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Abstract: A popular empirical technique to measure norms uses coordination games to elicit 

what subjects in an experiment consider appropriate behavior in a given situation (Krupka and 

Weber, 2013). The Krupka-Weber method works under the assumption that subjects use their 

normative expectations to solve the coordination game. However, subjects might use alternative 

focal points to coordinate, in which case the method may deliver distorted measurements of the 

social norm. We test the vulnerability of the Krupka-Weber method to the presence of alternative 

salient focal points. We find that the method is robust as long as there are clear normative 

expectations about what constitutes appropriate behavior. In settings where there is a less clear 

consensus about the social norm, the method is more vulnerable. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The notion of “norms” is increasingly used in economics to explain a variety of behavioral 

phenomena (e.g., Gächter et al., 2013; Krupka and Weber, 2013; Reuben and Riedl, 2013; Butler 

et al., 2016; Kimbrough and Vostroknutov, 2016; Bursztyn et al., 2018). A defining characteristic 

of social norms is that they embody shared expectations about which actions are appropriate or 

inappropriate in a particular situation (Ostrom, 2000; Bicchieri, 2006; Schram and Charness, 

2015; Fehr and Schurtenberger, 2018; d’Adda et al., 2019).
1
 This feature of social norms has 

been exploited in empirical research to design experiments with incentive-compatible 

mechanisms to elicit norms. In these experiments subjects receive incentives to guess other 

people’s expectations about the social acceptability of various behaviors in a given situation. 

These second-order beliefs reveal subjects’ perception of the shared normative expectations (and 

hence the social norm) that prevail in that situation. 

One such elicitation mechanism has been proposed by Krupka and Weber (2013). Their 

method has quickly gained popularity in the discipline: first released as a working paper in 2008, 

the study has already received nearly 500 citations, along a path of exponential growth (Figure 1). 

The Krupka-Weber technique has been used to explain a large series of phenomena, such as 

reciprocity (Gächter et al., 2013; Nikiforakis et al., 2014), fair sharing (Gächter et al., 2017), 

promise keeping (Krupka et al., 2017), lying (d’Adda et al., 2017), ethical conduct of financial 

advisers (Burks and Krupka, 2012), corruption (Banerjee, 2016), discrimination (Barr et al., 

2018), and gendered occupational choices (Gangadharan et al., 2016). 

In the Krupka-Weber task, subjects are described a situation where a decision-maker can 

choose among several actions. Subjects rate each action according to its “social appropriateness” 

and receive a monetary reward if they rate the actions in the same way as most other participants 

in the task. The incentive structure transforms the task into a pure coordination game where 

participants have to tacitly coordinate with others in the way they rate actions. If subjects use 

their shared normative expectations to coordinate in the task, then their ratings will indirectly 

reveal the social norm that prevails in the situation they are asked to evaluate.  

However, the coordination game that subjects play in the Krupka-Weber task has multiple 

equilibria, all yielding the same payoff to all players. Subjects may in principle coordinate on any 

                                           
1
 See Bicchieri (2006) for a discussion of the differences between social norms, moral norms and personal norms.  
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rating for a specific action, and not necessarily on the rating that is consistent with their 

normative expectations. Thus, the Krupka-Weber mechanism delivers an accurate measurement 

of norms only under the assumption that the saliency of normative expectations as a coordination 

device dominates the saliency of any other coordination device that subjects may consider to 

solve the coordination game. In this paper, we propose an empirical test of this assumption. 

Figure 1 – Cumulative citations of Krupka and Weber (2013), 2009-2019 

 
Note: Sourced from Google Scholar (27 May 2020, current citation 

count = 492). The Figure only displays citations between 2009 and 2019. 

The logic of our test is as follows. We construct a version of the Krupka-Weber procedure 

where we deliberately introduce an extraneous salient feature of the task that subjects can use as 

a coordination device in alternative to their normative expectations. We compare the ratings that 

subjects select in this modified task to those elicited in the standard Krupka-Weber task in order 

to assess the distortions caused by the presence of alternative focal points that are unrelated to 

normative expectations.  

We introduce the alternative focal point by attaching visual labels (smileys or frowny faces) 

to the social appropriateness ratings that subjects use in the Krupka-Weber task. We vary the size 

of one of the smileys to make it stand out compared to the others (see Table 1). In two pilot 

experiments, we test the saliency of the visual labels by checking whether: (i) the oversized 

smiley is recognized as an "oddity", i.e. an element that stands out relative to others, and (ii) the 

oddity creates a focal point in a pure coordination game where subjects have to choose the same 

visual label as most other participants. We find that a vast majority of subjects recognize the 
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oversized smiley as an oddity and that around 80% choose it to coordinate with others in the 

coordination game. The pilot results confirm that our visual labels constitute a salient focal point. 

We then conduct a norm-elicitation experiment using the Krupka-Weber task. In a baseline 

treatment, we use the standard version of the task, without visual labels. In two treatments we 

introduce the visual labels (either with or without an oversized smiley). In all treatments we elicit 

the norm of giving in a standard dictator game. We collect data from a large sample (N = 773) in 

order to have sufficient power to detect small effects. 

