
Social Divisions and Interpersonal 

Transfers in India 

A field-lab experiment amongst slum populations in Chennai 

 

Thomas BOSSUROY (University of Cape Town, South Africa) 

thomas.bossuroy@gmail.com 

Joel SELWAY (Brigham Young University, USA) 

joelselway@gmail.com 

 

Paper prepared for the OECD conference “Social Cohesion and Development” 

Paris, Jan. 20-21, 2011 

 

PRELIMINARY 

 

 

Are socially divided communities less likely to set up arrangements based on trust and 

reciprocity, such as interpersonal financial transfers and public goods provision?  A 

lab experiment involving 350 randomly selected participants from slum neighborhoods 

in Chennai, India, tests the effect of several dimensions of social identity on 

participants’ distributional choices.  We find that, when considered separately, 

religion, neighborhood of residence and level of education have no effect on the 

cohesiveness of participants and their distributional choices, but that shared caste (jati) 

identity significantly increases the likelihood of interpersonal transfers.  However, we 

find that the caste preference effect diminishes when offerers are aware of recipients’ 

other bases of social identity.  Indeed, offerers do not exhibit a caste preference to 

members of their own jati when they do not share religious, educational and 

neighborhood identities.   These findings provide strong evidence for the theory that 

cross-cutting cleavages reduce caste identities.  Not only can cross-cutting religious 

identities serve to diminish the salience of caste, but even education levels and 

residential patterns can induce social cohesion amongst individuals from different 

castes. 

 



1. Introduction 

 

Social divisions as barriers to development 

 

re ethnically divided societies less likely to set up arrangements based on trust and 

reciprocity, such as interpersonal financial transfers and public goods provision?  A 

common reply in the affirmative is that individuals exhibit preferences toward 

members of their own ethnic group.  Lind (2007), for example, explicitly includes the utility 

of co-ethnics in a model of redistribution.  Other mechanisms in addition to group-based 

preferences include diminished feelings of trust in a community (Alesina and La Ferrara 

2000), greater difficulty in communication (Hardin 1995; Habyarimana et al. 2007; Wacziarg 

and Spolaore 2009), failure to provide sanctions for freeriders (Ostrom 1990; Greif 1993; 

Habyarimana et al. 2007), or increased diversity of preferences over public goods (Alesina 

and Spolaore 1997; Alesina, Baqir, and Easterly 1999). 

 

Regardless of the exact mechanisms at work, ethnic divisions can lead to a reduction in the 

quality of governance due to an increase in the likelihood of a war of attrition over policy 

outcomes (Alesina and Drazen 1991), the number of independent bribe takers (Shleifer and 

Vishny 1993), and rent extraction (Easterly and Levine 1997), as well as a decrease in 

general institutional quality (Easterly, Ritzen, and Woolcock 2006).  As such, fewer public 

goods, such as education, health, infrastructure and other necessary policies, are provided 

(Easterly and Levine 1997; Alesina, Baqir, and Easterly 1999; Alesina et al. 2003; Alesina 

and LaFerrara 2005; Montalvo and Reynal-Querol 2003, 2005; La Porta et al. 1999; Kuijs 

2000; Keefer 2007; Addison and Rahman 2001; Tandon 2007; Desmet, Ortuño-Ortín, and 

Weber 2005; Selway 2009, 2011). There is also a large literature on social divisions and 

violence, which can also affect public goods outcomes.  

 

Ethnically-divided societies can also fail to overcome certain barriers to development at the 

local level.  As the literature on group lending in microfinance clearly demonstrates (Besley, 

Coate, and Loury 1993, 1994), a dense network of social connections and frequent 

interpersonal interactions allow individuals to better select creditworthy peers, monitor the 

use of funds and ability to repay, enforce repayment, and perhaps repay merely because of 

altruism (Banerjee, Besley, and Guinnane 1994). Indeed, a growing experimental literature 

A 



shows that social connections matter a lot for the success of financial arrangements (Karlan 

2005, 2007) and interpersonal financial transfers (Fershtman and Gneezy 2001). 

 

An emergent literature based on experimental games buttresses this extensive theoretical and 

quantitative literature regarding the relationship between social identity and public goods 

provision.  The experiments—based on games from microeconomic theory, such as the 

Ultimatum game and the one we used in the Chennai study, the Dictator game—require 

participants to engage in financial transactions and have been used since the mid 1980’s 

(Kahneman, Knetsch, and Thaler 1986).  In the succeeding 25 years, numerous variants of the 

experiments have been ran in all parts of the world, across numerous cultures, and controlling 

for numerous individual and group characteristics, such as gender (Eckel and Grossman 

1998; Saad and Gill 2001; Greig and Bohnet 2006), age, education, income, ethnicity 

(Fershtman and Gneezy 2001; Whitt and Wilson 2007; Habyarimana et al. 2007), and even 

partisanship (Fowler and Kam 2007). 

 

Cross-cutting cleavages 

 

Can ethnically-divided societies develop such social connections?  The literature on cross-

cutting cleavages suggests that societies in which ethnic groups share identity along some 

other dimension can reduce the salience of ethnicity.  This literature stretches back to 

sociologist Simmel in 1908 (Wolff 1950), finding further expression in the exploits of 

anthropologists in the first half of the 20
th

 century.  These anthropological studies provided 

rich descriptions regarding how the social order of primitive societies were held together by 

cross-cutting identities such as clans, fraternities and priesthoods (Kroeber 1917; Wagner 

1940; Evans-Pritchard 1940; Evans-Pritchard 1947; Gluckman 1954). 

