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The studies presented here aim to address the apparent conflict that exists in proposed accounts of the nature of fairness versus self-

interest motives. While some neuroscientific evidence has provided support for the view that the concern for fairness relies on an

emotional impulse that must be controlled in order to act in rational self-interest, other evidence has supported an opposing view that

the concern for fairness is instead realized through the control of selfish impulses. The two psychological theories generated from this

neural evidence were tested using ego-depletion methods and provide support for the latter view that people are in fact driven by

selfish impulses that must be resisted in order to enact fair outcomes. Moreover, it is also found that more general implementation of

altruistic, reciprocal, as well as efficiency norms requires the control of self-interested impulses. This evidence offers important

implications regarding consumer behavior that differ dramatically from those generated by the conflicting account.
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that trusting the person who advises the investor in his or her decision making is most important. It is important to note that the research 
was conducted during turbulent times, namely within the context of a dramatic financial crisis. Perceived uncertainty which was most likely 
enhanced by the situation might have amplified the role of trust in the advisor. Further research shall clarify the influence of situation specific 
uncertainty for the role of the different objects of trust in engendering a trusting expectation and intention. 
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Price on the Top of the Price: Effect of Sales Tax and Product Price on Consumers’ 
Estimates of the Total Purchase Price

Igor Makienko, Universty of Nevada, Reno, USA

If consumers are well aware of sale taxes but do not see them on price tags does this mean that they are not influenced by this universal 
surcharge when they estimate the total purchase price? In our research we explore the impact of sale taxes on consumers’ estimations of the 
total purchase price in traditional retail settings and suggest that price level will moderate the impact of sale taxes on consumers’ estimations 
of the total purchase price.

Too tired to care: the selfish impulse and the will to be fair
Sachin Banker, MIT, USA

The studies presented here aim to address the apparent conflict that exists in proposed accounts of the nature of fairness versus self-
interest motives. While some neuroscientific evidence has provided support for the view that the concern for fairness relies on an emotional 
impulse that must be controlled in order to act in rational self-interest, other evidence has supported an opposing view that the concern for 
fairness is instead realized through the control of selfish impulses. The two psychological theories generated from this neural evidence were 
tested using ego-depletion methods and provide support for the latter view that people are in fact driven by selfish impulses that must be 
resisted in order to enact fair outcomes. Moreover, it is also found that more general implementation of altruistic, reciprocal, as well as ef-
ficiency norms requires the control of self-interested impulses. This evidence offers important implications regarding consumer behavior that 
differ dramatically from those generated by the conflicting account.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
In a seminal study, Sanfey et.al. (2003) had subjects play an ultimatum game while placed in an fMRI. Faced with a choice to accept or 

reject a proposed split of an endowment, subjects had to weigh their desire for a fair outcome against a desire for money. It was found that 
rejections of especially low, unfair offers was associated with activation in the anterior insula, a region of the brain thought to be involved in 
the representation of feelings of pain and disgust, and this finding is taken to be indicative of the fact that motives for fairness are subserved 
by emotional impulses that must be regulated to act in an economically normative manner. 

However, in a study that had subjects play an ultimatum game while temporarily disrupting activity in the right DLPFC, an area of the 
brain implicated in the cognitive control of impulse, subjects actually accepted unfair offers more often (Knoch et.al. 2006). This finding runs 



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 39) / 901

counter to the prediction of the previous story, since if control is required to regulate the impulse to reject unfair offers, disruption should 
decrease rather than increase acceptances. Instead, this evidence is taken to be indicative of the fact that people are driven by selfish impulses 
that must be controlled to act according to social and cultural fairness norms.

Together, these neural data are suggestive of two competing psychological accounts. In particular, each view proposes a relationship 
between an impulse and a controlled motive. In one view, there exists an emotional impulse for fairness that must be controlled to act in 
rational self-interest. In the opposing view, there exists a selfish impulse that must be controlled to act in line with fairness norms. Since the 
relationship between neural activity and the corresponding psychological constructs remains somewhat tenuous, existing data are not conclu-
sive about either view. Fortunately though, there are established behavioral methods of manipulating these constructs.

Theories of self-regulation provide behavioral predictions regarding the way in which controlled motives versus impulsive motives 
may present. In specific, the strength model of self-control posits that there exists a common and depletable self-regulatory resource that is 
required to overcome impulses and that can be drained in the short run through any self-regulatory act (Baumeister, Vohs, Tice 2007). For 
example, simply controlling one’s emotions during a dramatic video can reduce scores on the seemingly unrelated task of gripping a handgrip 
as long as possible (Muraven, Tice, Baumeister 1998). Thus, after ego-depletion we should expect to see increases in rejections of unfair of-
fers in an ultimatum game if the fair-impulse view is accurate and decreases in rejections if the selfish-impulse view is accurate.

ExPERIMENTAL DESIGN
A series of 4 studies were conducted, each involving an ego-depletion manipulation and incentive compatible play in well-explored eco-

nomic games. Studies 1a-c observe altruistic and reciprocal behavior in the dictator game and ultimatum game, and Study 2 observes behavior 
in taxation games that allow a number of particular fairness concerns, including efficiency, to be distinguished.

Study 1: Depletion three-ways
In Study 1a, subjects were depleted with a forced choice task that required some subjects to choose carrots rather than cookies. If in the 

undepleted condition, subjects were instead forced to choose cookies over carrots. Subjects then participated in a dictator game and responded 
to offers in an ultimatum game. Study 1b appropriates the vicarious depletion findings from Ackerman et al (2009) and Study 1c applies a 
typing task manipulation previously used in Muraven et al (2006). The results of these manipulations are similar to those reported below.

The findings indicate that depleted individuals exhibit a diminished concern for altruism than their undepleted counterparts, giving on 
average $2.56 vs. $3.72 (t(50)=2.08, p=0.0428) in the dictator game. Selfish offers of $0 increased dramatically under depletion, from 7% to 
43% (t(50)=3.38, p<0.01). In addition, it is also found that depleted individuals exhibit a diminished concern for reciprocal fairness relative 
to their undepleted counterparts, only rejecting unfair $1 offers 42% of the time compared to the more normal value of 68% exhibited by 
undepleted subjects (for $1 offers t(50)=1.87, p=0.06; for $2 offers 33% vs. 58%, t(50)=1.72, p=0.09; similar logit results). 

Study 2: Taxation games
In Study 2, subjects were depleted with a typing task manipulation similar to that used in Study 1c and subsequently played the 4 taxa-

tion games in Engelmann and Strobel (2004). Findings indicate that preference for efficient allocations decreases under depletion, choosing 
the efficient option 18.9% of the time under depletion versus 40.7% (t(89)=-2.23, p=0.028).

IMPLICATIONS
Concern for fairness constitutes an important driver of consumer behavior. However, the current findings suggest that the tendency to 

rely on fairness motives depends crucially on the extent to which the consumer is able to overcome impulses in the particular situation. If 
for example a person were overloaded with stimuli or decisions, we would expect them to be less willing to donate to charitable causes but 
more willing to pay unfair prices for goods. The findings also suggest that resisting a steak for a salad would have an effect of reducing tips 
for the waiter or waitress.
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