We chose the dictator game for two reasons. First, several previous experiments have 

elicited norms in this game (Krupka and Weber, 2013; Erkut et al., 2015; Kimbrough and 

Vostroknutov, 2016; 2018; Chang et al., 2019), providing a clear benchmark for the normative 

expectations that prevail in this setting. Second, we know from these experiments that an 

interesting feature of the norm of giving in dictator games is that, while subjects seem to have 

clear normative expectations about the social appropriateness of giving little to the recipient (a 

large majority of people find it unacceptable), there is much less consensus on the 

appropriateness of overgenerous actions that leave more than the equal split to the recipient. This 

is useful because it allows us to test, in the context of the same game, the robustness of the 

Krupka-Weber method both in a situation where there are clear normative expectations about the 

behavior being evaluated and in one where normative expectations are more heterogeneous. The 

saliency of normative expectations in the Krupka-Weber task may be stronger in the former case 

than in the latter, which may have implications for how vulnerable the method is to the presence 

of alternative focal points. 

We find that the Krupka-Weber method is broadly robust to the presence of alternative 

focal points. Dictator game actions are rated similarly across our three treatments. There is, 

however, a key distinction between actions that are regulated by a clear norm (giving less or 

equal to the equal split) and actions for which there is a less clear consensus about whether they 

are socially appropriate or inappropriate (giving more than the equal split). In the former case, 

despite the high power of our tests to detect small treatment effects, we see no distortion in the 

measurement of normative expectations across our treatments. In the latter case, we find instead a 

small distortion: a significantly larger proportion of subjects seem to use the alternative focal 

point to coordinate in the tasks with visual labels compared to the standard Krupka-Weber task. 
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Our paper contributes to the literature on the empirical measurement of social norms. We 

show that, if a clear social norm exists in a particular situation, then the Krupka-Weber method 

can reliably elicit it. However, if there is a lack of consensus about what people view as socially 

appropriate, the method is more vulnerable to measurement distortions that are caused by its 

incentive structure: instead of their normative expectations, subjects may use alternative focal 

points that are available in the task to coordinate. Our recommendation to researchers using the 

Krupka-Weber method is to be cautious in drawing inferences from situations where normative 

expectations are divergent. Additional robustness checks may be needed in these cases in order to 

exclude that alternative focal points have confounded the elicitation of normative expectations. 

More broadly, our paper also contributes to the literature on focal points in coordination 

games. Label-salient focal points have been shown to be very effective solutions to coordination 

problems (e.g., Mehta et al., 1994a; Mehta et al., 1994b; Bacharach and Bernasconi, 1997), 

especially when coordination yields symmetric payoffs to all players (Crawford et al., 2008). We 

compare the coordination power of a label-salient focal point with that of normative expectations 

in a pure coordination game that is framed as a norm-elicitation task (the Krupka-Weber task). 

We show that normative expectations dominate the alternative label-salient focal point. Our 

results illustrate the power of social norms to coordinate beliefs and actions in social situations. 

2. EXPERIMENTS 

We ran three different types of experiments. In our main experiment, we used the Krupka-Weber 

technique (Krupka and Weber, 2013) to elicit social norms in a dictator game. In the standard 

Krupka-Weber elicitation task, subjects are asked to evaluate the social appropriateness of the 

actions available to the dictator. Subjects use a 4-point scale to rate actions: very inappropriate; 

somewhat inappropriate; somewhat appropriate; or very appropriate. In the main experiment, we 

will compare the standard version of the Krupka-Weber task with two modified versions of the 

task where we associate visual labels to the 4 appropriateness ratings available to the subjects. 

Before the main experiment, we conducted two pilot experiments to choose to optimal way to 

display these visual labels and calibrate the design of the main experiment. In this section, we 

first describe the design and results of the pilot experiments. We next describe the design of the 

main experiment. We report the results of the main experiment in the next section. 
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2.1 Pilot experiments: Design 

The visual labels we used in our study are the 4 smiley faces that are often used in surveys and 

public spaces (e.g. airports) to collect feedback on users' satisfaction levels (Table 1). In the main 

experiment, we associate each smiley to an item of the 4-point scale in the Krupka-Weber task. 

Our aim is to use the visual labels to introduce an additional focal point in the Krupka-Weber 

task that subjects may use as an alternative to normative expectations to coordinate in the norm-

elicitation experiment. This will allow us to test the robustness of the Krupka-Weber method 

when alternative focal points are available to subjects.   

For our test to work, however, it is crucial that the visual labels introduce a salient focal 

point in the coordination game, so that subjects may be tempted to use the labels, instead of 

normative expectations, to coordinate in the Krupka-Weber task. We conjectured that the visual 

labels may introduce a salient focal point if one of the 4 smiley faces would somehow "stand out" 

relative to the others. We therefore designed various versions of the labels, where we gradually 

increased the size of one of the 4 smileys to make it stand out (see Table 1). We designed two 

pilot experiments to test the extent to which the different versions of the visual labels succeeded 

in creating a salient focal point. Inspired by Bacharach and Bernasconi (1997), we measure the 

saliency of a focal point by eliciting (i) subjects' propensity to notice an object as an "oddity" that 

stands out relative to the other objects available, and (ii) subjects' propensity to use the oddity to 

solve an actual pure matching coordination game (see also Mehta et al., 1994a; Mehta et al., 

1994b; Bardsley et al., 2010; Hargreaves Heap et al., 2014; Charness and Sontuoso, 2019). 

In our first pilot experiment, we recruited 251 participants on Amazon Mechanical Turk 

(AMT) and randomly showed them 1 out of the 5 possible versions of the 4 smiley faces 

displayed in Table 1.
2
 In a first treatment (T1), all 4 objects had the same size (80 pixels). In the 

other four treatments the size of the right-most object (the dark green smiley) was increased to 85 

pixels (T2), 90 pixels (T3), 95 pixels (T4), and 100 pixels (T5). Each subject was assigned to one 

treatment only. In all treatments, we asked subjects to indicate which of the four objects, in their 

opinion, "stood out the most". The question was unincentivized (subjects received a $0.50 fixed 

fee as reward for participating). After subjects had expressed their opinion, the experiment ended 

                                           
2
 All experiments were programmed using the software LIONESS (Giamattei et al., 2019). 
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with a short questionnaire collecting basic demographic information and free-form comments 

about the task. 

