2006



Crowding out



Cardenas et al., 2000



4. Humans are adapted to the ancestral environment



Humans are adapted to the ancestral environment Behavioral level



Neuro-cognitive level



Evolutionary level
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Evolutionary level



We crave for sugar because we evolved in an environment in which sugare was scarce. Now taht sugar is cheap, we tend to eat too much sugar.
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Modern chicken



Same for fat!



Ancestral chicken



5. Humans live for proximate goals (love, friends, status), rather than ultimate goals (fitness).



5. Humans live for proximate goals (love, friends, status), rather than ultimate goals (fitness). Phenomenon



Proximate cause



Ultimate cause
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