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Abstract 

We argue that negotiations and negotiation-like games alike are situations in which the 

differing approaches of competing or cooperating are based on equally valid, but 

conflicting, norms.  Individuals’ behaviors in these situations are consistent with their 

following one norm or the other, including the belief that others will share their 

construal of the situation, producing false consensus effects.  Poor outcomes are likely 

to occur when participants enter a negotiation expecting their counterparts to be like-

minded in their approach to the negotiation, when in fact the participants’ approaches 

differ.  We support these claims in two studies, one using the familiar “Ultimatum 

Game”, and one employing a more complex negotiation providing possibilities for 

integrative solutions. 
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 On the same page: Naïve realism, goal congruence, and negotiation failure 

  

There is generally not a single norm for appropriate behavior in a negotiation 

setting.  Especially when compared to courtroom trials or other adjudication processes 

where procedures are meticulously regulated, negotiations permit a wide array of 

behavioral norms.  Moreover, ambiguity regarding the governing norms in such settings 

has only heightened in recent years, as many negotiators have begun to abandon 

traditional “zero-sum” competitive norms in favor of friendlier, more efficient “win-

win” strategies. 

 Many researchers have examined differing strategies used by negotiators: how 

much information sharing is optimal? What strategies are most efficient?  A general 

consensus is that one can approach a negotiation with a motive to be individualistic and 

focus on one’s own outcomes, or to be cooperative and focus on creating the best 

outcomes for both sides (Pruitt & Carnevale 1993).  Of these, the cooperative focus has 

generally been shown to lead to better integrative solutions (e.g. Ben-Yoav & Pruitt 

1984, Carnevale & Lawler 1986).  However, past studies generally examine either the 

effect of the focus on the individual’s behavior and outcomes (e.g. De Dreu & Van 

Lange 1995) or examine the strategy employed collectively by a dyad, with the focus of 

the dyad determined by situational constraints placed on the dyad, such as instructions 

to work together versus maximize one’s own outcomes (e.g. Olekalns & Smith 2003; 

Carnevale & Lawler 1986).   

Negotiations are interactive by nature, however, and so the actions of both 

parties in a negotiation need to be considered when evaluating what behaviors will lead 

to negotiation success.   Further, it seems more likely than not that often the parties 
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would not share the same approach to a negotiation.  In addition to the individual 

differences referred to above, situational constraints may not be interpreted in the same 

manner by both parties; so a situation that one side might believe calls for cooperation 

may not be interpreted as such by the other side.   

In general, rather than a conscious strategy which includes an awareness that the 

other side might adopt a different strategy and an ability to quickly adjust one’s 

strategy, approaches to a negotiation, we argue, may more often be based on a tacit 

belief in the norms governing the situation, and a belief that all involved will be 

governed by the same norms.  Therefore, to better understand how behavior in a 

negotiation affects the success of that negotiation, we need to examine what happens 

when people’s beliefs about the norms governing negotiations are the same, and what 

happens when they differ. 

Expectations of Others: Naïve Realism and the False Consensus Effect 

 The theory of naïve realism (Ross & Ward 1995) states that when multiple 

norms or viewpoints are present, people will believe that their approach (whatever it is) 

is the “right” way to see things.  As a result, each assumes that others will share his or 

her own evaluation of a situation.  This phenomenon, called the false consensus effect, 

has been documented often (e.g. Van der Pligt 1984; Wetzel & Walton 1985).  In the 

original demonstration of this phenomenon (Ross, Greene, & House 1977), participants 

were asked whether they would be willing to walk around campus wearing a sandwich 

board that read “Eat at Joe’s”, and were then asked to estimate how many other 

participants would be willing to wear the sandwich board.  As predicted, those 

participants who agreed to wear the sign thought more people would agree than decline, 

and those who declined thought more people would decline than accept.  Further, those 
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participants who agreed also thought that agreeing did not say much about a person’s 

personality, whereas declining was indicative of certain personality traits.  Conversely, 

participants who declined thought that declining was not indicative of any particular 

personality type, but that one could infer traits among those who agreed.  

 This original study demonstrated that people often feel that their behavior or 

attitudes are shared by most others, and are thus not unusual or predictive of their 

particular personality.  However, it did not document specific causes of this bias.  In a 

later set of studies, Gilovich (1990) demonstrated that the false consensus effect stems 

from participants’ subjective interpretations of an ambiguous stimulus, and their false 

assumption that others share their own interpretation. Thus, the more ambiguity and 

room for interpretation, the greater the false consensus effect.  So, for example, when 

people are asked to estimate how many people prefer one color to another, they exhibit 

a false consensus effect more often when given color words (e.g. aqua versus tan) than 

when given actual color swatches.  Thus, it is the failure to recognize the possibility of 

differing construals of a stimulus or situation that leads people to overestimate the 

degree to which their own viewpoint is shared by others.   

 In this paper we suggest that negotiations are situations in which at least two 

competing approaches are potentially acceptable.  As in other situations, individuals are 

likely to view whichever approach they take as the “correct” or normative approach.  

Consequently, they will exhibit many of the biases predicted by naïve realism, such as 

the false consensus effect, which indeed may be “false” since the other side may 

employ a different approach.  Finally, we predict that, when the assumption does prove 

false, negative outcomes are likely to occur – that is, that differing approaches may have 

detrimental effects on the success of the negotiation.  We will demonstrate these effects 
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using The Ultimatum Game, a simple negotiation-like game, and a more complex face-

to-face negotiation.  As we will see, while the negative effects of presuming shared 

norms is transparent in the negotiation game, past research has not always treated the 

Ultimatum Game as a situation involving multiple equally acceptable norms for 

behavior.  On the other hand, while many researchers have discussed the varying norms 

for behavior in negotiation, attention has not been paid to the effect on the negotiation 

of the parties having differing approaches. 

The Ultimatum Game and Competing Norms  

 Our research assumes that there are multiple acceptable interpretations of the 

norms of negotiations or negotiation-like situations, and that individual interpretations 

of the applicable norms may vary.  Past research has indeed examined how people 

behave in negotiation-like situations. To simplify the research question, many 

researchers have used paradigms in which only two courses of action are possible: one 

which is self-interested, and one which is cooperative.  For example, the prisoner’s 

dilemma pits the self-interested “defecting” option against the cooperative 

“cooperating” option.  Although some theorists studying negotiation have lamented the 

“false dichotomy” created between competing and cooperating (Deutsch 2000), both 

research and our intuitive assumptions (Giebels, De Dreu, & Van de Vliert 2000; 

Weingart, Bennett, & Brett 1993) contrast these two as convenient simplifications for 

possible behavioral norms in conflict situations. Likewise, although the evidence found 

in research using game-theory models clearly oversimplifies the situation found in most 

negotiations, these games have proven to be useful tools for understanding more 

complicated behavior, and are a good starting point for examining behavior in 

negotiations.   
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 Even the simplest of situations, we argue, is still open to interpretation.  The 