Our second pilot experiment uses the same five treatments displayed in Table 1, but in the 

context of a pure coordination game. We recruited from AMT another 252 subjects (who had not 

participated in the first pilot) and randomly assigned them to 1 of the 5 treatments. Subjects were 

asked to choose one of the 4 smiley faces, knowing that if they chose the same smiley face as 

most other participants, they would be paid $2 (in addition to a $0.50 fixed participation fee); if 

they did not choose the most frequently-chosen smiley face, they were only paid the fixed 

participation fee.
3
 This incentive system mimics the incentivization that is commonly used in the 

Krupka-Weber method and that we will also use in the main experiment (see section 2.3). 

Subjects made their choice only once and then the experiment ended with the same brief 

questionnaire as in the first pilot. 

2.2 Pilot experiments: Results 

Table 1 shows the results of the two pilot experiments. In the first row below each treatment, we 

report the percentage of subjects from the first pilot who indicated that a particular object "stands 

out the most". When the four objects have all the same size (T1), the two end-point objects are 

those that stand out the most, particularly the left-most, dark red smiley (42% indicated it stands 

out). In the other four treatments, as the size of the right-most smiley increases, an increasingly 

larger share of subjects recognizes the oversized object as an oddity. The percentage of subjects 

selecting the dark green smiley exceeds 80% in T4 and T5. A series of Fisher’s exact tests 

indicate that the distribution of responses in T4 and T5 is significantly different than in T1, T2 

and T3 (all p ≤ 0.030).
4
 These results indicate that a difference of 15 pixels is sufficient to lead a 

large majority of subjects to recognize the oversized object as an oddity. 

                                           
3
 In the instructions we explicitly told subjects that the other participants they were trying to coordinate with were 

other AMT workers from the US who were completing the same task, using the same decision screen as the subject. 

See Appendix A in the Online Supplemental Materials (OSM) for the instructions used in the study. 
4
 We find no difference between T4 and T5 (p = 0.489), or between T1 and T2 (p = 0.253). We find significant 

differences between T3 and both T1 and T2 (p = 0.012 in either case). Throughout the paper we report p-values 

corrected for multiple comparisons using the Benjamini and Hochberg (1995) false discovery rate procedure. In the 

case of the two pilot experiments, we correct for the fact that there are 10 possible bilateral comparisons between the 

5 treatments.  
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Table 1 - Pilot experiments: Results 

Treatments     

T1 (80px) 

    
% saying the object "stands out" 

(N=50) 
42% 14% 12% 32% 

% selecting the object in 

coordination game (N=50) 
2% 2% 18% 78% 

T2 (85px) 

    
% saying the object "stands out" 

(N=50) 
42% 4% 8% 46% 

% selecting the object in 

coordination game (N=52) 
2% 2% 27% 69% 

T3 (90px) 

    
% saying the object "stands out" 

(N=50) 
14% 16% 8% 62% 

% selecting the object in 

coordination game (N=51) 
0% 6% 16% 78% 

T4 (95px) 

   
 

% saying the object "stands out" 

(N=50) 
12% 2% 2% 84% 

% selecting the object in 

coordination game (N=50) 
0% 2% 10% 88% 

T5 (100px) 

   
 

% thinking the object "stands out" 

(N=51) 
10% 0% 8% 82% 

% selecting the object in 

coordination game (N=49) 
0% 0% 20% 80% 
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The second row below each treatment shows the percentage of subjects who chose a 

specific object in the coordination game. The right-most smiley is chosen very frequently already 

in T1, where all 4 objects have the same size (78% of subjects chose it). Free-form comments 

collected in the post-experimental questionnaire suggest that this is partly because subjects 

associate the happy face of the object with the monetary reward at stake in the game and they 

believe that this makes it a natural choice to coordinate with the co-players. Increasing the size of 

the dark green smiley by 15 pixels or more (T4 and T5) increases the rate of subjects who choose 

it in the coordination game to above 80%, although the differences relative to the other 

treatments are insignificant (Fisher’s exact tests, p ≥ 0.430). 

Overall, the two pilots indicate that the smiley labels can successfully create a focal point 

of coordination, especially when one of the smileys is oversized relative to the others. Among the 

versions we tested, those in T4 or T5 with an oversized object of 95 or 100 pixels, introduce 

particularly salient focal points: more than 80% of subjects recognize the oversized object as an 

oddity that is clearly different from the others, and more than 80% of subjects choose the oddity 

in an actual coordination game.  

In our main experiment, described in the next sub-section, we will use the visual labels of 

T1 and T4 to introduce an alternative, salient focal point in the Krupka-Weber norm-elicitation 

task. The two treatments differ in the “strength” of the alternative focal point: the results of the 

pilots indicate that the saliency of the dark green smiley is higher in T4 since in this treatment the 

oversized object was selected by the highest share of subjects in both pilots. In contrast, in T1 

subjects did not recognize the object as an oddity, although they used it to solve the coordination 

game of the second pilot. 