 

Political scientists then picked up on the concept, developing theories relating to social order, 

political violence, voting behavior, political organization and democratic stability (Truman 

1951; Rae 1971; Rae and Taylor 1970; Lipset 1960; Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Rokkan 1967; 

Dahl 1956).  The primary underlying logic of these theories was that cross-cutting cleavages 

allowed differing coalitions to form around political issues.  These theories remained largely 

uncorroborated bar a few survey-based studies in the 1970’s (Budge and O'Leary 1971, 1972; 

Powell 1976). 

 



Recently, these theories have been revived, tested, and applied to new political phenomena.  

Several scholars have picked up on testing cross-cutting theory at the individual level taking 

advantage of the explosion of public opinion surveys worldwide (Mutz 2002, 2002; Tóka 

2003; Tóka and Gosselin 2008).  Others have constructed cross-national measures of cross-

cutting cleavages applying the theory to the provision of public goods, economic growth and 

civil war (Selway 2009, 2011, 2011; Selway and Gubler 2010). To date, there has been just 

one experiments-based test of the cross-cutting cleavages theory (Dunning and Harrison 

2010).  The authors take advantage of an informal institution called “cousinage” in Mali, an 

ethnically heterogeneous sub-Saharan African country, to explain the weak association 

between ethnicity and individual vote choice. 

  

Our study represents the first experimental test of cross-cutting theory as applied to 

interpersonal financial transfers.  It specifically tests whether preferences for caste mates are 

diminished by the cross-cutting of other cleavages.  Moreover, we are able to test how far 

some of the possible cross-cutting cleavages are able to diminish the strength of caste 

preferences.  

 

Given the numerous possible dimensions of ethnicity in India—ethno-linguistic, race, caste, 

and religion—our research first establishes which of these is most salient in Chennai, where 

the research site was located.  As several authors have noted in the past (Varshney 2000; 

Samraj 2009), we find that caste (jati) has the biggest effect on interpersonal financial 

transfers in Chennai.  However, this preference towards members of one’s own caste is 

diminished by other cross-cutting cleavages.  We find that religion has the largest effect when 

it cross-cuts caste. However, we also find evidence that level of education and neighborhood 

of residence diminish caste preference.  Individuals are less likely to target caste mates the 

fewer identities they share with them on other cleavages.  Indeed, if a caste mate shares no 

other identity, then financial transfers are not significantly higher than transfer to members of 

other castes. 

 

 

 

 

 



2. Description of the Experiment 

We administered two variants of the dictator game to 350 heads of households (or spouses 

thereof) randomly selected in slums and adjacent areas in Chennai, the fourth most populous 

city in India. The project took place in June and July 2010. 

 

During recruitment we first collected a range of basic information on the subjects, and built a 

representative database of participants.  Four hundred and ten individuals were recruited, of 

which 350 eventually participated in the experiment. The sample of individuals who 

eventually participated in the experiments is not significantly different from the recruited 

sample.  Table 1 in the appendix contains descriptive statistics of both samples.  

 

To promote a high turnout of recruited/surveyed participants we undertook an aggressive 

mobilization strategy. Prior to their scheduled day to participate in the experiment, 

individuals were reminded by phone of their appointment. Then, on their assigned day auto 

rickshaws chartered by the research team picked up participants. If they could not participate 

on their scheduled day, participants were given multiple other opportunities. As a further 

incentive for participation in the experiments, small gifts were given. Upon arrival subjects 

received a framed copy of the picture taken at their recruitment. Then, just before they left 

they were given their choice of bowl or tiffin lunch box as a final gift. 

 

The games described below were conducted at the Institute for Financial Management 

(IFMR), centrally located to the surveyed areas. The average time spent at the lab was 1.5 

hours. During this time participants played two variations of the dictator game and completed 

an exit survey.  Upon arrival, a proctor, assigned to each person explained the three games 

they would play in a staging area.  Importantly, it was explained to them that the individuals 

they would play with were participants like themselves and that they would actually receive 

any money given in the game: 

“All participants in this project will be playing the same game as you, making 

decisions about how to divide up money. You will likely appear on their screens a few 

times and have the chance to be awarded money. We are making a record of all these 

distributions and will mail you your total winnings at the end of the project.” 

 



Participants played fifteen rounds of the dictator game. In both variations they were invited to 

divide money between themselves and two other individuals randomly picked up from the 

participant database, whose picture and information they saw on the screen. We introduced 

random variation to the information subjects had about the other individuals. 

 

Two examples of this variation is given in Figures 1A and 1B.  In all cases, the dictator (the 

player making choices over how to distribute money) was displayed in the middle. Above 

and beneath her are two other boxes representing a player, a pink box and a yellow box.  This 

color also corresponded to the envelopes into which they would place money.  We introduced 

the following variations in the nature of information displayed in each of these three boxes: 

the participant (middle box) was either fully visible (information + picture) or fully 

anonymous. The players (upper and lower boxes) were either fully visible (information + 

picture), had only information without a picture, or only a picture with no explicit 

information.  In total, then, there were six types of screens that the dictator could see. 

 

FIGURE 1A. PARTICIPANT: VISIBLE – 

PLAYERS: INFORMATION ONLY 

FIGURE 1B. PARTICIPANT: ANONYMOUS – 

PLAYERS: VISIBLE 

 

 

Information that was displayed includes jati, caste category, education level and religion. 

