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What is Confucianism?

• Philosophy, Culture 
or Religion?
– What about Islam?

• Taught in middle 
school as part of 
Chinese literature
– Like “The Republic”

• Need to pass exams 
on this to become 
government officials 
(for 1000+ years)
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Why Should We Care About This?

• Max Weber: Protestant spirit pro-capitalism
– Confucianism/Hinduism stalls capitalism

• Liang (AEJ-macro, 2010): 
– Leader-follower model with lower discount rates and 

imitation cost but higher innovation cost @ East Asia

– Calibrate to quantify effect on long-term growth

• Factors that affect Macroeconomic Growth:
➢Risk Preferences (risk/loss aversion)

➢Time Preferences (present bias/discount rate)

➢Social Capital (trust/trustworthiness)
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Risk Aversion and Loss Aversion

• Induce Risk Aversion and Loss Aversion

– “One who understands destiny will not stand 
beneath a tottering wall.” (Mencius)

–君子不立危牆之下 (孟子)

➢Collectivism: Emphasize role within society 
and relationship to others

➢Risk-taking challenges group’s interest

➢Incurring loss threatens group’s harmony
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Time Discounting and Present Bias

• More Patient, less Present Bias

– “Impatience over trivial things may ruin important 
pursuits,” (Analects)

–小不忍則亂大謀(論語)

– “If a man takes no thought about what is distant, 
he will find sorrow near at hand.”

–人無遠慮，必有近憂。(論語)
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Trustworthiness and Trust

• Trustworthiness more important than Trust

– “I do not know how a man without truthfulness is 
to get on.” 

– “I daily examine myself on three points:—whether, 
in transacting business for others, I may have 
been not faithful;—whether, in interaction with 
friends, I may have been not been trustworthy;—
whether I may have not mastered and practiced 
the instructions of my teacher.”  

➢More trusting if others are more trustworthy
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(人而無信，不知其可也, Analects)

(吾日三省吾身...)  
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Research Question

• How does Confucianism affect individual 
decision making?

➢Risk Preferences (risk/loss aversion)

➢Induce Risk Aversion and Loss Aversion

➢Time Preferences (present bias/discount rate)

➢More Patient, less Present Bias

➢Social Preferences (trust/trustworthiness)

➢Trustworthiness more important than Trust
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Experimental Procedure

• Recruit students from 

– National Taiwan University (NTU) (top university)

– Peking University (PKU) (top university)

• Randomly assign into 

– Treatment (Confucius prime)

– Control (Neutral prime)

• Between-subject design

• 19 sessions
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PKU NTU Total

Confucius 95 93 188

Neutral 90 102 192

Total 185 195 380
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Experimental Procedure

1. Priming task 

– Correcting errors and re-writing six sentences, 
either taken from the Analect/Mencius (Confucius 
prime) or from other texts (neutral)

2. 17 binary lottery tasks (risk/loss aversion)

3. 10 convex time budget (CTB) questions 
(time discounting and present bias)

4. Trust game (trust/trustworthy)

5. Other error-correcting task and questionnaire
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Priming Task: Confucius Prime
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I want to write about those family stores that have 
been in circulation for years
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Priming Task: Neutral
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1. Priming task 

– Correcting errors and re-writing six sentences, 
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prime) or from other texts (neutral)
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Risk Preferences (Holt-Laury Task)
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Loss Aversion (Similar to Tanaka et al., 2010)
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1. Priming task 

– Correcting errors and re-writing six sentences, 
either taken from the Analect/Mencius (Confucius 
prime) or from other texts (neutral)

2. 17 binary lottery tasks (risk/loss aversion)

3. 10 convex time budget (CTB) questions 
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Time Preferences (CTB)
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Time Preferences (CTB)

2/27/2024 Joseph Tao-yi Wang Confucianism and Preferences

4 Weeks

4 Weeks

6 Weeks

Bonus =
0.5-2.5%
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1. Priming task 

– Correcting errors and re-writing six sentences, 
either taken from the Analect/Mencius (Confucius 
prime) or from other texts (neutral)

2. 17 binary lottery tasks (risk/loss aversion)