2.3 Main Experiment 

In the main experiment, we used the Krupka-Weber method to measure social norms in a 

standard dictator game where the dictator allocates $10 between themselves and a passive 

recipient. We chose to focus on the dictator game because the norms that pertain this game have 

already been measured in several experiments across multiple subject pools, yielding a broadly 

consistent picture of what people believe to be appropriate behavior in this setting (Krupka and 

Weber, 2013; Erkut et al., 2015; Kimbrough and Vostroknutov, 2016; 2018; Chang et al., 2019). 

In previous experiments, the most appropriate action is for the dictator to split equally the 
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endowment. Actions that leave the recipient with less than half of the endowment are generally 

viewed as less appropriate, and giving nothing to the recipient is most inappropriate. Actions that 

leave the recipient with more than half of the endowment are generally viewed as appropriate.  

However, there is an important distinction between actions that lie on either side of the 

equal split. While there is typically a strong consensus that giving less than the equal split is 

inappropriate (a clear majority rate these actions this way), there is considerably more 

heterogeneity in regards to actions that leave recipients with more than the equal split. That is, 

while people seem to recognize the existence of a clear norm that stigmatizes dictators for 

keeping more than half of the endowment, it is less clear that there is a shared understanding of 

how to evaluate overgenerous actions. This is useful for our purposes because in the context of 

the same game we can assess the robustness of the Krupka-Weber technique both when there are 

clear shared expectations about how to evaluate actions (in which case we would expect 

normative expectations to constitute a salient focal point), and when normative expectations are 

more heterogeneous (in which case they may not constitute a salient focal point). Thus, our 

results will be informative about the potential distortions that may occur when a researcher is 

trying to measure normative judgments in settings where a clear norm exists and in settings 

where it does not. 

Our experiment consists of three treatments. In the baseline condition (KW), we implement 

the standard Krupka-Weber method to elicit social norms. We recruited 261 AMT workers form 

the US and described them a dictator game where the dictator can divide $10 between themselves 

and an anonymous recipient in increments of $1. We asked them to imagine that dictator and 

recipient were both US subjects recruited on AMT. For each of the 11 possible divisions of the 

$10, subjects indicated whether they thought the allocation was "very socially inappropriate", 

"somewhat socially inappropriate", "somewhat socially appropriate", or "very socially 

appropriate". Subjects were told that "socially appropriate" means "behavior that you think most 

people would agree it is the correct thing to". Subjects were paid based on how they rated the 11 

actions they had to evaluate. At the end of the experiment, we randomly selected one of the 11 

actions and compared a subject's evaluation of that action with the way that most other 

participants had evaluated the same action (we told subjects that these other participants were 

also AMT workers recruited in the US). If their evaluation matched that of most other 
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participants, subjects were paid an additional $2 on top of their $0.50 fixed participation fee; 

otherwise they were only paid the participation fee. After the evaluation of the 11 actions, 

subjects completed a short questionnaire collecting basic demographic information and free-form 

comments on the task, and this concluded the experiment. 

In the other two treatments, we asked subjects to evaluate the same 11-action dictator game, 

keeping instructions and procedures identical to the baseline condition. The only difference was 

that we associated each item of the appropriateness scale with a smiley face: "frowny" faces for 

inappropriate ratings and "smiley" faces for appropriate ratings (Figure 2). In a first treatment 

(SMILE-80px), we used 4 smiley faces all of the same size (80 pixels, this corresponds to 

treatment T1 in the pilot experiments). In the second treatment (SMILE-95px), we used the 

smiley faces of T4 in the pilot experiments, where the dark green smiley was 95 pixels in size, 

while the other three smileys were 80 pixels.  

Figure 2 - Appropriateness scale used in SMILE-80px 

    

Very socially 

inappropriate 

Somewhat socially 

Inappropriate 

Somewhat socially 

appropriate 

Very socially 

appropriate 

As discussed in section 2.2, in SIMILE-95px both measures of saliency (propensity to 

recognize the oversized object as an oddity and propensity to choose it in a coordination game) 

are aligned, while in SIMILE-80px the two measures are not aligned: while most subjects chose 

the dark green smiley in the coordination game, only 32% thought that it "stands out" relative to 

the other objects. We can therefore use the two treatments to test the robustness of the Krupka-

Weber method to the inclusion of alternative focal point that are more (SIMILE-95px) or less 

(SIMILE-80px) salient.  

We recruited 258 AMT workers for the SIMILE-80px treatment and another 254 workers 

for the SIMILE-95px treatment. Thus, the total sample size of the main experiment is of 773 

AMT workers. Each subject participated in one treatment only. The sample size was determined 

before running the experiment using power analysis in order to be able to detect effects of size 
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0.25 or larger (Cohen's d) with 80% power and α = 0.05, based on a two-tailed Mann-Whitney 

rank-sum test. This is an important feature of our experiment since it allows us to perform tests 

that have sufficient power to detect even small distortions in the Krupka-Weber ratings. 

3. RESULTS OF THE MAIN EXPERIMENT 

Following the literature, we assign evenly-spaced numeric values to the four appropriateness 

ratings: -1 to "very socially inappropriate", -0.33 to "somewhat socially inappropriate", +0.33 to 

"somewhat socially appropriate" and +1 to "very socially appropriate". Figure 3 shows, for each 

treatment, the average rating of the 11 actions in the dictator game. Table 2 shows the 

distribution of ratings across the three treatments. 

In all treatments, the most appropriate action is to share the $10 equally with the recipient; 

the least appropriate action is to give $0 to the recipient. Leaving less than $4 to the recipient is 

considered inappropriate, while giving more than the equal split is generally viewed as 

appropriate. However, there is weaker consensus about how to rate these overgenerous actions, 

as we can see from our standard replication of the Krupka-Weber method (KW treatment). These 

results are fully in line with the findings of previous experiments that elicited norms in the 

dictator game. 