Reported jati, or caste, were grouped into 25 independent groups (a table of these groupings 

can be found in the appendix). Likewise, similar religious sects were treated together. For 

example, Roman Catholics and Pentecostals were all referred to as Christians. Education 



level was either primary or less, middle/secondary, or higher. Caste category consisted of the 

five major government groups: Scheduled tribes (ST), Scheduled Castes (SC), Most 

Backward Castes (MBC), Backward Castes (BC) and General. 

 

All games were played in front of a computer with the help of a local proctor. An image of a 

typical workstation is included in the appendix. Foam barriers and a dividing sheet were 

situated between workstations to isolate participants from one another and help them feel 

confident that their decisions were private. 

 

At the beginning of each round the proctor read aloud the provided information about the 

participants on the screen so that this information was not disregarded and so that illiterate 

participants were not on a different standing.  Additionally, the player was informed whether 

or not her decision and identity would be known to other players, an important variation for 

exploring any reciprocity mechanism. Then, the proctor turned away, allowing the participant 

to distribute the money into one of three envelopes. The first envelope was their own. The 

other two envelopes were pink or yellow and corresponded to the color bordering the pictures 

and information of the two other individuals on the screen. 

 

In ten of the rounds, dictators were given 10, two-rupee coins to distribute.  Twenty rupees 

represents about half a days wage for most of the participants in our experiment.  The dictator 

was instructed that he/she could distribute the coins among him/herself and the two other 

participants on the screen in any way desired.  In the final five rounds, players were given 5, 

ten-rupee notes.  The dictators were specifically instructed that they could not keep or give 

both bills to the same individual.  The idea is to force the dictator to discriminate against one 

of the players, since most participants keep one of the bills. 

 

In the exit survey, we asked participants some basic questions to gauge their understanding of 

the dictator game they had just completed.  All respondents indicated that the rules had been 

explained to them properly.  92% indicated that they had no difficulty in playing the dictator 

game.  To further test participant understanding, we had them recall what type of information 

was provided.  Surveyors read aloud five pieces of information, only three of which were 

given.  93% correctly recalled that caste had been given, 81% that education had been given, 

and 77% that religion had been given.  Only 2% incorrectly recalled that nationality had been 

provided, but 44% incorrectly recalled that birth place had been given.  In addition, we asked 



if any other information had been given not already mentioned, and if so to specify.  Only 3% 

of individuals indicated something that had not been given, all of which were area of 

residence.  This indicates a fairly good understanding of the game. 

 

Description of the sample 

 

In total, we recruited 410 individuals, of whom 350 Of the 350 individuals who participated 

in the survey, we have data for 341.  The 9 missing individuals was due to three not 

completing an exit survey and six for whom a glitch in the experimental software erased their 

data on the first day of the experiment.  Of the 350 participants, 251 (73.6%) were female.  

The ages of participants ranged from 19 to 70, with the majority being in their thirties and 

just 36 (10.6%) aged fifty or older. 

 

All of our participants fell beneath the poverty line, as indicated by their holding a 

government ration card.  Just over half of the sample was out of work (unemployed or 

retired). The next most common occupations were in the domestic services (~10%) and 

construction (~5%).  However, there was a pretty even selection of education, about 1/3 each 

of “primary or less”, “some middle school”, and “secondary or higher.”  Nevertheless, no 

participants are from the General Class/Forward Castes; 237 (69.5%) are scheduled castes 

(SC), 103 30.2%) are backwards castes (BC) or most backwards castes (MBC).  Of the 237 

SC’s, 230 (67.4% of total sample) are adi dravidar (dalits) the lowest caste in India. 

 

The majority of participants, 320 (93.8%), were Tamil speakers.  Moreover, nearly all 

individuals were born in Tamil Nadu, 281 (82.4%) in Chennai.  Only eight individuals were 

born in another state.  As expected, most individuals were Hindu 256 (75.1%), but we had 

sixty Christians (17.6%) and twenty Muslims (20%). We also had a good selection of 

neighborhoods from around Chennai. 

 

About 47% of respondents indicated that they recognized at least one person on the screen in 

the dictator game.  19% said they recognized one person.  Another 12% said they recognized 

two people, 6% three people, 4% four people, 3% five people.  Only eight people said they 

recognized more than this.  The maximum number recognized was 11 people out of a 

possible 30. 

 



 TABLE I. DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS- RECRUITED AND PARTICIPANT SAMPLES 

 

 