Ultimatum Game was not originally designed to compare differing approaches to the 

game.  Rather, it was designed to show that “people” in general, when faced with this 

game, were more generous than rational self-interest theory would predict them to be 

(Güth, Schmittberger, and Schwarze 1982).  In the simplest form of the game, one 

participant, the Allocator is given a sum of money to be divided between the Allocator 

and another participant, the Recipient.  (As an example, let's say the sum is $10.)  The 

Allocator may offer as much or as little of the $10 as he or she wishes.  However, the 

Recipient is allowed either to accept or reject the offer.  If the offer is rejected, neither 

party receives any money.  The two sides are not allowed to communicate or negotiate; 

hence the name "ultimatum game".  According to rational economic theory, the 

Recipient should be willing to accept any amount--after all, one cent is more than the 

amount he or she will receive if no deal is made.  Therefore, the Allocator should offer 

one cent, because that is the rational amount to offer, to maximize self-interest.  This is 

rarely the outcome.  In the first experiment reported by Güth and colleagues, the modal 

offer was a 50/50 split (7 out of 21 cases) and the mean offer was 37% of the total 

amount.  Similar later studies have found mean minimum offers of 20-32% of the total 

amount, even when special efforts were made to ensure that the participants understood 

how the game was played, and what all of their options were. (For further research on 

ultimatum games, see Camerer, & Loewenstein, 1993; Messick, Moore, & Bazerman, 

1997; Robert & Carnevale, 1997; Thaler, 1988.)     

 Many researchers have used these results to demonstrate that people are not 

solely driven by self-interest, but are also concerned with the fair allocation of rewards 

or, to make the obvious connection with other game theory demonstrations, sometimes 
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cooperate.  In all cases, the number of participants who conform exactly to what rational 

economic models would predict is trivially small, but the mean offer still usually favors 

the Allocator.  Therefore, there appears to be some self-interest motivation continuing 

to affect participants' behavior.  Although in many cases a 50/50 split is the modal 

response, a 50/50 split does not typically occur in even a majority of the cases, and is 

never chosen by 100% of the participants.  Thus, some researchers suggest that people 

who offer more than a minimal amount are only being “strategically fair” and self-

interest is still the driving motivation in people’s behavior when playing this game. 

 A third possibility is that there is more than one way to understand the game, 

and that people’s subjective interpretations of the “right” way to behave are leading to 

two very different responses.  While past research has not used the Ultimatum Game as 

a useful tool for examining contrasting interpretations of the game, that is what we will 

do in this first study.  If the situation has multiple valid interpretations, people should 

not only behave predictably, but should be able to explain their behavior.  Further, some 

of the biases found in other ambiguous situations and predicted by the theory of naïve 

realism should be present in this situation as well. 

 While the possibility that differing norms drive differing responses to the 

Ultimatum Game still needs to be demonstrated, a simple thought experiment suggests 

that negative outcomes occur in the Ultimatum Game only when the allocator and 

recipient have differing approaches to the game.  A participant in the Ultimatum Game 

who thinks the game is about competing, or benefiting self-interest, and who thus offers 

a low amount will find success when paired with another participant who also thinks the 

game is about maximizing one’s own outcome, and will thus accept a low amount.  This 

same individual, however, will find failure, and both will lose the money, when paired 
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with a recipient who thinks the game is about cooperating and splitting the money, and 

thus sets a high minimum as the amount he or she will accept.  Because of the nature of 

the game, the opposite is not true—an allocator who feels the game is about fairness 

will indeed keep his or her suggested share of the purse, even when paired with a 

recipient who may be willing to accept a low amount, although this allocator will land 

up with a smaller share than the self-interested allocator would take in the same 

situation.  Thus, it is not simply interpreting the game as a competition that can get a 

participant in trouble—it is the sometimes false assumption that the other participant 

will share this interpretation.     

 The notion of competing norms for behavior is more accepted when considering 

more complex negotiations, as seen in contrasts like individualistic versus cooperative 

orientations (Carnevale & Lawler 1986), integrating versus dominating styles (Butler 

1994), and prosocial versus egoistic motivations (De Dreu & Boles 1998).  Many 

researchers have demonstrated various effects of these differing approaches to 

negotiations (see also Carnevale & Isen 1986; De Dreu & Van Lange 1995; O’Connor 

1997; see De Dreu, Weingart, & Kwon 2000 for a meta-analysis).  Indeed, it has even 

been demonstrated that participants with varying approaches to a negotiation will 

display the false consensus effect (Van Kleef & De Dreu 2002). 

 Dyads in which the participants’ approaches differ, however, have not been 

studied.  We predict that as in the ultimatum game, a shared focus may be even more 

important than what that focus is, and that dyads in which the approaches differ are 

likely to achieve poorer outcomes than dyads in which the approach is shared, 

regardless of whether that shared approach is cooperative or competitive.  
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 In sum, we theorize that both simple economic games and more complex 

negotiations are situations in which competing norms are present.  Regardless of the 

approach taken by particular individuals, they will assume that others will approach the 

situation in a similar fashion.  When this assumption is wrong, it can have negative 

consequences.  It is important to note that we are not directly comparing different 

approaches in this paper: instead we will argue that, if both parties’ share the same 

understanding of normative behavior, success can be found using a variety of 

approaches, and we leave it to others to debate the relative “success” of these 

approaches.  Thus, while we will compare different approaches to see the types of 

outcomes achieved by these dyads, we are more concerned with the relative “success” 

achieved by dyads using the same approach rather than differing approaches.  

Study 1 

 Study 1 was designed to examine people’s interpretations of their own and 

others’ choices when playing the Ultimatum Game.  We hypothesized that: 1) people 

would approach the game with different interpretations of the norms governing 

behavior in the game, 2) that, by demonstrating biases associated with the differing 

viewpoints, these sincere varying interpretations could be differentiated from 

differences in behavior arising from mere strategic calculation, and 3) that poorer 

outcomes would be expected from dyads in which an allocator believed the game to be 

about strategic maximizing of profit (akin to a competitive focus) whereas the recipient 

thought the game was about fairness (akin to a cooperative focus).    

Method 

Overview 
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 Participants enrolled in a psychology class were asked to respond to 

questionnaires concerning the Ultimatum Game.  In contrast to previous Ultimatum 

Game research, in which Allocators and Recipients were simply asked, respectively, to 

stipulate their offer and to specify their minimum acceptable offer, respondents in this 

study were also asked to answer a series of questions designed to explore their 

interpretation or construal of the purpose of the game, the likely behavior of others, and 

the inferences that could be made about various possible ultimatum offers.   

Participants 

 A total of 38 students enrolled in a social psychology class completed an initial 

questionnaire regarding the “Ultimatum Game,” 28 of whom also completed a follow-

up questionnaire as described below. The students participated as part of an in-class 

discussion of game theory and negotiation.   They received no payment for their 

participation.   