Generally, actions are rated similarly across the three treatments. Figure 3 shows that the 

differences between treatments emerge more markedly for actions that leave the recipient with 

more than $5. These actions are evaluated as relatively more appropriate in the two treatments 

with visual labels (SMILE-80px and SMILE-95px) than in the KW baseline. Actions that leave 

the recipient with $5 or less are rated instead very similarly across all treatments.  

We test for treatment differences in two ways. First, we use Mann-Whitney rank-sum tests 

to compare, for each of the 11 actions, the distributions of ratings between the KW baseline 

condition and each of the two treatments with visual labels. Second, we test the more specific 

hypothesis that the treatments with visual labels generated a larger share of "very socially 

appropriate" ratings compared to the KW baseline - since this was the rating associated with the 

salient smiley face. For this second test we use Fisher's exact tests. Because we perform a total of 

44 tests (11 actions compared between KW and each of the two treatments using two types of 

tests), the p-values reported below are corrected for multiple comparisons using the false 



12 

 

discovery rate procedure. We use a type I error rate of 5% as the threshold for statistical 

significance. 

Figure 3 - Mean appropriateness ratings 

 

Table 2 - Distribution of appropriateness ratings 

Amount 

given 

KW (N=261) SMILE-80px (N=258) SMILE-95px (N=254) 

-1 -0.33 +0.33 +1 -1 -0.33 +0.33 +1 -1 -0.33 +0.33 +1 

0 62 23 10 4 73 14 10 3 65 21 9 5 

1 54 31 9 6 59 26 10 5 50 32 14 4 

2 38 42 13 7 40 42 15 4 34 45 15 6 

3 14 56 23 7 12 59 22 7 12 58 23 7 

4 2 29 56 14 0 31 57 12 2 28 59 12 

5 0 0 13 86 0 1 18 81 0 2 17 80 

6 1 9 34 56 1 7 34 58 2 6 36 57 

7 5 20 35 40 3 17 26 54 4 19 28 49 

8 13 22 27 38 13 20 13 54 13 20 14 53 

9 23 18 22 37 23 10 14 52 20 15 15 49 

10 34 11 18 37 28 9 10 53 23 9 15 52 

Note: Each cell shows the percentage of subject selecting a specific appropriateness rating for a given action (amount 

given in the dictator game). The grey shaded cells indicate the modal response for each given action -1 = very 

socially inappropriate; -0.33 = somewhat socially inappropriate; +0.33 = somewhat socially appropriate; +1 = very 

socially appropriate.  
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Starting with Mann-Whitney rank-sum tests, we only find significant differences between 

the KW baseline and the treatments in four cases. When the dictator gives $7 or $9 to the 

recipient we find significant differences between KW and SMILE-80px (p = 0.012 for $7; p = 

0.046 for $9). Moreover, when the dictator gives $10 to the recipient we find significant 

differences between KW and both SMILE-80px and SMILE-95px (p = 0.017 and p = 0.006, 

respectively). In all other cases, the differences are not significant at the 5% level. 

The results of the Fisher's exact tests are similar. We find significant differences between 

KW and either of the two treatments whenever the dictator gives $8 or more to the recipient (all p 

≤ 0.006). We also find a significant difference between KW and SMILE-80px when the dictator 

gives $7 (p = 0.006). In all these cases, Table 2 shows that the share of subjects who select the 

rating "very socially appropriate" for the action increases by at least 12 percentage points in the 

treatments compared to the KW baseline. In all other cases, the differences in the share of the 

"very socially appropriate" rating are much smaller and statistically insignificant. 

4. DISCUSSION & CONCLUSIONS 

Our paper contributes to the empirical literature on the measurement of social norms. The 

popular method to elicit norms introduced by Krupka and Weber (2013) suffers from a 

theoretical weakness. The method elicits social norms using a coordination game where subjects 

are incentivized to evaluate behavior in the same way as most other subjects. Because the 

instructions for the task are heavily framed in the language of social norms, it is plausible that 

subjects may use normative expectations (i.e. their beliefs about what others think is socially 

appropriate) as a coordination device to match other participants' evaluations. However, in 

principle, subjects may use any other salient feature of the task to coordinate, in which case the 

elicitation technique will return a distorted measurement of the social norm. Our contribution is 

to propose an empirical test of the vulnerability of the Krupka-Weber technique to the presence 

of focal points that are not related to the norm. 

Our results are clear. In settings where there are convergent normative expectations about 

what is appropriate or inappropriate behavior, the Krupka-Weber method is robust to the 

presence of alternative salient focal points. In the dictator game we studied in our experiment, 

there is a clear consensus about how to evaluate actions that leave the recipient with an equal 
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split of money or less. A large majority of participants find the equal split very appropriate, while 

most participants think that giving the recipient less than the equal split is inappropriate. This is 

true in our experiment as well as in previous studies eliciting norms in the dictator game (Krupka 

and Weber, 2013; Erkut et al., 2015; Kimbrough and Vostroknutov, 2016; 2018; Chang et al., 

2019). For these actions, we find that the presence of an alternative focal point that is salient and 

is disconnected from the norm has no discernible effect on the measurement of norms. In 

interpreting this finding, we emphasize that our study is highly powered (we can detect effects of 

size d = 0.25 or larger with 80% power), and so this null result is not due to lack of power to 

detect small effects. Rather, we interpret the null result as an indication that, when there are clear 

normative prescriptions about the behavior under evaluation, subjects use predominantly these 

prescriptions to solve the coordination game that is inherent to the Krupka-Weber task. This is 

good news for researchers that intend to use the Krupka-Weber method in their empirical 

research: if a clear norm exists for the behavior that a researcher aims to study, the Krupka-

Weber elicitation task is likely to measure it accurately. 

