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We investigate the causal impact of public discourse on socially responsible 

market behavior. We conduct laboratory market experiments with products that 

differ in their production costs and social impact, and provide market actors and 

impacted third parties with the opportunity to discuss appropriate market 

behavior. Across two studies that vary characteristics of the discourse, the 

external impact and the participants, we find that public discourse substantially 

increases market social responsibility. Our findings suggest that discussions and 

campaigns focusing on appropriate market behavior can be powerful tools for 

shaping responsible norms governing market conduct and addressing 

inefficiencies due to market failures. 

 

JEL Classification: C92, D62, D83, M14  

Keywords: Public discourse, market failure, externalities, social responsibility, 

social norms, experiment, communication   

                                                       
* Bartling/Weber: Department of Economics, University of Zurich, Blümlisalpstrasse 10, 8006 Zurich, Switzerland; 
Valero: School of Business and Economics, Loughborough University; Yao: Shanghai University of Finance and 
Economics. We are grateful for support from the Swiss National Science Foundation (grant number 100018_165943) 
and for helpful comments from Ernst Fehr, Roland Bénabou, Florian Schneider and participants at several seminars 
and conferences.  

Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3677968



 2 

1. Introduction 
The production, exchange and consumption of a good can create negative impacts on parties 

uninvolved in the market transaction. For example, markets for fossil fuels, weapons and animal-

based products are often highlighted as instances where exchange between parties that benefit from 

a transaction can have substantial detrimental impacts on others. Standard prescriptions for such 

problems—such as bans or taxation—are sometimes infeasible due to the complexity of 

determining optimal policy and political inertia. As an alternative remedy, there are many calls for 

market actors, including firms and consumers, to exhibit social responsibility and voluntarily 

internalize the externalities generated by their market activities (Bénabou and Tirole, 2010). 

However, the mechanisms through which consumers and firms can actually be encouraged to incur 

greater personal costs in order to benefit others remains in need of better understanding.  

One possible channel for fostering socially responsible behavior is through public 

discourse and campaigns. By highlighting the harmful societal impacts of specific forms of market 

exchange and drawing attention to the actions that may mitigate such harm, individuals’ 

perceptions of appropriate conduct and the social norms governing market exchange might be 

altered to encourage greater social responsibility. For example, the “Fridays for Future” movement 

aims to stimulate discussions regarding the negative environmental impacts of carbon emissions 

and encourages consumers, firms and policymakers to change their behavior.1 Responsible 

consumption in pursuit of climate change mitigation is also widely discussed in the media, on 

university campuses and in policy forums. For example, the World Economic Forum dedicates a 

substantial amount of its activities to discussions and publications on the topic of how firms and 

consumers can take actions to mitigate climate change.2 Other large public campaigns advocate 

voluntary avoidance of single-use plastics, fur, pesticides and animal testing. However, whether 

such campaigns have any impact on the behavior of market participants remains unexplored. A 

better understanding of whether public discourse can affect socially responsible market behavior 

and improve societal outcomes is thus necessary. 

In this paper, we report two laboratory studies that explore the causal effect of public 

discourse on market social responsibility. Both of our studies involve stylized product markets in 

which products that vary in their social impact are traded between market participants in the roles 

                                                       
1 See https://fridaysforfuture.org/ (accessed on August 4, 2020) 
2 See https://www.weforum.org/agenda/archive/climate-change (accessed on August 4, 2020). 
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of buyers and sellers. In our first experiment, the external impact of market exchange falls on 

subjects in the role of passive third parties, while in our second experiment the impact is on 

donations to a charity with the objective of mitigating climate change and reducing poverty. In 

both experiments, sellers and buyers can exchange either a harmful type of product that costs less 

to produce but creates external harm or a responsible product that involves a higher production 

cost but imposes no external harm. We thus measure market social responsibility by the extent to 

which market actors exchange the responsible product type.  

Our experimental manipulations focus on the impact of public discourse—an opportunity 

for people involved with and impacted by the market to engage in communication. In all cases, 

this discourse consists of a single 8-minute electronic chat in which participants can repeatedly 

send messages to all other participants involved in the communication. Our interest is in how this 

discourse leads to norms and agreements regarding the “correct” thing to do in the market and 

influences the prevalence of socially responsible exchange.  

While a considerable body of experimental research—which we review in the next 

section—documents that communication generally increases pro-social behavior and efficiency, 

this literature typically studies instances in which the agreements reached and norms developed 

benefit all communicating parties and yield Pareto improvements. In our case, by contrast, and in 

the contexts of most public discourse about limiting the harm from market activity, people who 

advocate for socially responsible market behavior in public discourse are often promoting actions 

that are personally costly in monetary terms rather than beneficial. Therefore, it is an open question 

whether communication is an effective means in such contexts to mitigate social harm, or if self-

serving arguments that can arise in such discussions may actually reduce social concern. 