  
Recruited  

sample 

Final 

sample 

  N % N % 

Gender     

Male 119 28.95% 90 26.39% 

Female 291 70.80% 251 73.61% 

Education     

Primary School or Less 124 30.17% 106 31.09% 

Middle School 147 35.77% 126 36.95% 

Secondary or More 139 33.82% 109 31.96% 

Caste Category     

SC 275 66.91% 237 69.50% 

BC 96 23.36% 76 22.29% 

MBC 37 9.00% 27 7.92% 

ST 1 0.24% 1 0.29% 

General 1 0.24% 0 0.00% 

Religion     

Hindu 306 74.45% 256 75.07% 

Christian  76 18.49% 60 17.60% 

Muslim 23 5.60% 20 5.87% 

Sowrastra 5 1.22% 5 1.47% 

Mother Tongue     

Tamil 384 93.43% 320 93.84% 

Telegu 11 2.68% 7 2.05% 

Hindi 1 0.24% 1 0.29% 

Malayalam  3 0.73% 3 0.88% 

Other 11 2.68% 10 2.93% 

Area     

Chetpet 38 9.25% 31 9.09% 

Chindadripet 70 17.03% 57 16.72% 

Choolaimedu 17 4.14% 14 4.11% 

Kodambakkam 31 7.54% 29 8.50% 

Nungambakkam 67 16.30% 52 15.25% 

Pudupet 39 9.49% 33 9.68% 

Teynampet 57 13.87% 54 15.84% 

Thousand lights 91 22.14% 71 20.82% 

Jati     

Adi Dravidar 242 58.88% 207 60.70% 

Agamudai Mudaliyar 1 0.24% 1 0.29% 

Ambalavar 1 0.24% 0 0.00% 



Anglo Indian 1 0.24% 1 0.29% 

Asari 3 0.73% 1 0.29% 

Baleeja Naidu 1 0.24% 1 0.29% 

chettiyar 1 0.24% 1 0.29% 

CSI 1 0.24% 1 0.29% 

Devar 2 0.49% 2 0.59% 

Gramini 2 0.49% 1 0.29% 

Harijan 11 2.68% 10 2.93% 

Kanaku Pillai 1 0.24% 1 0.29% 

Kathiri 5 1.22% 5 1.47% 

Kavundar 5 1.22% 3 0.88% 

Kavura Naidu 1 0.24% 0 0.00% 

Labbai 17 4.14% 15 4.40% 

Maravar 1 0.24% 1 0.29% 

Maruthuvar 1 0.24% 0 0.00% 

Moopanar 1 0.24% 0 0.00% 

Mudaliyar 9 2.19% 9 2.64% 

Muthaliyar 1 0.24% 0 0.00% 

Nadar 1 0.24% 0 0.00% 

Naidu 7 1.70% 4 1.17% 

Nayakar 15 3.65% 13 3.81% 

Nayar 1 0.24% 1 0.29% 

Occupation     

Unemployed/Retired 219 53.28% 196 57.48% 

Domestic/office services (housekeeper, 

watchman, cook, chaiwallah, laundry . . .) 
49 11.92% 35 10.26% 

Construction (mason, carpenter, electrician, 

painters. . .) 
26 6.33% 18 5.28% 

Transports (driver, courier, etc.) 20 4.87% 16 4.69% 

White collar (Office job in a private firm, 

lawyer, doctor) 
15 3.65% 13 3.81% 

Market/stall/petty vendor (fruit+veg, fish, 

snacks, non-food items. . .) 
12 2.92% 11 3.23% 

Business/Shop owner or shop clerk 13 3.16% 11 3.23% 

Scavenger/sweeper/sewage cleaner/scrap 

shops 
15 3.65% 11 3.23% 

Mechanic or manufacturing/factory work 

(vehicle/machine assembling and repairing, 

welding, lining works. . .) 

15 3.65% 12 3.52% 

Casual labor (loadmen, poster/banner fixing. . 

.) 
10 2.43% 8 2.35% 

Handicrafts (tailor, pottery, baskets leaf 

plates, cobbler . . .) 
8 1.95% 6 1.76% 

Government Official/Teacher/Nurse 2 0.49% 0 0.00% 

Other (private teacher/nurse/health 

practitioner, NGO worker) 
6 1.46% 4 1.17% 

TOTAL 410  341  

 



 

 

2. Results 
 

Individual Level of Generosity 

 

In this paper we present results just from the rounds using coins. There is large variance in 

the average amount given by an individual across the 10 rounds that she plays (see Figure 2 

below). Note that this variance only results from characteristics of the subject, as by virtue of 

the randomization each subject was invited to play with sets of players that are identical on 

average.  The most common allocation of money was to keep 4 rupees for oneself and divide 

the remaining 6 rupees equally between the two other players.  As in previous studies, this 

indicates a strong fairness norm amongst participants. 
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FIGURE 2. AVERAGE AMOUNT GIVEN PER ROUND (RUPEES), COIN GAME 

 

We use this information on the average amount an individual gives in all rounds as a control 

for level of generosity. In other words, our results can be interpreted as deviations from the 

average amount given by the subject. 

 



In this first paper, which represents a preliminary analysis of our results, we consider only the 

bilateral relationship between the offerer and recipients.  There are numerous other things we 

will estimate in later analyses, such as a round composition effect (i.e. the interaction 

between the characteristics of player 3 and the money given to player 2) and the dynamics 

between specific groups.  Here we consider each allocation to player 2 to be independent 

from the one made to player 3. We can therefore stack all the observations we have, ending 

up with 20 rounds of the coin game played by each subject. 

 

The Effect of Jati 

We regress the amount given to the player on a dummy that takes value 1 when the player 

belongs to the same group as the subject. In some specifications (columns 2 and 4) we 

include group fixed effects both for the subject and for the player. We also examine whether 

having access to explicit information about the player’s identity affects the impact that 

common group membership has on the allocation of money.  