Ultimatum Game 

  The Ultimatum Game, as described above, is a paradigm in which an 

“Allocator” proposes a split of a fixed amount of money to a Recipient, who may either 

accept or reject the offer in question, with both players understanding that rejection by 

the latter would result in forfeiture of the entire purse.  In the particular version of the 

game employed in this study, participants were told that the Allocator would have a 

purse of $20 and could propose to allocate any portion of that purse (from one cent to 

the entire $20) to a Recipient who, not knowing what allocation had been proposed, 

would write down the minimum amount he or she would accept.  Participants were told 

that if the offer made by the Allocator met or exceeded the minimum written down by 

the Recipient, the Recipient would receive the amount offered and the Allocator would 
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keep the rest.  If the Recipient wrote down a minimum amount higher than the offer, 

neither player would receive any money.  In this questionnaire version, participants put 

themselves in the roles of both Allocator and Recipient.  No actual pairings were made, 

and no money based on their offers was distributed. 

Procedure 
 
 An initial questionnaire administered to participants described the rules of this 

Ultimatum Game and then asked the participants the following three questions in order:  

1) how much of a $20 purse they would have offered to the Recipient if they had been 

assigned the role of Allocator, 2) how certain they were that the offer they had just 

indicated would be accepted by the Recipient, 3) the amount of money they thought the 

typical Stanford student, in the role of Allocator, would offer to the Recipient given the 

same rules of the Ultimatum Game, and 4) the minimum amount they would accept in 

the role of Recipient.   

 Participants next read about three hypothetical individuals (“Tom,” “Dick,” and 

“Harry,”) who, they were told, had proposed allocations to the Recipient of $1, $5, and 

$10, respectively.  They then were asked to evaluate each of these three individuals on 

five trait dimensions—i.e., fairness, selfishness, niceness, competitiveness and 

intelligence—using 9-point Likert-type scales, with the two ends of the scale labeled 

appropriately (e.g., cooperative vs. competitive, nice vs. nasty, etc.) and the midpoint 

labeled “average.”  These rating scales were designed to determine whether, in accord 

with the predicted the false consensus effect, participants would rate responses different 

from their own as more diagnostic of particular personality traits than responses that 

were similar to their own.  
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 A follow-up questionnaire administered during the next meeting of the same 

class was completed by a subset (N = 28) of the original respondents1 was designed to 

distinguish allocator motives involving strategic calculation from motives involving 

concerns with fairness. Successive items on this questionnaire asked students to assume 

that they could be certain that the Recipient would accept 1) any amount equal to or 

greater than 25 cents, 2) any amount equal to or greater than 5 dollars, or 3) any amount 

equal to or greater than 10 dollars, and in each case to indicate what their offer would be 

in light of the specified minimum acceptable amount. 

 Finally, participants were asked explicitly to indicate the extent to which their 

original allocation proposals had been governed by their concern for “fairness” versus 

their concern for “strategically maximizing their outcome,” and also to answer the same 

question with regard to the allocation proposal they had thought would be offered by the 

typical Stanford student.   

 

 

Results 

Allocations Proposed  

 The mean offer proposed by Allocators to Recipients was $8.14.  This amount is 

obviously much greater than the minimum allocation (i.e., $ .01 or some similar token 

amount) that a simple “self-interest account” would suggest.  Specifically, such an 

account would hold that any allocation offer greater than zero should be accepted by a 

rational Recipient, since it would be “better than nothing” and therefore the amount 

offered by a rational, self-interested Allocator should not be greater than that token 

amount.  At the same time, it should be noted that this mean award is still significantly 
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less than the $10 that would represent a 50/50 division of the purse, demanded by an 

equality standard of fairness, t(37) = -3.82, p < .001.  

 Further examination of these offers revealed that 16 of the 38 participants, or 

42%, proposed allocations of less than $10 (with offers ranging from a low of $0.25 to a 

high of $9.00, and a mean of $5.47) whereas all but one of the other 22 participants 

(55%) offered exactly $10 (i.e., an equal division of the purse between themselves and 

the Recipient)2.  In subsequent analyses, which will pursue the relevant predictions 

about the role of situational construals, these subgroups will be referred to as Unequal 

Allocators (less than $10) and Equal Allocators ($10).   

Expectations Regarding Recipients and Other Allocators  

  To examine whether participants displayed the false consensus effect in their 

expectations of others’ perceptions of the game, we first looked at their estimates of 

what other Stanford students would offer in the role of Allocators.  As predicted, Equal 

Allocators expected the “typical Stanford student” to make more generous offers (M = 

$9.76, with 15 of these 21 participants (or 71%) estimating exactly $10) than did 

Unequal Allocators (M = $5.94, with only 2 of these 17 participants (or 12%) estimating 

exactly $10).  The relevant correlation between amount offered and offer expected from 

the typical Stanford student was highly significant, r(37) = .67, p < .001, as was the Chi 

Square analysis examining the association between Equal Allocators versus Unequal 

Allocators and the expectation of Equal Allocation versus Unequal Allocation by 

typical Stanford students,   2 (1) = 14.44, p < .001. 

 Further evidence of this false consensus is also apparent in the estimates 

participants made about the likelihood their offers would be accepted.  In particular, 

Unequal Allocators were almost as confident that their offers would be accepted (M = 
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82.81%) as Equal Allocators (M = 88.3%), t(35) = 1.27, n.s.  In other words, the 

Unequal Allocators seemed highly confident that the Recipients to whom they were 

making their offer shared their “strategic” construal of the game (rather than a construal 

which would have dictated more generous or “fairer” offers). 

   Interestingly, Equal and Unequal Allocators differed only marginally in the 

minimum amount they claimed that they personally would accept in the role of 

Recipient (M = $4.35 vs. M = $2.75), t(35) = 1.66, p = .105.  Nevertheless, there was a 

significant correlation between the amount Unequal Allocators offered and the 

minimum amount they said they would accept as recipients, r(15) = .53, p = .037, 

suggesting that calculations about the minimum amount one needed to offer to assure 

acceptance played a major role in determining the offers made by this group of 

Allocators.  By contrast, Equal Allocators did not seem to be acting in accord with such 

strategic calculations.  (Indeed, all of their reported minimal acceptance amounts were 

less than $10, suggesting that the motive for offering $10 was not the belief that 

anything less would be rejected.)  

Attributions about Tom, Dick, and Harry  

 Further evidence of the role of fairness versus strategic considerations in 

allocation proposals was provided by the attributions that Equal and Unequal Allocators 

made in responding to questions about the three hypothetical Allocators (as shown in 

Figure 1).  In the case of Tom, whose offer was only $1, Equal Allocators rated him 

more negatively than did Unequal Allocators (on scales for which, it will be recalled, 

midpoints of zero indicated “average” levels of fairness,  niceness, selflessness, 

intelligence, and cooperativeness).  Specifically, the Equal Allocators rated Tom to be 

marginally more selfish (M = -3.22 vs. M = -2.00), t(32) = 1.88, p = .069, significantly 
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more unfair (M = -3.00 vs. M = -0.87), t(32) = 3.33, p = .002, and marginally more 

nasty (M = -2.76 vs. M = -1.40), t(32) = 1.90, p = .066 than did the Unequal Allocators.  

