
Just rewards

Study of children challenges
economists’ notions of rational
behavior

S C I E N C E  &  T E C H N O LO GY

Katherine McAuliffe
and Peter Blake are
exploring children's
concepts of fairness
and rewards. “We were
able to show that
8-year-olds have a
general sense of
fairness and are willing
to make large
sacrifices to enforce it
with other children,”
said Blake.
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A least for our younger selves, the desire for

equity often trumps the urge to maximize rewards.

“We were able to show that 8-year-olds have a general

sense of fairness and are willing to make large sacrifices

to enforce it with other children,” said Peter Blake, a

postdoctoral researcher at Harvard’s Program for

Evolutionary Dynamics who co-authored the study with

Katherine McAuliffe, a doctoral student at the

University’s Department of Human Evolutionary

Biology. “Children younger than 8 are more

self-interested, yet they’re still willing to deny

themselves rewards in order to prevent a transaction

that’s unfair to them.”

The study, which was conducted under the auspices of

Harvard’s Laboratory for Developmental Studies and

appears in the August 2011 issue of the journal Cognition,

explores a fundamental principle of economics, namely

that humans do all they can — within the bounds of

utility and constraints on resources — to maximize the

satisfaction they get from consumption. According to

this line of thinking, equity is more or less irrelevant to

economic decision-making. People make choices based

on whether a given transaction will leave them better off

than they were before, not whether it will leave them as

well off as their neighbor, or even the party with which

they do business.

To test these assumptions — and to explore the

development of economic decision-making among

children — Blake and McAuliffe created the Inequity

Game, an activity that allows children to accept or reject

an unequal offer, both when it is advantageous to them

and when it is not.
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A far-reaching gift to the arts Gene therapy was a ‘last shot’
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A far-reaching
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