 

TABLE 1. THE EFFECT OF SHARED JATI ON OFFERS IN THE DICTATOR GAME 

  All rounds   

Explicit information 

only   No info 

Average amount 1.00*** 1.00***  1.00*** 1.00***  1.01*** 

 (0.00) (0.00)  (0.01) (0.01)     (0.02)    

Same jati 0.06*** 0.09***  0.09*** 0.12***  0.00    

 (0.02) (0.03)  (0.02) (0.04)     (0.05)    

Jati fixed effects N Y   N Y   Y 

Observations 6794 6794  4568 4568     2226    

R-squared 0.48 0.49   0.49 0.49      0.48    

OLS estimation. Standard errors in parentheses. Significantly different than zero at 90% (*), 

95% (**), 99% (***) confidence levels. Regressions include a constant. 

 

There is a strong effect of common jati membership, even stronger when the 

information is explicitly revealed on the screen. The effect disappears when we restrict the 

sample to the rounds where no explicit information was displayed about the player, but only a 

picture. This result points to the fact that subjects use this piece of information when they 

have it, but are not able to infer it accurately from the picture of the player. This will be 

analyzed further on the basis of the inference game, wherein each player was asked to guess 

some features of someone else’s identity based on partial information. We do not reproduce 

here the results obtained for each of the 25 jatis for the subject and for the player.  

 

 



The Effect of Religion 

Having a common religion with the other player appears to have no effect when all 

information levels are considered, even though religion can often be inferred from visible 

attributes like a bindi (dot on the forehead) for Hindu married women etc. When we restrict 

the sample to the rounds with explicit information only, belonging to the same religion 

appears to have a slightly significant positive impact on the amount of money given. But this 

effect seems to be driven by Muslims.  It appears that Muslims tend to give a little more 

when they have full information on the other player, which may be due to the fact that they 

give significantly more to someone they know is a fellow Muslim. 

 

 

 

 

TABLE 2. THE EFFECT OF SHARED RELIGION ON OFFERS IN THE DICTATOR GAME 

  All rounds   

Explicit information 

only 

Average amount 1.00*** 1.00***  1.00*** 1.00*** 

 (0.00) (0.00)  (0.01) (0.01)    

Same religion 0.02 0.02  0.04* 0.02    

 (0.02) (0.03)  (0.02) (0.03)    

Subject is... (omitted: 

hindu)      

Christian  -0.01   0.04    

  (0.02)   (0.03)    

Muslim  0.00   0.07*   

  (0.00)   (0.04)    

Zoroastrian  0.01   -0.16    

  (0.01)   (0.11)    

Receiver is...  (omitted: 

hindu)      

Christian  0.03   0.00    

  (0.03)   (0.03)    

Muslim  0.04   -0.02    

  (0.04)   (0.06)    

Zoroastrian  -0.09   -0.15*   

    (0.08)     (0.08)    

Observations 6794 6794  4568 4568    

R-squared 0.48 0.48   0.49 0.49    

OLS estimation. Standard errors in parentheses. Significantly different than zero at 

90% (*), 95% (**), 99% (***) confidence levels. Regressions include a constant. 

 

 



The Effect of Neighborhood 

Results on the neighborhood are not significant. One could have expected that belonging to 

the same area would foster a sense of community that would increase the likelihood that 

people have altruistic behaviors or give money in the expectation of reciprocation. This does 

not seem to be the case. Maybe the sense of community is limited in these areas, which we 

will examine deeper on the basis of the post-experiment survey. But this may also be due to 

the fact that all areas belong to a relatively limited area, so that subjects do not make much 

difference between their own area of living and the one just a few kilometers apart. 

 

 

 

 

 

TABLE 3. THE EFFECT OF SHARED NEIGHBORHOOD ON OFFERS IN THE DICTATOR GAME 

  All rounds   

Explicit information 

only 

Average amount 1.00*** 1.00***  1.00*** 1.00*** 

 (0.00) (0.00)  (0.01) (0.01)    

Same area -0.05 -0.05  0.01 0.02    

 (0.03) (0.03)  (0.03) (0.04)    

Area fixed effects N Y   N Y 

Observations 6794 6794  4568 4568 

R-squared 0.48 0.48   0.49 0.49 

OLS estimation. Standard errors in parentheses. Significantly different 

than zero at 90% (*), 95% (**), 99% (***) confidence levels. Regressions 

include a constant. 

 

 

The Effect of Education Level 

The level of education does not appear to play any role in the decision to allocate 

money, be it the level of education of the subject or the level of education of the other player. 

More expectedly, having the same level of education does not push people to give more or 

less money to the other player. 

 

TABLE 4. THE EFFECT OF SHARED EDUCATION LEVEL ON OFFERS IN THE DICTATOR GAME 

  All rounds   

Explicit information 

only 

Average amount 1.00*** 1.00***  1.00*** 1.00*** 

 (0.00) (0.00)  (0.01) (0.01)    

Same education -0.01 -0.01  0.02 0.02    

 (0.03) (0.03)  (0.03) (0.03)    



Subject has... (omitted: attended       

primary school or less)      

Attended middle school  -0.00   0.02    

  (0.00)   (0.02)    

Attended secondary school or 

more  -0.00   -0.01    

  (0.00)   (0.02)    

Receiver has... (omitted: attended       

primary school or less)      

Attended middle school  0.00   -0.01    

  (0.02)   (0.03)    

Attended secondary school or 

more  -0.02   -0.03    

  (0.02)   (0.03)    

Observations 6794 6794  4568 4568    

R-squared 0.48 0.48   0.49 0.49    

OLS estimation. Standard errors in parentheses. Significantly different than zero at 90% (*), 

95% (**), 99% (***) confidence levels. Regressions include a constant. 