Interestingly, the Equal Allocators also rated Tom to be significantly less intelligent 

than did the Unequal Allocators (M = -0.63 vs. M = +0.93), t(32) = 2.08, p = .045.  Both 

Equal and Unequal Allocators, however, rated Tom to be equally competitive (M = -

3.16 vs. M = -2.87, n.s.) 

 In the case of Dick, whose offer of $5 was essentially halfway between the 

minimum offer possible and a 50/50 split, there are similar but even more marked 

differences in the responses made by Equal versus Unequal Allocators.  Equal 

Allocators rated him as more selfish (M = -1.82, vs. M = -0.20), t(32) = 2.94, p = .006, 

less fair (M = -1.72 vs. M = +0.86), t(32) = 6.64, p < .001, more nasty (M =-0.95 vs. M 

= +0.47), t(32) = 3.82, p = .001, and more competitive than did the Unequal Allocators 

(M = -1.44 vs. M = -0.60), t(32) = 2.09, p = .045.  Ratings of Dick’s intelligence, 

however, did not differ for the two types of Allocators (M = +0.37 vs. M = +1.20, n.s.). 

 In the case of Harry, who offered the Recipient $10 or an equal division of the 

purse, both types of Allocators tended to rate him positively.  However, in accord with 

the False Consensus prediction, Unequal Allocators (who had offered less than $10) 

tended to offer more extreme trait ratings for Harry than did Equal Allocators (who had 

offered $10, equal to Harry’s offer).  In particular, the Unequal Allocators rated Harry 

as significantly more cooperative (M = +3.40 vs. M = +1.68), t(32) = 3.47, p = .002, and 

marginally nicer (M = +2.60 vs. M = +1.47), t(30) = 1.78, p = .085, than did Equal 

Allocators.  The two types of Allocators did not differ in their ratings of Harry’s 

selfishness (M = +2.07 vs. M = +1.22, n.s.), intelligence (M = +.07 vs. M = + .74, n.s.) 

or fairness (M = +2.60 vs. M = +2.28, n.s.). 
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 In sum, three of the five traits — competiveness/cooperativeness, 

selfishness/unselfishness, and niceness/nastiness — produced an identical pattern of 

ratings.  Unequal Allocators, who offered less than $10 (and in fact averaged close to 

the same $5 allocation offer attributed to Dick), rated Dick to be close to average on the 

relevant traits, while they rate Harry (who offered $10) quite positively.  Conversely, 

Equal Allocators, who offered the same $10 allocation proposal attributed to Harry, 

rated Harry to be close to average on these traits but rated Dick somewhat negatively.  

Ratings of intelligence offered by both types of allocators tended to be close to the 

midpoint of the scale for Tom, Dick, and Harry alike (reflecting the fact that most 

participants were disinclined to make inferences about intelligence on the basis of the 

information provided).  In the case of participants who did make distinctions on this 

dimension, however, those who themselves offered less than $10 rated Tom and Dick as 

more intelligent than Harry, whereas those who offered $10 rated Harry as more 

intelligent than Tom or Dick.  

 It is ratings of fairness, however, that merit the greatest attention.  Essentially, 

participants who proposed an equal split of the $20 purse rated Harry, who did likewise, 

as fair, and they rated Tom and Dick as unfair.  Participants who proposed an unequal 

allocation similarly rated Harry to be fair, but they did not rate either Tom or Dick to be 

especially unfair.  In other words, the Unequal Allocators, who proposed an unequal 

split of the purse, saw the proposal of a similar split of that purse by another 

hypothetical individual as diagnostic of something other than a lack of fairness.  

Fairness versus Strategic Calculation: Responses to the Follow-up Questionnaire    

 The subgroups of 17 Equal Allocators and 11 Unequal Allocators who 

completed a second in-class questionnaire, it will be recalled, were asked to specify the 
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degree to which their original proposals had been dictated by “fairness concerns” versus 

“strategic calculation” (using a scale where 1 = concerned with fairness, 5 = equally 

concerned with fairness and strategic calculation, and 9 = concerned with strategic 

calculation).  As anticipated, the Equal Allocators reported having been more concerned 

with fairness than strategic calculation (M = 2.66), while Unequal Allocators reported 

having been more concerned with strategic calculation (M = 6.55), t(26) = 4.49, p < 

.001.  Responses to this question, as further predicted, were highly correlated with the 

size of allocation offered to the Recipient, r(26) = .725, p < .001.  Furthermore, the 

Equal Allocators similarly believed other Stanford students would be more concerned 

with fairness (M = 5.15) than did Unequal Allocators (M = 7.27), t(26) = 3.40, p = .002, 

although participants overall still rated themselves as more concerned with fairness than 

other Stanford students.  In short, it appears that Equal and Unequal Allocators differed 

in their construals of the situation and its normative demands and constraints, and made 

both predictions and attributions about their peers in accord with those differing 

construals.   

Beyond Strategic Concerns 

 The final questionnaire item brought these results into even sharper focus.  This 

question asked participants how their offers would have changed if they had known in 

advance that the Recipient would have accepted a very low offer—i.e., “anything over 

$.25.”  With concerns about whether highly unequal allocation offers would be rejected 

put aside in this manner, participants generally reduced the size of the allocation they 

said they would offer.  But the difference between the two types of Allocators identified 

in the first questionnaire remained.  Participants who originally had been Equal 

Allocators claimed they would now offer the Recipient an average of $7.14 (instead of 
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$10) while the participants who originally had been Unequal Allocators claimed that 

they would now offer a mean of $2.36 (instead of the earlier mean of $5.47).  The 

difference in the “revised offers” by the two types of allocators, t(26) = 3.83, p = .001, 

thus remained as large as it had been in the absence of explicit information about the 

prospective responses of recipients.  It should be noted, however, that respondents’ 

reactions to this situation were not uniform.  Although more Unequal Allocators than 

Equal Allocators took advantage of the opportunity to earn more money when they 

knew the minimum that would be accepted by the Recipient, some Equal Allocators 

also said that they would change their offer in such a circumstance.  Specifically, 9 of 

the 17 previous Equal Allocators continued to indicate they would offer $10, while 2 

offered the minimum of $.25, one offered $3, four offered $5, and one offered $8.  

Furthermore, while many Unequal Allocators lowered their offers, most did not lower 

them to the minimum level possible.  While 2 of the 11 Unequal Allocators offered 

$.25, and one offered $.26, the remaining 8 Allocators from this group made offers 

ranging from $1 to $8.   

  Similarly, when told that the relevant threshold for acceptance by Recipients 

was $5, the mean offer made by the previous Equal Allocators remained higher than the 

mean offer by Unequal Allocators (M = $8.38 vs. M = $5.91), t(26) = 3.05, p = .005.  