However, our experiment also shows that the Krupka-Weber task is more vulnerable to the 

presence of alternative focal points in settings where the social norm is less clear. In the dictator 

game, actions that leave the recipient with more than half of the amount to be divided are on 

average evaluated as appropriate, but there is considerable dispersion in subjects' evaluations, 

with many subjects rating those actions as socially inappropriate. This is a common finding in the 

literature on social norms in dictator games. In our experiment, we find that the norm 

measurements for these actions are distorted when we introduce an alternative focal point that is 

disconnected from the norm. This is less good news for researchers that use the Krupka-Weber 

method to elicit norms: if there is no clear norm in the situation being evaluated, the Krupka-

Weber measurements may be influenced by extraneous but salient focal points that the researcher 

may inadvertently introduce in the coordination game (e.g., the way the rating scale is displayed 

on a computer screen; the labels used for the ratings; etc.).  

This result warrants caution in interpreting normative evaluations that are dispersed and 

lack consensus.
5
 In these situations, researchers may want to probe the robustness of the 

                                           
5
 In theory, the presence of alternative focal points may confound the elicitation of norms without resulting in 

dispersed ratings, for instance if the alternative focal point is sufficiently strong to sway a large majority of subjects 
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elicitation method. One possibility would be to use alternative norm elicitation methods that do 

not rely on coordination games to elicit social norms, such as for instance the sequential 

elicitation method used by Bicchieri et al. (2019). Alternatively, researchers could use the design 

we proposed in our study as a diagnostic tool to gauge the reliability of the appropriateness 

judgments elicited with the Krupka-Weber method. The measurements could be repeated using 

the smiley labels as a robustness check. If the elicited judgments genuinely reflect underlying 

normative expectations, the inclusion of the smiley labels in the task should only affect responses 

minimally. Substantial changes in responses should be taken as an indication that clear normative 

expectations may not exist in the situation under consideration.  

The overall conclusion from our study is that the Krupka-Weber elicitation procedure 

appears to be a reliable method to elicit social norms in situations where there is a clear 

consensus about what constitutes appropriate or inappropriate behavior. The method may 

however be less reliable for situations where there is ambiguity about how to evaluate behavior. 

Our recommendation is that researchers are cautious in drawing inferences from the Krupka-

Weber measurements when there is evidence that normative judgments are heterogeneous and no 

clear consensus emerges about what constitutes appropriate behavior.  

At a more general level, our paper also contributes to the literature exploring the 

determinants of behavior in coordination problems. Several papers have shown that players often 

use payoff-irrelevant features of the decision problem to select a "focal" equilibrium, such as the 

labels attached to individual strategies, the spatial positioning of the objects of choice, or 

information about players' identity (e.g., Mehta et al., 1994a; Mehta et al., 1994b; Bacharach and 

Bernasconi, 1997; Holm, 2000; Crawford et al., 2008; Parravano and Poulsen, 2015; Isoni et al., 

2013; 2019; Sitzia and Zheng, 2019; He and Wu, 2020). Moreover, scholars have argued that 

expectations about conventional ways to solve a coordination problem can also constitute salient 

focal points, and so can normative expectations about how players ought to behave (Schelling, 

1960; Lewis, 1969; Sugden, 1986; Guala and Mittone, 2010). In our experiment, we expose 

players to two different types of focal points - one stemming from the way strategies are labeled 

and the other from normative expectations. By pitting the two focal points against one another, 

                                                                                                                                        
to use it as a coordination device in the Krupka-Weber task. Empirically, we do not think that this is very plausible 

given that in our experiment we still observe dispersion in the Krupka-Weber ratings for the overgenerous actions 

even when we introduce very strong alternative focal points in the task.  
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we can examine the relative strength of these alternative cues for coordination. We find that 

normative expectations dominate labeling cues in our decision task. 

This result may reflect the strong framing on instructions in the Krupka-Weber task, where 

the notions of norms and social appropriateness are pervasive. Yet, studies have shown that 

merely alerting individuals to the existence of a rule, or subtly reminding them about a norm, can 

trigger substantial behavioral compliance (Krupka and Weber, 2009; Kimbrough and 

Vostroknutov, 2016; Gächter et al., 2020). Taken together, these results illustrate the power of 

norms to coordinate human behavior.  
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APPENDIX A – Experimental Instructions 

This appendix contains the instructions displayed to subjects on their computer screens in the 

three experiments. For the two pilot experiments, we report the instructions used in T1. The other 

treatments only differed in the size of the right-most visual label, as shown in Table 1 in the main 

text. For the main experiment we indicate which parts of the instructions differed across 

treatments. 

 

Pilot experiment one – T1 

 

#1 Welcome screen 

Welcome 
Thank you for participating in our HIT.  

Including the time for reading these instructions, the HIT will take about 2 minutes to complete.  

 

During the HIT, please do not close this window or leave the HIT's web pages in any other way.  

If you do close your browser or leave the HIT, you will not be able to re-enter and we will not be able to pay you! 

 

For participating you will earn a guaranteed fee of $0.50. 

You will receive a code to collect your payment via MTurk upon completion. 

 

#2 Instructions 

Instructions 

In the next screen we will show you four objects. We ask you to choose the one that in your opinion stands out the 

most.  

