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Abstract

We examine differences in trust and trustworthiness across age groups by running a trust game

experiment with current students and alumni of a large Austrian university. We find linear age

effects, in that older adults are more trusting and more trustworthy than younger participants. We

detect no gender effect in terms of trustingness, but observe that females are more trustworthy

than males.
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1 Introduction

Trust and Trustworthiness are important elements of a society’s cohesion and productiveness. As many

countries are facing an ageing population, an important question that has not been yet conclusively

answered is the relationship of age and trust over the life span. In this paper, we provide new evidence

in this regard.

In experimental economics, the Trust Game (originally proposed by Berg et al., 1995) has been

used as a behavioral measure of trust and trustworthiness. Two players are endowed with a fixed

amount of money. The ‘trustor’ can keep her money or ‘invest’ an amount x, which is then tripled by

the experimenter. The ‘trustee’ receives the tripled amount, and decides how much of the money to

return to the ‘trustor’.

There is a small but growing literature that has utilized the trust game to study the development of

trust with age.1 Trust seems to develop in early years of childhood and adolescence (Evans et al., 2013;

Harbaugh et al., 2003; Sutter and Kocher, 2007). For adult life, results are mixed. In a representative

survey of the German population, Fehr et al. (2003) only find a difference for people above 65 who

send less than other age groups, while Sutter and Kocher (2007) and Naef et al. (2008) find no age

effects with respect to trustingness within adult populations, and Holm and Nystedt (2005), Holm

and Danielson (2005), and Bailey et al. (2015) observe that older people were more trusting. For

their representative sample of the Dutch population, Bellemare and Kröger (2007) report an inverted

U-shape relationship of age and sending amounts, with a peak at about age 37.

For trustworthiness, Naef et al. (2008) and Ermisch et al. (2009) find no age effect, while Fehr et

al. (2003), Sutter and Kocher (2007), and Bailey et al. (2015) report higher return amounts of old

people (aged 65 and above) compared to younger people. Bellemare and Kröger (2007) here find a

non-linear U-shaped effect of age on trustworthiness, with a minimum point at an age of 37.

Our study contributes to this literature on the development of social preferences over the life span.

We conduct a newspaper/online trust game experiment with a subject pool of university alumni and

students. We find a positive effect of age on both trust and trustworthiness, and cannot detect any non-

linearity in these effects. We also test for gender effects and find females to behave more trustworthy

than men but similar in terms of trustingness.

2 Experimental Design and Procedures

We conducted a trust game experiment with readers of the ‘Alumni news’ of the Vienna University of

Economics and Business, a quarterly magazine sent out to about 41,000 alumni of the university. On

half a page in the November 2017 issue, we provided a description as well as a visual representation

of the trust game (see Figure 3 in the online appendix). In addition, we also invited current students

at the university via e-mails to participate in the experiment. Thus, our total sample consists of

1Kocher (2015) provides a more comprehensive review of the literature.
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former and current students of the Vienna University of Business and Economics, and therefore is

more educated and likely wealthier than the general Austrian population.

In the trust game, both players were endowed with high stake sizes of ¤300. Participants were

asked for their decisions in both roles, as trustor and as trustee. As a trustor, they stated how much

of their ¤300 they would like to send to the trustee. The amount was tripled on the way. In the

role of trustee, participants indicated what percent of the amount received by the trustor they return.

To ease understanding, the decision form asked for the trustee’s decision first and for the trustor’s

decision second. After the experimental choices we also asked for participants’ gender, age and their

profession.

Participants could either cut out the relevant part of the newspaper and send their answers via

snail mail, or participate in the experiment online (at www.wu-experiment.at). The experiment was

online from 29 November to 31 December 2017. Two out of all participants were randomly drawn and

paid out according to their decisions in the game.

3 Results

3.1 Trust

In total, 322 people participated in the experiment, 136 readers of the WU Alumni News (only 5

sent the newspaper cut-out, all others participated online) and 186 WU students from the mailing

list.2 As trustors, participants were free to send any amount between ¤0 and ¤300. The dark grey

bars in Figure 1 shows the percent (out of the ¤300) sent as trustor, split by age group.3 Table 1

shows results from Tobit regressions of percentage of ¤300 sent on age and gender. Models (1) and

(2) are estimated with both subject pools (students and alumni) combined, and we include a dummy

for the subject pool. Models (3) and (4) are estimated with the more age-diverse alumni pool only.