 

 

Combined Additive Analysis 

This last regression confirms that the jati is the only group that matters for common 

membership, even after controlling for the other aspects of the subject’s or the player’s 

identities, and their potential match. Both the magnitude and the significance of the 

coefficients show that the jati plays an important role in the subject’s decisions. 

 

TABLE 5. THE EFFECT OF SHARED RELIGION ON OFFERS IN THE DICTATOR GAME 

  All rounds   

Explicit information 

only 

Average 

amount 1.00*** 1.00***  1.00*** 1.00*** 

 (0.00) (0.00)  (0.01) (0.01)    

Same jati 0.06*** 0.09***  0.09*** 0.13*** 

 (0.02) (0.03)  (0.02) (0.04)    

Same religion 0.01 0.01  0.03 0.01    

 (0.02) (0.03)  (0.02) (0.03)    

Same area -0.05 -0.05  0.00 0.02    

 (0.03) (0.03)  (0.03) (0.04)    

Same education -0.01 -0.01  0.03 0.03    

 (0.03) (0.03)  (0.03) (0.03)    

Fixed effects N Y   N Y 

Observations 6794 6794  4568 4568 

R-squared 0.48 0.48   0.49 0.49 



OLS estimation. Standard errors in parentheses. Significantly different 

than zero at 90% (*), 95% (**), 99% (***) confidence levels. 

Regressions include a constant. 

 

 

The Effect of Cross-cutting Cleavages 

Having identified jati as the most salient social divide in our population, we proceed now to 

analyze how knowledge of individuals’ other identities modifies this effect.  We expect that 

when the offerer shares other identities with the receiver that the effect of ethnicity will 

continue to be strong.  However, when offerers and recipients of the same jati do not share 

identity on any other identity, then this effect will disappear.  Testing these hypotheses 

requires a multiplicative specification. 

 

We begin by analyzing simple interactions between same_jati and different_religion, 

different_education, and different_neighborhood.  Since all the variables are dichotomous the 

interpretation is simple.  The coefficient on same_jati is now interpreted as the effect of 

shared jati when all other identity features are shared (Different religion=0, Different 

Neighborhood = 0 etc). We see from Table 6 that the effect of jati when other identities are 

shared is positive and significant in all interactions. 

 

TABLE 6. THE EFFECT OF SHARED JATI AND CROSSCUTTING CLEAVAGES ON OFFERS IN THE 

DICTATOR GAME 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Average Amount 1.00*** 1.00*** 1.00*** 1.00*** 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Same Jati 0.12*** 0.19** 0.17*** 0.21** 

 (0.04) (0.08) (0.06) (0.08) 

Different Religion -0.01 -0.01 -0.01  

 (0.04) (0.03) (0.03)  

Different Neighborhood 0.02 -0.08 -0.06  

 (0.04) (0.08) (0.06)  

Different Education 0.03 0.03 0.02  

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)  

Different All Three .   0 

 .   (0.03) 

Same_Jati X Different_Religion 0.01    

 (0.06)    

Same_Jati X 

Different_Neighborhood . -0.02   

 . (0.05)   

Same_Jati X Different_Education .  0  

 .  (0.04)  



Same_Jati X Different_All_Three .   -0.04 

    (0.04) 

Fixed Effects Y Y Y Y 

Observations 4568 4568 4568 4568 

R-squared 0.49 0.49 0.49 0.49 

OLS estimation when information is given explicitly. Standard errors in parentheses. 

Significantly different than zero at 90% (*), 95% (**), 99% (***) confidence levels. 

Regressions include a constant. 

 

 

To estimate the interactive effect, we take the partial derivative and calculate the standard 

errors (Robert J. Franzese and Kam 2007; Brambor, Clark, and Golder 2006).  Table 7 

presents this information.  We thus see that the marginal effect of same jati is higher when 

neighborhood or education is also shared.  Alternatively, the marginal effect of different jati 

is negative, but less so when neighborhood or education is also shared.  It is positive but 

slightly insignificant at the 95% level when education is the same, and positive (but less so) 

when education is different.  The substantive effect, however, is similar to when religion 

cross-cuts jati and at the 90% level we can see more clearly that cross-cutting cleavages 

reduce caste preferences.  Again the marginal effect of same education remains insignificant.  

Lastly, the effect of jati when modified by neighborhood is similar to when modified by 

education. The marginal effect of being the same jati is no longer significant when religion is 

not also shared.  Note that the effect of same religion is still not significant, even when jati is 

also shared. 

 

TABLE 7. THE MARGINAL EFFECT OF SHARED JATI ON OFFERS IN THE DICTATOR GAME 

ACROSS DIFFERENT LEVELS OF SHARED IDENTITY ON OTHER CLEAVAGES  

 

 Same 

Religion 

Different 

Religion 

Same 

Neighborhood 

Different 

Neighborhood 

Same 

Education 

Different 

Education 

Coefficient 

on Same 

Jati 

0.124 0.131 0.194 0.113 0.169 0.106 

Standard 

Error 

(0.044) (0.054) (0.079) (0.040) (0.056) (0.044) 

These coefficients are derived from the partial derivative of the regressions shown in Table 6. 

All coefficients are significant at the 95% confidence level or above. 

 

 

The preceding analysis has been suggestive that cross-cutting cleavages matter, but since 

each of the identity dimensions could interact with each other, the appropriate specification 

would be a daunting four-way interaction.  Instead, we generate a new variable that captures 



the number of differences between the player’s identity features and the partner’s.  