In our first study, in which the external impact falls on other, passive study participants in 

the role of third parties, our treatments vary who participates in the discourse and what the 

participants know about their role in the market at the time of engaging in discourse. Our first 

condition, Veil, represents an idealized form of communication in which everyone—buyers, sellers 

and third parties—participates in the discourse and in which all participants are unaware of their 

role in the market at the point in time when discourse occurs. Given that all participants are equally 

likely ex ante to be in the role of third parties, concerns based on self-interest, efficiency and 

fairness coincide and we expect discourse to highlight “responsibilizing narratives” that advocate 

for socially responsible behavior by market actors (Bénabou et al., 2019). While such a Rawlsian 
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“veil of ignorance” is unrealistic outside the laboratory, this condition represents a potential upper 

bound for the effects of discourse on socially responsible market behavior and the kind of influence 

we might expect if individuals could put aside their personal interests at the critical point at which 

they develop norms regarding appropriate behavior.  

Our second condition, No Veil, implements one change by informing participants of their 

role in the market prior to their engaging in discourse. This represents a more realistic case and, 

correspondingly, we expect a reduction in the degree of socially responsible behavior. Thus, we 

test whether the availability of self-interested perspectives concurrent with public discourse 

changes how such discourse affects behavior and norms governing market conduct. 

Our third condition, Exclusive, restricts communication only to the buyers and sellers, who 

are aware of their roles as in No Veil, omitting the third parties impacted by the externality. 

Discussions of how to engage in more socially responsible market behavior often occur between 

members of high-income countries and involve firms and consumers whose conduct creates the 

externalities—e.g., at the World Economic Forum—with less participation from those people who 

bear the external costs, such as people in low-income countries. This condition allows us to 

investigate the importance of participation in discourse by those impacted by negative 

externalities. Excluding such perspectives and arguments may decrease empathy toward the harm 

imposed on third parties (Andreoni and Rao, 2011) and may allow market participants to more 

easily develop “absolving narratives,” or self-serving justifications for trading the more harmful 

and less costly product type (Bénabou et al., 2019). Therefore, we expect the elimination of those 

harmed by the externality from public discourse to further reduce social responsibility. 

Finally, to investigate whether public discourse serves as a complement to or substitute for 

existing concerns for social impact, we study the impact of discourse in two populations where 

earlier work found different levels of baseline market social responsibility. In Bartling et al. (2015), 

market experiments conducted in Switzerland demonstrated substantially higher market shares for 

the responsible product than identical experiments conducted in China. Public discourse might be 

complementary to baseline social concern if a sufficient number of socially responsible individuals 

are needed to promote arguments in support of reducing negative externalities in order to effect 

change in the remaining market participants. In contrast, public discourse might be a substitute for 

baseline social concern if the pre-existing high levels of such concern, as in Switzerland, reflect 

widespread norms regarding appropriate social conduct, leaving little room to further strengthen 
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such norms. Therefore, we test whether the impact of discourse differs between the two locations 

to provide evidence on the importance of existing norms of market conduct. 

The results of our first study are striking. First, public discourse in the Veil condition has 

very large, positive and sustained effects on market social responsibility. In Switzerland, discourse 

essentially yields almost universal exchange of the responsible product, compared to a market 

share of about 50 percent in a Baseline condition absent public discourse. Perhaps even more 

interesting, eliminating the veil of ignorance or excluding third parties from the discourse reduces 

the impact of discourse on the market share for the responsible product only moderately, if at all. 

Thus, we find that even a one-time instance of public discourse regarding appropriate market 

behavior can have profound and persistent impacts on the manifestation of market social 

responsibility. Using an incentivized norm elicitation method (Krupka and Weber, 2013), we also 

observe that this impact leads to stronger prescriptive norms regarding the inappropriateness of 

exchanging the harmful product.  

Turning to the interaction between pre-existing levels of social concern and public 

discourse, we first closely replicate the observation in Bartling et al. (2015) of a lower baseline 

market share for the responsible product in China than in Switzerland. We interpret this as 

reflecting weaker prescriptive social norms regarding trade of the socially responsible product in 

China, which our social norm measurement confirms. However, the positive effects of public 

discourse on market social responsibility are generally similar between the two populations. For 

example, the market share of the responsible product increases by roughly 50 percentage points 

from the Baseline to the Veil condition in both populations. Our findings thus suggest that the 

effects of public discourse are neither substitutes nor complements, but rather independent of the 

baseline level of norms governing market conduct. 

Our second study is substantively similar but changes two important features. First, we 

investigate whether discourse has similarly positive effects when the impacts of market exchange 

are not borne by other similar participants in the laboratory. The laboratory may be an environment 

in which high levels of social proximity and strong norms of equality make arguments about 

showing concern for impacts on other laboratory subjects quite strong. In non-laboratory markets, 

however, negative externalities typically involve more complex consequences that are more 

socially and psychologically distant. To investigate whether a less laboratory-centered external 

impact reduces the positive influence of discourse on market social responsibility, we change the 
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