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LETTER

Insufficient evidence to conclude that confusion cannot 
explain cooperative behavior
Toke R. Fosgaarda,1  and Erik Wengströmb

﻿                                                                    We read with interest the paper by Wang et al. (2024) on con-
fusion in public goods games ( 1 ). Their conclusion—that con-
fusion is not a significant factor in explaining cooperation—  
challenges much of the existing literature ( 2     – 5 ). However, we 
believe that their study overlooks crucial aspects of confusion 
measurement and lacks critical design elements.

 Wang et al. suggest that the use of 10 control questions 
with feedback explains the low levels of confusion they find. 
They argue that the confusion observed in previous studies 
is due to insufficient instruction. However, this conclusion is 
drawn without comparing their design to a baseline treat-
ment similar to earlier studies with fewer control questions 
and less feedback. Such a comparison is essential to sub-
stantiate their claim. Without it, the interpretation of their 
findings remains speculative.

 Moreover, Wang et al. also test confusion by comparing 
public good contributions in interaction between human 
group members with interaction with computerized group 
members—an often-used method ( 2 ). Wang et al. observe 
substantial cooperation even in their computer treatment, 
which seems to contradict their assertion that confusion is 
not an issue. This finding itself raises questions about the 
validity of their claim.

 Furthermore, their study does not engage with earlier lit-
erature using similar but more comprehensive multiitem 
ways of measuring confusion. For example, Fosgaard et al. 
( 5 ) test participants’ understanding of both sides of the social 
dilemma through an incentivized task. Their six-item task 
captures the understanding of the payoff-maximizing strat-
egy as well as the understanding of the socially optimal strat-
egy. Such tests are better suited for ascertaining whether 
participants grasp the social dilemma of engaging in public 
good contribution and, if not, in which direction participants’ 
errors occur.

 Results from Fosgaard et al. ( 5 ), shown in  Fig. 1 , highlight 
that substantial confusion is detected with the more com-
prehensive measures and that confusion exists on both sides 
of the social dilemma. Moreover, varying the way the public 
good game is framed—Give vs. Take framing—substantially 
affects the measured degree of confusion. Ferraro and 
Vossler ( 3 ) also indicate this finding of treatment-dependent 

confusion, reporting that labeling contributions as donations 
rather than investments leads to lower contribution levels 
when other group members are computers. Given this, mak-
ing bold conclusions about the importance of confusion 
based on one treatment without proper baselines, as Wang 
et al. ( 1 ), appears premature.        

 In conclusion, while Wang et al. provide intriguing evi-
dence of confusion in public goods games, their findings risk 
underestimating its role in shaping cooperation and 
responses to experimental treatments.   
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Fig. 1.   Measures capturing confusion about the payoff-maximizing strategy 
and social optimal strategy in the public good game across the traditionally 
used give framing and the alternative take framing.
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