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Questions about social behavior appeal to both biologists and economists. The aim of this 
workshop was to combine the different approaches and explore the relation between the 
evolution of social norms in primates as well as in humans.  
The workshop was part of the research project “The Simultaneous Evolution of Social 
Behavior and Social Institutions”. Financial support was given by CREED, IBED, Tinbergen 
Institute Amsterdam/Rotterdam, and the Dutch Organization for Scientific Research (NWO). 
 
Martijn Egas, a population biologist from the University of Amsterdam, presented joint work 
with Arno Riedl on an experiment with punishment in public goods. The opportunity to 
punish co-players can enhance cooperation, as was shown by Fehr and Gaechter (2002). In an 
online experiment with hundreds of players, Egas and Riedl varied the costs and effectiveness 
of punishing shirkers, to investigate the effects on the level of cooperation. They report that 
when punishment costs increase and/or punishing effectiveness decreases, the level of 
cooperation remarkably decreases. Apparently, punishing is not a sheer altruistic deed, but 
people take into account their own losses when punishing.  
 
Simon Gächter, professor in Microeconomics at experimental economist at the University of 
St. Gallen, took a different perspective on punishment. He wondered whether, and if so, 
which emotions play a role in punishment decisions. From self-reports he concluded that 
cooperation brought about positive emotions, whereas punishment was correlated with anger 
and irritation. In general, people show anger towards persons that contribute less than the 
average, and punish accordingly. A most surprising finding however was that in Russia, 
people who contributed exceptionally much to a public good were bound to be punished as 
well. Gächter concluded that emotions act as a proximate mechanism for punishment, a 
statement that was challenged by the biologists participating in the workshop: how can one 
ever be sure that emotions are a mechanism, instead of just the additional effects of yet 
another mechanism? 
 
The third speaker of the workshop was Frans de Waal, professor in Primatology at Emory 
State University. He showed videos of elegantly designed experiments with capuchin 
monkeys, in which he elicited their willingness to cooperate and to reward the other’s 
altruistic behavior. Two monkeys, eager to get a heavy box with food closer to their cage, had 
to coordinate on pulling bars. The food was placed clearly visibly on one side of the box, as 
to reward only one monkey. De Waal observed that the lucky monkey shared the food with 
the helper in ninety percent of the successful trials. However, he was reluctant to explain this 
behavior as calculated reciprocity; rather, he used the term ‘attitudinal reciprocity’, in which 
the emotional state of the other is mirrored.  
 
In respond, an economist brought up the lack of anonymity in primate experiments. De Waal 
explained that experiments with strangers are doomed to fail: the monkeys are too busy 
fighting. From the discussion it became clear that although the norms for what counts as 
proper evidence and terminology are far from being completely crystallized yet, the 
cooperation between biologists and economists is growing rapidly. 
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