You will receive $0.50 for answering this question, irrespective of your answer. 

 

#3 Decision screen 

Please select the object that in your opinion stands out the most 
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Pilot experiment two –T1 

 

#1 Welcome screen 

Welcome 
Thank you for participating in our HIT.  

Including the time for reading these instructions, the HIT will take about 2 minutes to complete.  

 

During the HIT, please do not close this window or leave the HIT's web pages in any other way.  

If you do close your browser or leave the HIT, you will not be able to re-enter and we will not be able to pay you! 

On top of your guaranteed participation fee of $0.50, you can earn a bonus of $2.00 dependent on your responses 

and the responses of other participants in this HIT. 

You will receive a code to collect your payment via MTurk upon completion. 

#2 Instructions 

Instructions 
In this HIT you will have to choose one of these four objects. 

 

                  

After this HIT has expired we will look at the choices of the other MTurkers  

who also participated in this HIT using exactly the same screen as you. 

 

Your choice will be compared with that of these MTurkers. 

(as this HIT is restricted to the USA, the other MTurk participants will also be from the USA). 

 

If the object you chose is the same as the object chosen most frequently by the other MTurkers,  

you will receive a bonus of $2.00 for this HIT (on top of your participation fee of $0.50). 

Otherwise, you only receive your participation fee of $0.50.  

 

#3 Decision screen 

Please choose one of the objects below 

 

                
Remember: in order to earn the bonus you need to choose the same object as most other MTurkers who participate in 

this HIT.  

The other MTurkers will complete the task using exactly the same screen as yourself. 
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Main experiment – KW, SMILE-80px and SMILE-95px 

 

#1 Welcome screen [all treatments] 

Welcome 
Thank you for participating in our HIT.  

Including the time for reading these instructions, the HIT will take about 7 minutes to complete.  

 

During the HIT, please do not close this window or leave the HIT's web pages in any other way.  

If you do close your browser or leave the HIT, you will not be able to re-enter and we will not be able to pay you! 

On top of your guaranteed participation fee of $0.50, you can earn a bonus of $2.00 dependent on your responses 

and the responses of other participants in this HIT. 

You will receive a code to collect your payment via MTurk upon completion. 

 

#2 Instructions 1/3 [all treatments] 

Instructions 1/3 
This HIT will ask how socially appropriate certain behavior is.  

By socially appropriate, we mean behavior that you think most people would agree is the "correct" thing to do. 

Another way to think about what we mean is that if someone were to behave in a socially inappropriate way,  

then other people might be angry at them. 

 

#3 Instructions 2/3 [all treatments] 

Instructions 2/3 
You will receive a description of a situation in which a person must decide how to act.  

This person is another MTurker from the USA taking part in a HIT. We refer to this person as "Person A". 

You will be given a description of various possible actions Person A can choose to take. 

After you receive the description of the situation, you will be asked to evaluate each of the various possible 

actions Person A can choose to take. 

You must indicate, for each of the possible actions, whether taking that action would be "socially appropriate" or 

"socially inappropriate".  

By socially appropriate, we mean behavior that you think most other MTurkers from the USA would agree is the 

"correct" thing to do. 

In each of your responses, we would like you to answer as truthfully as possible, 

based on your opinions of what constitutes socially appropriate or socially inappropriate behaviour. 
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#3a Instructions 3/3 [KW] 

Instructions 3/3 
You will next be given the description of the situation where Person A has to choose how to act.  

In that situation, Person A can take 11 possible actions. 

After you read the description of the situation, you must consider each possible action and evaluate how socially 

appropriate that action is. 

You will evaluate each action using the following 4-point scale: 

 

You will make evaluations for 11 actions in total. 

Your bonus payment depends on how you evaluate these actions. 

This works as follows: 

After this HIT has expired we will look at the evaluations of the other MTurker who also participated in this HIT 

and evaluated the possible actions of Person A using exactly the same scale shown above. 

The computer will then randomly select one of the 11 actions. 

Your evaluation of this action will be compared with that of the other MTurkers 

(as this HIT is restricted to the USA, the other MTurk participants will also be from the USA). 

If your evaluation is the same as the evaluation made most frequently by the other MTurkers, 

you will receive a bonus of $2.00 for this HIT (on top of your participation fee of $0.50). 

Otherwise, you only receive your participation fee of $0.50.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Very Socially 

Inappropriate 

 Somewhat Socially 

Inappropriate 

 Somewhat Socially 

Appropriate 

 Very Socially 

Appropriate 
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#3b Instructions 3/3 [SMILE-80px] 

Instructions 3/3 
You will next be given the description of the situation where Person A has to choose how to act.  

In that situation, Person A can take 11 possible actions. 

After you read the description of the situation, you must consider each possible action and evaluate how socially 

appropriate that action is. 

You will evaluate each action using the following 4-point scale: 

 

 

You will make evaluations for 11 actions in total. 

Your bonus payment depends on how you evaluate these actions. 

This works as follows: 

After this HIT has expired we will look at the evaluations of the other MTurker who also participated in this HIT 

and evaluated the possible actions of Person A using exactly the same scale shown above. 

The computer will then randomly select one of the 11 actions. 

Your evaluation of this action will be compared with that of the other MTurkers 

(as this HIT is restricted to the USA, the other MTurk participants will also be from the USA). 

If your evaluation is the same as the evaluation made most frequently by the other MTurkers, 

you will receive a bonus of $2.00 for this HIT (on top of your participation fee of $0.50). 