Combo_diff varies from 0-3, with a three meaning that the pair is different on all three 

dimensions of religion, education and neighborhood.  We then interact this variable with 

same_jati. 

 

Figure 3 depicts the marginal effect of same jati on the amount offered in the dictator games 

across numbers of reinforcing cleavages (i.e. cleavages on which they do not share identity) 

between the offerer and recipient.  We see that where there are no reinforcing cleavages (i.e. 

they share identity on all three cleavages) that the effect of same_jati is positive and 

significant.  This effect diminishes as the number of reinforcing (crosscutting) cleavages 

increases (decreases).  Eventually, when the two individuals do not share identity on any of 

the other three cleavages, the effect of same_jati is close to zero and  statistically 

insignificant. 

 

FIGURE 3. THE MARGINAL EFFECT OF SHARED JATI ON OFFERS IN THE DICTATOR GAME 

ACROSS NUMBER OF REINFORCING CLEAVAGES 

 

 
 

 An almost identical marginal effects plot is generate when we use category instead of 

jati. 

 

Effect of being visible 

 

We varied the visibility of the offerer. Two competing hypotheses explain possible outcomes.  

First, according to our preferences-based theory, individuals will be less likely to discriminate 



when they are visible.  Perhaps there is a social norm of fairness or of non-discrimination.
1
  

Habyarimana et al. (2007) argue that visibility will lead to greater discrimination because 

they fear in-group punishment.  In-group punishment is credible enough to deter individuals 

from defecting from a group favoring strategy in the dictator game. 

 

We find evidence for the former: visibility leads to greater discrimination.  The coefficients 

on jati all rise when the offerer is invisible.  The coefficients on religion are now much 

stronger too – always statistically significant when information is explicit.  Finally, the 

coefficients on category either stay the same or rise. 

 

What is the effect of cross-cutting cleavages when the offerer is invisible?  We predict that 

the effect of cross-cutting cleavages will actually diminish when the offerer is visible.  The 

logic is that ethnicity (jati, category) is the strongest cleavage of identity and with anonymity 

people will continue to discriminate.  However, when visible and given explicit information 

on other cleavages, people use that information and try to demonstrate as little caste 

discrimination as possible.  They still discriminate based on these other identities, however.  

But this just seems to be an excuse for favoring their co-castes.  Then, when people say, “oh, 

you were just favoring your own caste group” the offerer can respond and say, “well, how do 

you know it wasn’t the fact that I share religion, or education, or neighborhood with them?”. 

 

Indeed, Figures 4a and 4b shows the marginal effect of jati on size of offers in the dictator 

game across number of reinforcing cleavages when the offerer is invisible (4a) and visible 

(4b).  Notice that the effect of cross-cutting cleavages completely vanishes when the offerer 

is visible.  This indicates that responding to other cleavages is only a socially desirable 

phenomenon, not an innate preference.  In Figure 4b, however, the marginal effect is now 

twice as large when cleavages are completely cross-cutting. 

                                                             
1
 Another possible explanation is that they fear the out-group.  



 

 

FIGURE 4A. MARGINAL EFFECT OF SHARED 

JATI ON OFFERS ACROSS NUMBER OF 

REINFORCING CLEAVAGES – OFFERER IS 

INVISIBLE 

 

FIGURE 4B. MARGINAL EFFECT OF SHARED 

JATI ON OFFERS ACROSS NUMBER OF 

REINFORCING CLEAVAGES – OFFERER IS 

VISIBLE 

 

 

 

3. Conclusion 
 

 Our study represents the first experimental test of cross-cutting theory as applied to 

interpersonal financial transfers.  It specifically tests whether preferences for caste mates are 

diminished by the cross-cutting of other cleavages.  Moreover, we are able to test how far 

some of the possible cross-cutting cleavages are able to diminish the strength of caste 

preferences. We find that, when considered separately, religion, neighborhood of residence 

and level of education have no effect on the cohesiveness of participants and their 

distributional choices, but that shared caste (jati) identity significantly increases the 

likelihood of interpersonal transfers.   

 

However, we find that the caste preference effect diminishes when offerers are aware of 

recipients’ other bases of social identity.  Indeed, offerers do not exhibit a caste preference to 

members of their own jati when they do not share religious, educational and neighborhood 

identities. Further, the caste-based discrimination only exists when the offerer is invisible, or 

anonymous. Whenever the participant’s own profile is displayed on the screen, the impact of 

cross-cutting cleavages strongly diminishes the preference for caste mates. 

 



These findings provide strong evidence for the theory that cross-cutting cleavages reduce 

caste identities.  Not only can cross-cutting religious identities serve to diminish the salience 

of caste, but even education levels and residential patterns can induce social cohesion 

amongst individuals from different castes. 
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Appendix 

 