Again, however, these previous Equal Allocators showed some variability in their 

responses.  Specifically, 5 of them said they would offer the minimum $5, one indicated 

an offer of $7.50 and the remaining 11 said they would continue to offer $10.  In the 

case of the previous Unequal Allocators, 7 said they would offer the minimum $5, 2 

indicated an offer of $6, one an offer of $8, and (paradoxically) one an offer of $10.  

Notwithstanding the variability within the two allocator groups, these data provide 
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further evidence that Equal and Unequal Allocators were operating in light of different 

construals of the demands and the normative constraints presented by the relevant 

“game.”  

The Rationality of Giving Weight to Fairness Concerns: Some “Expected Value” 

Calculations 

 Given the information we have reviewed about what each participant would 

offer and what offer each participant would accept, it is interesting to calculate the 

“expected outcome” or “expected value” for the various allocation strategies.  (To do 

so, one simply calculates the average outcome for each possible pairing of allocators 

and recipients). The results are presented in Figure 2.  Offers of $10 are always 

accepted, making the expected outcome for the Equal Allocators $10, regardless of the 

partner with whom they are paired.  Interestingly, the expected outcomes for the 

Unequal Allocators overall are almost identical to that $10 mean (M = $9.76) t(35) = 

.34, n.s.  Figure 2 also allows for some additional comparisons.  It can be seen that 

when paired only with Unequal Allocators, fellow Unequal Allocators fare marginally 

better  (M = $10.86) than the $10 figure that would be achieved by Equal Allocators, 

t(35) = 1.32, p = .19.  Conversely, when paired only with Equal Allocators, the expected 

outcome for Unequal Allocators (M = $8.93) is marginally lower than the $10 expected 

outcome for the Equal Allocators t(35) = 1.40, p = .17.  This difference in expected 

outcomes for Unequal Allocators when paired with fellow Unequal Allocators rather 

than Equal Allocators is significant, t(15) = 5.76, p < .001.  

 What, one might ask, would be the optimal strategy be for an Allocator who 

wants to maximize the expected outcome of her or her offer? Our data suggest an offer 

halfway between the extremes of $.01 and $10.  Specifically, an offer of $5.00 would be 
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accepted by 30 of 37 recipients (16 of 21 Equal Allocators and 14 of 16 Unequal 

Allocators), yielding an expected return of $12.16.  Such a strategy involves taking 

some advantage of the Allocator’s prerogative, but not doing so to a degree that is 

deemed utterly unfair, and thus unacceptable, by recipients who apply strong fairness 

norms to the game.  Put another way, this offer improves on either an assumption that 

all Recipients are “strategically” minded, or an assumption that all Recipients are 

“fairness” minded. 

Discussion 

 Participants who differed in whether they offered an equal or unequal split of the 

purse in the Ultimatum game also differed in the estimates they made about the offers 

that others would make under the same circumstances and in how they responded when 

they learned that less than equal splits would not be rejected by potential recipients.  

Most importantly, they differed in their perceptions of what the Ultimatum game was 

“about”—whether it was about the strategic calculation of recipients’ likely thresholds 

for acceptance of small offers, or about behaving fairly and not exploiting the strategic 

advantages of the allocator role. 

The results of Study 1 also show that the outcome of a given allocation strategy 

depends not only on the choice of strategy, but also on the degree to which  the 

Allocator and the Recipient share the same belief about what the game is about—that is, 

the degree to which they are “on the same page.” Sub-optimal outcomes for both 

players (i.e., rejected offers that result in no money for either player) occur when an 

Allocator who engages only in strategic calculation and assumes that the Recipient is 

similarly concerned only with simple calculation of self-interest, is paired with a 

Recipient who expects and demands the equal share that he or she deems fair.  In such 
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cases, the Allocator is likely to make an offer lower than the Recipient’s minimum 

threshold for acceptance.  By contrast, Allocators and Recipients who share the same 

construal of the game and the same interpretation of the balance that should be struck 

between self-interest and generosity or fairness, are unlikely to go home empty-handed.

  

 In the Ultimatum Game, of course, the range of outcomes is limited and 

obvious—either the participants share a fixed purse (in which case the remaining issue 

is simply a distributive one) or they both receive nothing.  There is no opportunity for 

integrative bargaining or indeed for any negotiation at all.  Study 2 was designed to 

demonstrate the consequences of shared versus differing situational definitions in the 

context of a standard mixed bargaining exercise—one that featured a combination of 

“zero-sum,” “compatible,” and “integrative” issues. 

 

Study 2 

 Researchers have previously examined the benefits of various social motives in 

a variety of negotiation paradigms that present opportunities for joint gains through 

integrative solutions.  The common finding is that having a cooperative, or prosocial 

focus leads to more successful integrative agreements than having a competitive or 

egoistic focus (De Dreu, Weingart, & Kwon 2000).  These studies, however, were not 

designed to disentangle the effects of the specific nature of the participants’ focus from 

the effects of the fact that the focus was shared. Study 2 was designed to address this 

issue by priming both members of some dyads to adopt a shared cooperative or 

cooperative focus in undertaking a standard integrative bargaining exercise, while 

priming one member of other dyads to adopt a cooperative focus and the other to adopt 
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a competitive focus.  It was hypothesized that the latter, “incongruent” dyads would fare 

worse in terms of achieving integrative solutions than either type of “congruent” dyad. 

 

 

Method 

Overview 

 Pairs of participants playing the roles of employer and prospective employee 

engaged in a multi-issue negotiation task (The New Recruit Task created by Margaret 

Neale3), after having been “primed” through a prior word-search task that exposed them 

either to words connoting competition and confrontation or to words connoting 

cooperation and interdependence.  In some dyads, both employer and prospective 

employee were assigned to the same condition (either Cooperative Prime or 

Competitive Prime) whereas in other dyads the two participants were assigned to 

different priming conditions.  The negotiation task involved the completion of an 8-item 

agreement governing the terms of the new recruit’s employment, in which the point 

allocations specified with regard to each item made some issues “zero-sum” (precisely 

opposite point totals for employer and employee for the alternative provisions on the 

issue), some issues “congruent” (identical point totals for employer and employee), and 

some issues with potential for “log-rolling” (i.e., offering greater potential advantage to 

one negotiator than the other, thus allowing for the possibility of cross-item trading of 

concessions).  Of primary concern was the success of the dyads in each priming 

condition in maximizing points through optimal agreements on congruent items and 

optimal trades on integrative items. 

Participants   
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 A total of 94 participants provided data in Study 2.  Of those, 82 were Stanford 

University undergraduates who participated in the study in exchange for either payment  

or course credit in an introductory psychology class.  The other 12 participants were 

second-year law students serving as summer associates at a Boston law firm, who 

completed the relevant negotiation task as part of their summer training course. The 

gender composition of the dyads was not manipulated � 8 dyads consisted of two males, 

7 dyads consisted of two females , and 32 dyads consisted of one male and one 

female�but an effort was made to randomly distribute the three types of dyads across 

the three experimental conditions. Initial analyses revealed no main effects or 

interaction effects involving gender, and this variable was ignored in the analyses to be 

reported.   