We find a significant linear effect of age on amount sent. For every year of age, the average amount

sent increases by about ¤2, and the effect is similar when we use participants from the Alumni pool

only. Models (2) and (4) include a quadratic age term to allow for potential non-linearity, in which

case however both age coefficients become insignificant. We find no gender differences in behavior as

trustor. Participants from the student pool sent on average 12% less than Alumni News readers.4

3.2 Trustworthiness

For return decisions, we asked participants for the percentage of the received (tripled) amount they

return to the trustor, in steps of 10% from 0% to 100%. The light grey bars in Figure 1 show the

average percent returned as trustee, split by age group. As trustees get older, we observe a consistent

2Table 3 in the Appendix shows descriptive statistics for the two separate samples.
3We do not have sufficient observations to further split the age group above 50.
4Including occupation dummies in the regression models does not affect the other results and does not yield interesting

insights (for send as well as for return decisions). We observe a similar positive age effect when considering the proportion
of participants who sent the full amount of ¤300. Table 4 in the Appendix shows results of respective Probit regressions.
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FIGURE 1: Average percent of ¤300 sent as trustor (dark grey)
and average percent returned as trustee (light grey), split by age group
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TABLE 1: Tobit regressions of percentage of EUR 300 sent as trustor

All participants Alumni only
Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (4)

Constant 41.76*** 41.60* 37.02** 11.49
(10.30) (22.52) (12.16) (29.01)

Age 0.63** 0.64 0.72** 2.06
(0.22) (1.08) (0.24) (1.39)

Age2 -0.00 -0.02
(0.01) (0.02)

Female 0.60 0.60 3.06 2.23
(3.98) (4.01) (6.57) (6.67)

WU Students pool -12.03** -12.01**
(5.68) (6.26)

LogLikelihood -1515.5 -1515.5 -644.8 -644.4
N 322 322 136 136

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. *, **, and *** indicate significance at the 10%,
5%, and 1% levels, respectively.
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TABLE 2: Tobit regressions of percentage returned as trustee

All participants Alumni only
Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (4)

Constant 34.11*** 56.63*** 27.45*** 36.71*
-6.39 -15.05 -7.39 -20.19

Age 0.40** -0.82 0.52** 0.03
(0.15) (0.75) (0.17) (1.00)

Age2 0.02 0.01
(0.01) (0.01)

Female 6.29** 6.52** 11.13** 11.43**
(2.76) (2.75) (4.42) (4.45)

WU Students pool -2.94 -5.50
(3.61) (3.92)

LogLikelihood -1402.7 -1401.4 -587.0 -586.9
N 322 322 136 136

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. *, **, and *** indicate significance at the 10%,
5%, and 1% levels, respectively.

incline in percent returned, though less steep than for trustingness.5 Table 2 displays results of Tobit

regressions of percent returned as trustee on age, gender and a subject pool dummy. Again we find

a positive linear age effect; for every year of age, the percent returned increases on average by 0.4%.

Once again, there is no evidence that the age effect would be non-linear (Models 2 and 4). There is

no significant difference between the two subject pools, and we do find a substantial gender effect.

4 Conclusion

We conduct an experimental online/newspaper study of the canonical trust game with current and

former students of an Austrian university. We find generally linear and positive effects of age on both

trustingness and trustworthiness. In addition, we find that females behave more trustworthy but are

not more trusting.

A positive relationship between trust and age has been observed in children. For adults, the existing

literature has reported mixed evidence. Our results strengthen the case for a positive relationship

(both in terms of trustingness and trustworthiness) also during adulthood. Contrary to Bellemare

and Kröger (2007), we find no evidence for non-linearities in the effect of age on trust until an age of

about 50. However, due to lack of observations above 50 years of age, we cannot make conclusions

about potential non-linearities at a higher age, in particular a trend change towards less trust or

trustworthiness. This is left for further research.

5The individual percentages of money sent and money returned are highly correlated (r=0.52, p=0.000).
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Online Appendix

A Additional figures and tables

FIGURE 2: The experiment as presented in the WU Alumni News, in German
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TABLE 3: Socio-demographics of the sample

Alumni Students

Age
Mean 39.19 23.37
SD 12.81 4.41
Median 37 23
Min 18 18
Max 75 59

Female 39% 64%
Occupation

Student 9% 87%
Employee 44% 8%
Manager 20% 2%
Company owner/Entrepreneur 12% 1%
Teacher / Researcher 7% 1%
No or other work 8% 2%

N 136 186
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FIGURE 3: Distribution of amount sent by trustors
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FIGURE 4: Distribution of percentage returned by trustees
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TABLE 4: Results of Probit regressions of the likelihood
to send the full amount (¤300) in the role of trustor

All participants Alumni only
Model (1) Model (2) Model (3) Model (4)

Age 0.005** 0.005 0.007** 0.025
(0.002) (0.014) (0.003) (0.019)

Age2 0.000 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Female -0.043 -0.043 -0.093 -0.104
(0.049) (0.049) (0.086) (0.086)

WU Students pool -0.189** -0.190**
(0.060) (0.065)

N 322 322 136 136

Notes: The table reports average marginal effects (dy/dx). Standard errors in paren-
theses. *, **, and *** indicate significance at the 10%, 5%, and 1% levels, respectively.
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