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Abstract: What are the motivations of those who hold public office—self-selected politicians? In modern
indirect democracies and decentralised system, they are awarded broad powers to determine both the

direction and the efficacy of government policy. Empirical studies can hardly disentangle political
motivations and lab experiments (with students, typically) are of limited interest because of the self-
selected problems. We test (i) whether politicians are reputation-concern; and (ii) do they have any

psychological costs of lying (i.e., lying aversion) when they have to make promise. We extend Anreoni and
Bernheim (2009) work by adding promise and visibility in a controlled lab-in-the-field experiment with

real politicians in rural India.

We  find  heterogeneity  in  politicians’ motivations—intrinsic,  image/reputation,  and  extrinsic  (e.g.,  rent
seeking). About 38% of the politicians behave intrinsically—inequality aversion, and 25% of them care
about their reputation. Some of them extract  more the equal division but give more than zero with or
without visibility—perhaps they feel entitled to keep little more than 50-50 (e.g., leadership rent). Promise
in isolation reduces the number zero giving and increases causes the frequency of equal division. However,
promise, with the possibility of observing actual decisions, increases generous behaviour significantly. On
average, politicians tend to promise a 50-50 split of their endowment and keep their promises when they
know there actions will be visible. 
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