Design   

 All participants were assigned either to the Competitive Prime or Cooperative 

Prime condition.  Each negotiation involved either two identically primed participants 

or two differently primed participants (with counterbalancing, so that in half of the 

dyads in this condition the prospective employee was cooperatively primed and the 

employer competitively primed, and in half of the dyads the reverse was true).    

Priming Manipulation   

 Participants were primed through a word-search task undertaken before the 

ostensibly separate and unrelated negotiation session.  Participants were given a matrix 

of letters, with words hidden in the matrix, and a list of words to find.  In the 

Competitive Prime condition, 60% of the 25 words the participants were to find 

connoted competition or related concepts (i.e., challenger, confront, discord, adversary, 
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clash, contrast, argue, opponent, resistance, competitive, friction, contest, rival, 

antagonist, and struggle).  In the Cooperative Prime condition, by contrast, 60% of the 

words to be found connoted cooperation or related concepts (i.e., help, harmony, 

alliance, sympathetic, accommodating, supportive, combine, accept, considerate, 

mutual, reasonable, joint, cooperative, and share).  In both conditions, the remaining 

40% of the words were neutral in their connotations (i.e., night, stencil, zebra, minute, 

rotunda, amble, orange, awl, protein, and taciturn).   

Negotiation Task   

 The negotiation task featured eight different issues (salary, starting date, job 

location, etc.) on which the parties were to reach agreement, with the point total 

associated with each possible provision on each issue specified separately for 

“employer” and “employee.” (The full details of this task are available by contacting the 

first author).  Participants knew the point allocations associated with each provision for 

their role, but were given no information about the point allocations associated with any 

of the provisions for their counterparts in the negotiation.  Two of the issues were “zero-

sum” issues (salary and starting date), and tested the participants’ ability to win 

concessions from their counterpart in the face of completely opposing interests.   

Successful negotiation also required participants to recognize the perfect alignment of 

their interests on the two “congruent” issues (job assignment and location) and to 

recognize the possibility for mutually beneficial trades of concessions or logrolling on 

the four “integrative” issues (bonus and vacation time, moving expenses and insurance).  

On these latter four issues, both participants were best served when parties traded 

concessions, each yielding to the other on issues that, in the context of the point 

allocations, were more important to their negotiation counterpart than to themselves.  
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Dependent Measures 

 Initial Intentions and Expectations.  Prior to beginning their negotiation (but 

after learning of the point totals available to them for each provision on each of the 

eight issues to be agreed upon), participants were asked to describe the strategy they 

planned to pursue in the negotiation.  In particular, they were asked five questions, 

including whether they planned to “maximize their own points” and whether they would 

work with their partner to “reach an outcome that gave them both points.”  They were 

also were asked what strategy they expected their counterpart in the negotiation to 

employ.  

 Point Totals Earned in the Negotiation.  Point total earned through agreement 

about specific employment terms provided an objective assessment of how well 

individual negotiators and individual dyads fared in the negotiation.  In the case of the 

distributive issues, point totals reflected each negotiator’s success in claiming the larger 

share of the “fixed pie”.  In the case of the congruent and integrative issues point totals 

reflected the dyads’ success in maximizing the number of points they jointly earned 

through arriving at mutually beneficial provisions in the former and optimal trades in 

the latter.  Individual participants’ overall point totals thus reflected their own success 

on distributive bargaining and their ability to secure cooperation on integrative issues.

 Subjective Evaluation of Negotiations.  Following the negotiation, participants 

were asked to evaluate both the negotiation process and their own particular outcomes 

using a series of 9-point Likert-type scales.  The same scales, which pertained to their 

satisfaction regarding the strategy they had employed, their satisfaction with the 

outcomes they had achieved, how fair they thought they had been in dealing with their 
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counterpart, and how fair the overall outcome had been, were administered twice—once 

immediately following the negotiation, but after they had tallied their own point totals, 

and then again after they had been given their partner’s point totals and discovered how 

well they and their partner had fared.  In this latter assessment participants were made 

aware not only of the relevant point totals, but also how well they and their partner had 

scored, both individually and collectively, relative to the total number of points it was 

possible to earn.   

Procedure 

 Upon their arrival at the laboratory, participants were told that they would be 

participating in two separate experiments.  The first, they were told, was simply a pre-

test for a separate study to be conducted during a later term.  The second, they were 

told, would involve a negotiation task.  The two participants were then taken into two 

separate rooms, where they completed the task that subjected them to the relevant 

priming manipulation.  While still in separate rooms, they then received information 

related to their roles in the forthcoming negotiation, including a chart presenting the 

information about the points they would receive (but not the number of points their 

partner would receive) for each of the provisions agreed upon for each of the eight job-

related issues to be negotiated.  After reading and considering the relevant task 

instructions, the participants completed the questionnaire about their expectations for 

the negotiation, as described above. 

 The two participants were then brought together and were given 15 minutes to 

negotiate.  A clock in the room allowed them to see how much time had elapsed, and 

they were warned when only two minutes remained to reach agreement on any 
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unresolved issues.  Following the negotiation, participants twice completed the final 

questionnaire, described above, dealing with their impressions about the negotiation. 

Results 

Preliminary Results 

 Distribution of Dyads.  Two of the 47 dyads were excluded from the analysis.4  

Of the remaining 45 dyads, 12 were dyads in which both participants were 

cooperatively primed, and 11 were dyads in which both participants were competitively 

primed.  In contrast to these 23 dyads in which participants were primed with the same 

focus, 22 dyads contained participants who received different primes – 12 dyads  in 

which a competitively primed applicant negotiated with a cooperatively primed 

employer, and 10 dyads in which a cooperatively primed applicant negotiated with a 

competitively primed employer.  No differences were found between these two types of 

incongruent dyads.  In all of these dyads, an agreement was reached within the allotted 

15-minute time period.   

 Manipulation Check.  Participants’ responses to the five questions pertaining to 

what strategy they would use in the negotiation that were answered prior to the actual 

negotiation session were averaged to obtain a composite competitive versus cooperative 

score for each individual.  (Table 1 presents the means of individual items and the 

composite score on this measure.)  This composite score confirmed that participants in 

the Competitive Prime condition expressed more competitive expectations and 

intentions (M = 5.92) than did participants in the Cooperative Prime condition (M = 

5.30), t(88) = 2.82, p < .01.  Further, participants primed with competition expected 

their partners to have more competitive goals than did participants primed with 
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cooperation, (M = 6.29 vs. M = 5.70), t(88) = 3.18, p < .01, again indicating a false 

consensus effect. 