TABLE A1. DISTRIBUTION OF CASTE (JATI) AND RELIGION IN SAMPLE 

  Christian Hindu Muslim Zoroastrians Total 

1 Adi Dravidar 12.83% 54.53% . . 67.36% 

2 Anglo Indian 0.30% . . . 0.30% 

3 Asari . 0.30% . . 0.30% 

4 Chettiyar . 0.30% . . 0.30% 

5 Devar . 0.89% . . 0.89% 

6 Gramini . 0.30% . . 0.30% 

7 Kathiri . . . 1.48% 1.48% 

8 Labbai . . 4.72% . 4.72% 

11 Naidu . 1.76% . . 1.76% 

12 Nayakar . 3.83% . . 3.83% 

13 Nayar . 0.30% . . 0.30% 

14 Pandaram . 0.89% . . 0.89% 

15 Pattani . . 0.30% . 0.30% 

16 

Pazhangudiyinar . 0.28% . . 0.28% 

18 Senguthur 

Muthaliyar . 0.30% . . 0.30% 

19 Sheriff . . 0.57% . 0.57% 

20 Urudu Pattan . . 0.30% . 0.30% 

22 Vanniyar . 5.31% . . 5.31% 

23 Vellalar 0.30% 4.09% . . 4.38% 

24 Yadhavar . 2.07% . . 2.07% 

25 Listed 

Religion* 4.09% . . . 4.09% 

  17.51% 75.12% 5.88% 1.48% 100.00% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TABLE A2. DISTRIBUTION OF CASTE (CATEGORY) AND RELIGION IN SAMPLE 

  Christian Hindu Muslim Zoroastrians Total 

BC 2.03% 12.95% 5.88% 1.48% 22.35% 

MBC 0.30% 7.64% . . 7.94% 

SC 15.18% 54.25% . . 69.44% 

ST . 0.28% . . 0.28% 

  17.51% 75.12% 5.88% 1.48% 100.00% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

TABLE A3. DISTRIBUTION OF CASTE (JATI) AND EDUCATION IN SAMPLE 

  Primary Middle 

Secondary 

or more Total 

1 Adi Dravidar 23.36% 22.86% 21.15% 67.36% 

2 Anglo Indian . . 0.30% 0.30% 

3 Asari . 0.30% . 0.30% 

4 Chettiyar 0.30% . . 0.30% 

5 Devar 0.30% 0.30% 0.30% 0.89% 

6 Gramini 0.30% . . 0.30% 

7 Kathiri 0.30% 0.89% 0.30% 1.48% 

8 Labbai 2.07% 1.76% 0.89% 4.72% 

11 Naidu 0.59% 0.59% 0.57% 1.76% 

12 Nayakar 1.18% 1.18% 1.46% 3.83% 

13 Nayar . . 0.30% 0.30% 

14 Pandaram 0.59% 0.30% . 0.89% 

15 Pattani 0.30% . . 0.30% 

16 

Pazhangudiyinar 0.28% . . 0.28% 

18 Senguthur 

Muthaliyar . . 0.30% 0.30% 

19 Sheriff 0.30% . 0.28% 0.57% 

20 Urudu Pattan 0.30% . . 0.30% 

22 Vanniyar 1.76% 1.48% 2.07% 5.31% 

23 Vellalar 2.03% 0.30% 2.05% 4.38% 

24 Yadhavar 0.89% 0.59% 0.59% 2.07% 

25 Listed 

Religion* 2.07% 0.59% 1.42% 4.09% 

  36.90% 31.14% 31.96% 100.00% 

 

 

 

 

 

TABLE A4. DISTRIBUTION OF CASTE (CATEGORY) AND EDUCATION IN SAMPLE 

  Primary Middle 

Secondary or 

more Total 

BC 8.85% 5.90% 7.60% 22.35% 

MBC 2.92% 2.07% 2.94% 7.94% 

SC 24.86% 23.16% 21.42% 69.44% 

ST 0.28% 0.00% 0.00% 0.28% 

  36.90% 31.14% 31.96% 100.00% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

TABLE A5. JATIS PRESENT IN THE SAMPLE 

 

Sef-reported jati Final jati 

Adi Dravidar Adi Dravidar 

  

  

  

Harijan 

Paraiyar 

Valluvar 

Vanniyar Vanniyar 

  

  

Kavundar 

Nayakar (*) 

Devar Devar (Thevar) 

  

  

  

Maravar 

Ambalavar (**) 

Moopanar 

Agamudai Mudaliyar (***) Vellalar 

  

  

  

  

  

  

Kanaku Pillai 

Mudaliyar 

Muthaliyar 

Pillai 

Thuluva Vaelalar 

Vellala Muthaliyar 

Baleeja Naidu Naidu 

  

  

  

Kavundar Naidu 

Naidu 

Reddy 

Laba Labbai 

  

  

Labbai 

Rawuthar 

Pentecost Listed Religion 

  

  

Roman Catholic 

CSI 

Nadar Nadar 

Yadhavar Yadhavar 

Pazhangudiyinar Pazhangudiyinar 

Senguthur Muthaliyar Senguthur Muthaliyar 

Asari Asari 

Maruthuvar Maruthuvar 

Pandaram Pandaram 

Vannar Vannar 

Pattani Pattani 

Sayadh Sayadh 

Sherrif Sherrif 

Urudu Pattan Urudu Pattan 

Chettiyar Chettiyar 

Kathiri Kathiri 

Anglo Indian Anglo Indian 

Gramini Gramini 

Nayar Nayar 

  



*If their mother tongue is Tamil, then they are Vanniyar and this is just another name. If their 

mother tongue is Telugu, then this is a different caste. 

**Ambalavar and Moopanars are separate castes, but politically they associate themselves 

with Devars. 

***Muthaliyar and Mudaliyar are the same. Mudaliyar and Pillai are two different titles 

among the Vellalars. All these castes can be collective called as Vellalas. All these are 

different names of Vellalars across different regions in Tamil Nadu. 
 