3. 10 convex time budget (CTB) questions 
(time discounting and present bias)

4. Trust game (social capital – trust)
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Social Preferences (Trust Game - Investor)
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1. Priming task 

– Correcting errors and re-writing six sentences, 
either taken from the Analect/Mencius (Confucius 
prime) or from other texts (neutral)

2. 17 binary lottery tasks (risk/loss aversion)

3. 10 convex time budget (CTB) questions 
(time discounting and present bias)

4. Trust game (social capital – trustworthy)
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Social Preferences (Trust Game - Trustee)
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2. 17 binary lottery tasks (risk/loss aversion)
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Risk Preferences: Risk Aversion
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Figure 2: Cumulative Distribution of Low-Loss Choices in Lottery Game II
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Risk Preferences: Loss Aversion
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Social Preferences: Trust
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Centralize?
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Trustworthiness
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More Trustworthy
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Time Preferences
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Risk/Loss and Trustworthy/Trust
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     parental edu, grad student, age, gender, 
upbringing, science/eng major, PKU student
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Risk/Loss and Trustworthy/Trust
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Less risk-averse, less loss averse
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Discount Rates and Present Bias

2/27/2024 Joseph Tao-yi Wang Confucianism and Preferences

More impatient

Less present-biased
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Experimental Results

• After priming Confucianism…

• Chinese (PKU) subjects became 

– more risk-loving, less loss averse, more impatient

• Taiwanese (NTU) subjects became 

– less present-biased and mildly more trustworthy

• Very different, so we did a validation check 
surveying a new set of 389 students
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• Rank these four belief systems: 
– (1) most agree … (4) least agree

1. Rationalism, 

2. Confucianism, 

3. Eastern Religion (Buddhism, Taoism), 

4. Western Religion (Christianity, etc.)

• How much do you agree with each system?
– (1) least agree … (10) most agree
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• When primed Confucianism, 

• Chinese (PKU) subjects ranked it 
significantly lower and disagreed more

• Taiwanese (NTU) subjects mildly improved 
ranking of Confucianism and agreed more

• Elites in China and Taiwan react differently 
to Confucianism! 
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VARIABLES Female Age

Graduate

 Student

Father's 

Education

Mother's 

Education

Conservative

 Upbringing STEM Major

Confucius Prime -0.033 0.402 0.109 -0.02 0.02 -0.153 -0.052

(0.058) (0.814) (0.139) (0.195) (0.175) (0.120) (0.083)

Constant 0.441*** 21.04*** 0.235*** 3.238*** 2.882*** 2.804*** 0.324***

(0.0397) (0.450) (0.0734) (0.0863) (0.114) (0.0737) (0.0468)

Observations 195 195 195 193 194 195 194

R-squared 0.001 0.008 0.014 0.000 0.000 0.011 0.003

VARIABLES Female Age

Graduate

 Student

Father's 

Education

Mother's 

Education

Conservative

 Upbringing STEM Major

Confucius Prime -0.038 0.115 0.027 -0.011 0.063 -0.230 -0.049

(0.059) (0.467) (0.115) (0.232) (0.167) (0.130) (0.041)

Constant 0.522*** 22.42*** 0.489*** 2.800*** 2.411*** 2.900*** 0.460***

(0.0236) (0.263) (0.0423) (0.164) (0.0714) (0.0761) (0.0726)

Observations 185 185 185 185 185 184 182

R-squared 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.000 0.001 0.018 0.002

Table 5: Randomization Check

Note: Confucius Prime is a dummy for subjects receiving Confucian-salient primes.  Randomization checks are 

separated by schoool.  Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Dependent variables 

are subjects' characteristics. Conservative upbringing is the answer to question "Did your parents emphasize 

traditional values (such as Confucianism) at home? 1= certainly not, .. 4 = certainly yes." We use the standard 

definition of Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) fields.

Panel A: National Taiwan University

Panel B: Peking University

Motivation

Experimental Design

Experimental Results

Validation Test

Discussion

• Are students “special”? No—we specifically 
care about the elite, not the illiterate public…

• Are other characteristics causing this?
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Conclusion: Persistent Historical Influence?
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The End
– Any Question?
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