Points Earned by Dyads and Individuals  

 Negotiation outcomes achieved by dyads in the various priming conditions are 

summarized in Figure 3.  Overall, Figure 3 shows that dyads in which participants had 

the same pre-negotiation priming did better than dyads in which participants received 

different pre-negotiation priming.  Whereas the competitively primed dyads earned a 

mean of 10,818 points (leaving 2,382 points “on the table”), and the cooperatively 

primed dyads earned a mean of 10,750 points (leaving 2,450 points “on the table”), the 

dyads in which one participant had been primed cooperatively priming and the other 

had been primed competitively earned only a mean of 9,491 points (leaving 3,709 

points “on the table”).  A planned contrast between similarly primed and differently 

primed dyads revealed a significant between-condition difference F(42) = 6.05,  p = 

.018).  Follow-up t-tests indicate that both competitively primed dyads and 

cooperatively primed dyads differed from dyads in which the participants were 

differently primed, t(31) = 2.19, p = .04, and t(32) = 1.90, p = .07, respectively.  It is 

worth re-emphasizing that cooperatively primed dyads did not, on average, fare better 

than competitively primed dyads.  That is, the two types of similarly primed dyads 

proved equally adept at discovering mutually optimal provisions on compatible issues 

and making optimal trades on integrative issues, F(42) < 1, n.s.).   

Why did the dyads with differently primed participants fare worse than dyads 

with similarly primed participants? One might suspect that these differences were the 

result of a negotiation process in which the competitively primed participants 

dominated the negotiation and received more points than their counterparts, while 
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opportunities for joint advantage went undiscovered and unutilized.  The data at hand 

suggest that, although differently primed dyads did worse than similarly primed dyads 

at discovering and/or exploiting opportunities for joint gain, this failure did not result 

primarily from such domination by one participant over the other.  More specifically, 

although differently primed dyads produced slightly larger mean “point spreads” (i.e., 

differences in earning between the two members of the dyad) than did similarly primed 

dyads  (M = 3491 for incongruent dyads, vs. M = 2673 for competitive dyads and M = 

2583 for cooperative dyads), F(42) = 1.77, p = .19, within the differently primed dyads, 

cooperatively primed participants actually fared slightly better than their competitively 

primed counterparts (M= 5200 versus M = 4291), t(42) = 1.38, p = .175.  Again, the 

contrast comparing the competitive and cooperative dyads for difference in point spread 

was not significant, F(42) = 0.01, n.s. 

 Considering the point totals earned for the three different types of issues is also 

instructive.  On distributive or zero-sum issues, all dyads in all conditions earned the 

expected total of exactly 3600 points.  On compatible issues, the mean point totals for 

the three types of dyads were also quite similar—2,291 in the case of competitively 

primed dyads, 2050 points in the case of cooperatively primed dyads, and 2073 points 

in the case of differently primed dyads (out of a possible total of 2,400 points, with 

almost 90% of all dyads achieving that maximum), all F values for the relevant 

comparisons < 1.0.  On integrative or log-rolling issues, however, the predicted pattern 

of means is clearly evident.  Whereas competitively primed dyads earned a mean of 

12,164 points on integrative issues, and cooperatively primed dyads earned a mean of 

12,300 points on such issues, differently primed dyads earned a mean of only 11,018 

points on these issues.  Planned contrasts revealed that this difference between the 
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differently primed dyads and the similarly primed dyads on integrative issues was 

statistically significant, F(42) = 5.95, p = .02, whereas the difference between 

competitively primed dyads and cooperatively primed dyads was not, F(42) = .04, n.s.  

 While participants in the two types of similarly primed dyads ultimately 

achieved quite comparable results, it should not be assumed that they approached the 

negotiation task in the same manner. Indeed, further analysis that distinguishes between 

perfect logrolling (wherein the participants receive the most desirable option on issues 

that mattered more to them than to their counterparts in return for accepting the least 

desirable option on issues that matter less to them than to their counterparts) and less 

optimal “trades” of concessions that benefit both parties but nevertheless fail to 

maximize joint point totals suggests the relevant difference in approach. This analysis 

involved assigning a score of 0 for dyads who failed to achieve a perfect logroll on 

either of the two pairs of issues that permitted such full realization of integrative 

potential, a score of 1 for dyads who achieved a perfect logroll on one of the two pairs 

of issues, and a score of 2 for dyads who did so for both pairs of issues. The result was a 

mean score of 0.83 for dyads primed to cooperate versus a mean score of 0.27 for dyads 

primed to compete, t(21) = 1.96, p = .06. 

 How, then, do the two types of dyads achieve the same number of points overall 

on integrative issues? The answer seems to be that when cooperatively primed dyads 

fail to achieve a perfect logroll, they generally failed to achieve any kind of efficient 

trade on the relevant items. By contrast, when competitively primed dyads failed to 

achieve a perfect logroll they generally did still manage to achieve a mutually beneficial 

trade. A comparison of efficient, but not perfect, tradeoffs, confirms that competitive 
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dyads achieved more of these solutions (9) than cooperative dyads (4), 2 (1) = 3.33, p = 

.07. 

Differences in Subjective Perceptions of Negotiations   

 It was also hypothesized that participants in incongruent dyads would perceive 

their negotiation procedures and outcomes to be less fair than those in congruent dyads.  

This did not prove to be the case.  There were no between-condition differences in 

ratings of fairness or satisfaction with the outcome.   

Discussion 

 As predicted, dyads with a similar focus fared better than those with an 

incongruent focus.  In this study, it did not matter whether one approached the task with 

a goal of competing or a goal of cooperating, so long as the other participant had the 

same goal5.  While these two types of dyads approached the negotiation differently, they 

both achieved relatively good outcomes via their different strategies.  The cooperators 

were less likely to lie about their preferences, and approached the negotiation in terms 

of offering information about their relative preferences on multiple issues.  This led to a 

high rate of “perfect” logrolling, leaving no points on the table.  However, when 

logrolling opportunities were not realized through information sharing,  

the parties were less likely to arrive at inefficient compromises, rather than imperfect 

but more efficient tradeoffs.  The competitors, on the other hand, were more focused on 

their own interests, as evidenced by the higher degree of deception.  However, with two 

such participants, in order to reach any agreement, some give and take was required.  

While clearly not understanding the mutual benefit of logrolling, as evidenced by the 

lack of perfect logrolling, the utility of tradeoffs in reaching agreement by sacrificing 
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some of one thing to get more of another is not lost on self-interested competitors, and 

this makes these dyads relatively efficient.   

 The dyads who do not fare well are ones in which communications broke down, 

because the two were not playing the same game.   Here, suboptimal choices were 

likely to be suggested and accepted with little or no exploring of tradeoffs.  It remains to  

be seen exactly why these communications broke down—it is not that competitors 

simply dominated the discussion, but it is clear that tradeoffs were much less likely, 

because the dyads were less likely even to consider two issues at the same time.  

Perhaps the dyads realized that the situation was proceeding in an awkward fashion and 

were eager to complete the task. 