Otherwise, you only receive your participation fee of $0.50.   
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Inappropriate 

 

 

Somewhat Socially 

Appropriate 

 

 

Very Socially 
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#3b Instructions 3/3 [SMILE-95px] 

Instructions 3/3 
You will next be given the description of the situation where Person A has to choose how to act.  

In that situation, Person A can take 11 possible actions. 

After you read the description of the situation, you must consider each possible action and evaluate how socially 

appropriate that action is. 

You will evaluate each action using the following 4-point scale: 

 

 

You will make evaluations for 11 actions in total. 

Your bonus payment depends on how you evaluate these actions. 

This works as follows: 

After this HIT has expired we will look at the evaluations of the other MTurker who also participated in this HIT 

and evaluated the possible actions of Person A using exactly the same scale shown above. 

The computer will then randomly select one of the 11 actions. 

Your evaluation of this action will be compared with that of the other MTurkers 

(as this HIT is restricted to the USA, the other MTurk participants will also be from the USA). 

If your evaluation is the same as the evaluation made most frequently by the other MTurkers, 

you will receive a bonus of $2.00 for this HIT (on top of your participation fee of $0.50). 

Otherwise, you only receive your participation fee of $0.50.   
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 Somewhat Socially 
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#4 Situation [all treatments] 

The situation 
This is the situation that you will evaluate. 

Person A is taking part in one of our HITs where he/she can earn money.  

Person A receives the following instructions for the HIT (in italics). 

Person A's instructions 

In this HIT, you are matched with another MTurker, whom we will call Person B.  

You are endowed with $10 and Person B is endowed with $0. 

Your task is to allocate the $10 dollars you are endowed with between you and Person B. 

You can decide to allocate $10 any way you like in $1 increments. You can allocate all $10 to yourself and $0 to 

Person B; you can allocate some part of money to yourself and some to Person B, or you can allocate $0 to yourself 

and all $10 to Person B. 

Your decision determines how much you and Person B will earn. If you decide to allocate $X to yourself and $(10-X) 

to Person B, you will earn $X and Person B will earn $(10-X). 

After making your decision, Person B will be informed of the choice made. 

 

#5 Action Intro [all treatments] 

Evaluate Person A's possible actions 
In the next screens you will find the 11 actions Person A can take to split the $10 between him/herself and Person B.  

Please indicate for each action how socially appropriate you think the action is. 

Remember: in order to earn the bonus you need to evaluate the actions in the same way as most other MTurkers who 

participate in this HIT. 

The other MTurkers will evaluate the actions using exactly the same scale as yourself, as you see it on your screen. 
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#5a Decision Screen (GIVE 0) [KW] 

Evaluate Person A's possible actions (1/11) 

Person A allocates $10 to him/herself and $0 to Person B. 

Please indicate how socially appropriate you think this action is. 

 

 
 

Remember: in order to earn the bonus you need to evaluate the action in the same way as most other MTurkers who 

participate in this HIT. 

The other MTurkers will evaluate the action using exactly the same scale as yourself, as you see it on your screen. 

 

 

 

#5b Decision Screen (GIVE 0) [SMILE-80px] 

Evaluate Person A's possible actions (1/11) 

Person A allocates $10 to him/herself and $0 to Person B. 

Please indicate how socially appropriate you think this action is. 

 

 
 

Remember: in order to earn the bonus you need to evaluate the action in the same way as most other MTurkers who 

participate in this HIT. 

The other MTurkers will evaluate the action using exactly the same scale as yourself, as you see it on your screen. 
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 Somewhat Socially 
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 Very Socially 

Appropriate 
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Very Socially 

Appropriate 

 



10 

 

#5c Decision Screen (GIVE 0) [SMILE-95px] 

Evaluate Person A's possible actions (1/11) 

Person A allocates $10 to him/herself and $0 to Person B. 

Please indicate how socially appropriate you think this action is. 

 

 
 

Remember: in order to earn the bonus you need to evaluate the action in the same way as most other MTurkers who 

participate in this HIT. 

The other MTurkers will evaluate the action using exactly the same scale as yourself, as you see it on your screen. 

 

 

#6a Decision Screen (GIVE 1) [KW] 

Evaluate Person A's possible actions (2/11) 

Person A allocates $9 to him/herself and $1 to Person B. 

Please indicate how socially appropriate you think this action is. 

 

 
 

Remember: in order to earn the bonus you need to evaluate the action in the same way as most other MTurkers who 

participate in this HIT. 

The other MTurkers will evaluate the action using exactly the same scale as yourself, as you see it on your screen. 
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#6b Decision Screen (GIVE 1) [SMILE-80px] 

Evaluate Person A's possible actions (2/11) 

Person A allocates $9 to him/herself and $1 to Person B. 

Please indicate how socially appropriate you think this action is. 

 

 
 

Remember: in order to earn the bonus you need to evaluate the action in the same way as most other MTurkers who 

participate in this HIT. 

The other MTurkers will evaluate the action using exactly the same scale as yourself, as you see it on your screen. 

 

 

#6c Decision Screen (GIVE 1) [SMILE-95px] 

Evaluate Person A's possible actions (2/11) 

Person A allocates $9 to him/herself and $1 to Person B. 

Please indicate how socially appropriate you think this action is. 

 

 
 

Remember: in order to earn the bonus you need to evaluate the action in the same way as most other MTurkers who 

participate in this HIT. 

The other MTurkers will evaluate the action using exactly the same scale as yourself, as you see it on your screen. 

 

 

(The other 9 decision screens are similar, only varying the amount allocated to person B) 
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