General Discussion 

 Taken together, these two studies emphasize the importance not just of an 

individual’s perceptions of behavioral norms in a negotiation (or negotiation-like game) 

but of the interaction of the two individuals’ perceptions.  Cooperativeness or concern 

for fairness is not necessarily required for a successful negotiation.  Two people who 

expect to be competitive, and for their partner to be competitive, are likely to reach 

different kinds of agreements than two people who expect to be cooperative, and that 

their partner will be cooperative.  However, the type of outcome achieved is not 

surprising to the parties in either case, and is not necessarily inefficient.  Problems arise 

only when the expectation of the norms for the situation differ between the two 

individuals. 

Future Directions 

 We don’t have direct evidence of exactly why different approaches lead to poor 

outcomes, although it is relatively easy to generate ideas about why this should be true.  
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For example, a false statement made by one side is taken quite differently if that 

statement is assumed to be a cooperative attempt at information sharing, or a 

competitive attempt at achieving a better outcome.  However, future studies can and 

should examine further aspects of the negotiation process that are likely to contribute to 

poor outcomes when the parties arrive at the negotiation with different expectations for 

the “rules of the game”. 

We also do not have evidence in this paper that it is the belief that the other will 

share one’s approach (the false consensus effect) that actually leads to the poor 

outcomes.  It could be that it does not—that there are two separate phenomena that we 

are demonstrating in this paper: one, that people believe others will share their views 

about the nature of negotiations, and another than non-shared beliefs lead to poor 

outcomes.  However, it seems more likely that the belief that the other will be behaving 

in a similar manner contributes to poor outcomes, at least inasmuch as it leaves people 

less prepared to expect other interpretations or to adjust to them.  A direct 

demonstration of this mediation should be conducted in a future experiment. 

 Naturally, in these studies, the participants were inexperienced negotiators who 

did not have time to prepare, and who were negotiating relatively simple, hypothetical 

conflicts with strangers.  It is possible that more seasoned negotiators, or those engaged 

in more complicated and heated conflicts, would be more aware of their approach to the 

negotiation and the strategies they and the other side were likely to employ.  On the 

other hand, even with such low stakes, our participants were unable to adjust to the 

behavior of their counterpart and thus produce a successful outcome.  It is equally likely 

that those with more emotional investment would find it more difficult to adjust their 

perceptions than relatively uninvolved experiment participants.  In any case, while the 
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elegant, simple games produced by game-theory researchers have been helpful to begin 

to understand people’s behavior and motives in negotiations, it is becoming clear that 

important questions remain unanswered when one assumes that motives are stable, or 

examines behavior without a negotiating partner to affect that behavior.  Real-world 

negotiations involve at least two sets of expectations and behaviors, and it is clear that 

the interaction of these sets of behaviors leads to outcomes more complicated than 

would be predicted by examining people’s individual actions.  These experiments take a 

step in the right direction by examining both sides of what is inherently an interactive 

process.  Future studies should go further and try to examine more realistic scenarios 

with more invested participants. 

Implications and Conclusions 

 We are reminded again by the results of this paper that all situations are subject 

to interpretation, and that people’s perceptions of situations have profound effects on 

their behavior.  Even in a game as simple as the Ultimatum game, differing perceptions 

of the “right” way to play the game lead to vastly different behaviors.  It is important to 

remember in negotiations that the two parties’ perceptions of the situation they are in 

will greatly affect their behavior, their perceptions of the other party, and, subsequently, 

the outcome of the negotiation.  As in other situations, awareness of the possibility of 

multiple interpretations of a situation, and the biases that may result from the 

perspective a person takes, is the first step toward preventing miscommunications.  

In prisoner’s dilemma games, it has been demonstrated that a “tit-for-tat” 

strategy, in which cooperation by the other party is immediately followed by 

cooperation, but in which defection by the other party likewise is immediately followed 

by defection, is a superior long-term strategy than any other more complicated 



  Same Page 36   

algorithm (Axelrod 1984).  This study suggests that in more complicated negotiations as 

well, unilateral cooperation may not always be the best strategy.  Rather, “being on the 

same page” so that communications are interpreted in the manner in which they were 

intended may be more important. 

 Adjusting one’s behavior to match the other person’s behavior may not be as 

easy in a more complicated negotiation as it is in a multi-round prisoner’s dilemma 

game.  In our second study, participants did not differ across condition in how satisfied 

they were with their outcome, or in how fair they thought the process or the outcome 

was.  This suggests that they may not be aware of how their differing approaches are 

affecting their final outcomes.  Additional studies should examine further people’s 

ability to recognize the strategies they are employing, and the assumptions they are 

making, and their ability to adjust those strategies, especially in more realistic and 

consequential negotiations.  One of the authors of this paper has heard numerous 

lawyers and negotiators say that their negotiation strategy is in fact to do what the other 

person does: “I can be as nice as can be,” they say, “but if the other side wants to play 

hardball, I can do that too”.  One wonders, given how pervasive and influential our 

perceptions seem to be, whether those people are truly taking advantage of an optimal 

“tit-for-tat” strategy, or whether they are “seeing what they want to see”  and 

concluding that everyone is on the same page. 
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Endnotes 

1The 28 participants were those who completed the original questionnaire and who also 

were present at the beginning of the next class period. 

 

2The one remaining participant offered $12, but as no other participants made so 

generous an offer, that student’s responses were not considered in subsequent analysis 

of data. 

 

3The New Recruit Task used with permission of the author. 

 

4One dyad was excluded because they failed to reach an agreement in the time allotted.  

The other dyad was excluded as an outlier, because their joint total was found to be over 

three standard deviations lower than the mean of the remaining dyads.  Such a low score 

may have indicated either a lack of understanding of the instructions, or a lack of 

interest or effort on the part of the participants. 

 

5While this lack of difference may seem at odds with past research on competition 

versus cooperation in negotiation, past research has not found a consistent difference 

between competitors and cooperators when the participants were untrained negotiators, 

as was the case in this study. 
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Table 1 

Mean Differences Between Priming Conditions on Pre-Negotiation Manipulation Check  
 

 Evaluation of Own Goals Evaluation of Partner’s Goals 
Item2  Competitive 

   Prime 
Cooperative 
   Prime 

Competitive  
   Prime 

Cooperative  
   Prime 

Maximize own points, while 
   minimizing other’s points. 
   (R) 

4.091 4.50 3.89 4.35 

Maximize own points,  
   without regard to other’s  
   points. (R) 

2.11 2.69 2.45 3.00 

Work with the other to reach 
   an outcome that gives us  
   both points. 

3.77 3.30 4.48 4.17 

Maximize the other’s points, 
   without regard to my own. 

8.32 7.74 8.64 7.63 

Minimize tension between  
   myself and the other  
   negotiator. 

4.34 3.30 4.66 4.02 

Composite Score 5.92 5.30 6.29 5.70 
1 Scale: 1=definitely a goal, 5 = not sure, 9 = definitely not a goal.  
2 Items that were reverse-coded for the composite are marked with an “R”. 
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