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Distributing resources between individuals often leads to difficult
dilemmas. Imagine, for example, a father who wants to give out five
@ AVIV lollipops to his two daughters. He can give two lollipops to one girl
AGES: 8 and three to the other, which will make things unequal between the
two girls. Alternatively, he can give two lollipops to each girl and
throw away the fifth. This will maintain equality but will be wasteful.
In this article, we will review recent findings on how children and
adults resolve the tension between unequal distribution and waste.
In particular, we will describe findings showing that children, and
even adults, often waste resources to avoid inequality. This tendency
develops at a young age and is observed in multiple countries. Finally,
we will describe ways to distribute resources fairly without wasting
them, which can make people feel good and avoid waste.
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EQUALITY

Distributing resources
such that each person
gets the same as
others. For example,
giving one cookie to
each student in class.

RESOURCE
ALLOCATION
DILEMMAS

Situations that make it
difficult to decide how
to divide resources
between people. For
example, how to divide
an odd number of
lollipops between an
even number

of children.

INEQUALITY
AVERSION

An unpleasant feeling
that arises when we
feel that resources have
been distributed
unequally. For example,
when you find out that
you received a smaller
piece of pie than

your peers.

DISCRIMINATION

Treating certain people
worse than others,
without any justifiable
reasons. For example, a
teacher who gives
lower grades to
students with

green eyes.

EFFICIENCY

Maximum use of
resources while
avoiding waste. For
example, eating all of
your dinner without
throwing anything out.

ONE BASKETBALL GAME TICKET, TWO CHILDREN...

Not long ago, one of the authors of this article, Shoham, was offered
two prime-location tickets to a popular basketball game. Shoham
hesitated. Raanan and Shalev, her two sons, both dreamt of going to
such a game. But having only two tickets—one of which must be used
by the accompanying adult—means that only one child could attend
the game. That is, Shoham would not be able to take both boys and
would have to choose who could go. Shoham thought that it might be
easiest to give up the tickets and not take either of her children. That
way, there would be equality between the children and no one would
be offended. Yet she also felt it was a shame to forfeit a wonderful
experience for the child who could go to the game.

Resource allocation dilemmas like this one are common. They occur
whenever people want to distribute resources but cannot do so in an
equal manner. In such cases, there is a conflict between two important
ideas: "be fair” [1], and "do not waste”. In the rest of this article, we will
describe these principles, then we will explain how children and adults
resolve such conflicts. Finally, we will offer solutions for preventing
waste while maintaining fairness, and, of course, we will reveal what
Shoham decided to do with the tickets.

Research on human behavior teaches us that both children and adults
show inequality aversion, which means that they hate to find out that
resources are being distributed in an unequal way [2]. It will surely
not surprise you that nobody likes to get the smallest piece of cake.
People not only hate to receive less than others, but they also dislike
distributing resources unequally among other people [3].

Revisiting the lollipops example, consider how you would feel if asked
to divide five lollipops between two friends. Giving three lollipops to
one friend and only two to the other might make you uncomfortable,
and it might make one of the friends feel like they are experiencing
discrimination. You may also fear that other children will judge you
for making what looks like a biased decision.

You will also probably not be surprised to learn that people do not
like to waste resources, either. From a young age, we are taught
that it is important to behave with efficiency and to use all the
resources available to us. For example, we do not like to throw food
in the trash (certainly not cake!), and we try to recycle. Therefore,
the idea of throwing candy in the trash, or giving up valuable tickets,
bothers us.

INEQUALITY VS. WASTE—WHICH WINS?

How do people solve dilemmas that pit inequality and waste against
each other? To answer this question, Prof. Shoham Choshen-Hillel
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Figure 1

The participants in our
experiment (aged 6-8)
[4] were told that two
other children, Michael
and Dan, were each
given two erasers. The
participants were asked
to decide what to do
with a fifth eraser: give
it to Michael or throw it
in the trash. If they give
the fifth eraser to
Michael, it will create
inequality between
Michael and Dan. If
they throw the eraser in
the trash, there will be
equality but the eraser
will be wasted. Most
children chose to
throw the fifth eraser in
the trash (Photo credit:
Prof. Shoham
Choshen-Hillel).

with Prof. Alex Shaw from the University of Chicago and other
colleagues conducted a series of experiments and found that people
often choose to waste resources to avoid inequality [4]. For example,
in an experiment conducted in the USA, Israel, and China, children
aged 6-8 were asked to distribute five colored erasers to two children,
Michael and Dan. The children were told that Michael and Dan
each received two erasers, and they were asked to decide what to
do with the fifth eraser—give it to Michael or throw it in the trash
(Figure 1).

Figure 1

The findings of the study were clear: In the USA and in Israel, more
than 90% of children chose to throw the fifth eraser in the trash, thus
preferring waste to inequality. In China, most children also chose to
discard the fifth eraser, but less so than in the USA and Israel (about
70%, see Figure 2). Why did the children in China discard the fifth eraser
less often than the other children? We hypothesized that, compared
to the children in the USA and in Israel, the Chinese children found
the erasers to be more valuable, and therefore they were less willing
to throw them away. When we asked children in the three countries
to divide resources with different costs—markers, smartphones, or
money—the more expensive the resource, the less likely the children
were to throw away the item. Even so, about half of the children still
chose to throw the smartphones and the money in the trash! That is,
children tend to waste resources to avoid inequality, but they waste
less if they feel the resources are more valuable.

Are adults also willing to waste resources to ensure equality? As it
turns out, yes! We asked adults to imagine that they were managing
a company and had to decide what to do with a new, state-of-the-art
computer—give it to one of two outstanding employees or leave it in
the box and not give it to anyone. Most participants said they would
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Figure 2

We conducted our
experiment [4] on 70
children, ages 6-8, in
the USA, Israel, and
China. The graph
shows the percentage
of children who chose
to throw away the fifth
eraser in each country.
In the USA and Israel,
more than 90% of
children chose to
throw away the fifth
eraser. In China, only
70% chose to throw
away the fifth eraser.
This means that most
children preferred to
waste resources than
to create inequality
(Figure credit: Yair
Nahari).
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Figure 2

leave the computer in the box. They thought that if they gave it to one
employee, others would say that they were unfair.

Let us return to the story of Shoham and the basketball tickets. To avoid
being seen as favoring one of her children, and to avoid offending the
other, she decided to give up the tickets, so that no one would go to
the game. That is, she too chose waste over inequality.

BALANCING INEQUALITY AND WASTE: A WIN-WIN
SOLUTION?

So far, we have seen that both children and adults tend to waste
to maintain equality. But is there a way to preserve equality without
wasting? One option is to hold a lottery. For example, you can divide
five candies between two girls by tossing a coin and determining,
ahead of time, that the winner will receive three candies, and the loser
will receive two. Note that one girl will still receive more than the
other—but because each girl had an equal chance of winning to begin
with, the decision feels fair. Our studies show that when an unequal
decision is made using a random lottery, it does not seem unfair. The
principle of fairness is preserved, and waste is avoided.

But people do not always like to base their decisions on random
processes like a lottery. A lottery could still leave those who lost feeling
sad or bitter. For instance, imagine how one of Shoham’s sons would
feel if he lost the ticket to the game after a coin toss.

Another method we proposed for solving dilemmas between

inequality and waste is to hand over the decision to the person who
may receive less. For example, instead of the mother deciding which
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Figure 3

People can react
differently to the same
unequal distribution,
depending on who
makes the allocation.
(A) The boy is sad when
the girl takes the larger
apple and gives him the
smaller one. (B) The
boy is happy with the
same result if he is the
one who decides the
girl will get the bigger
apple (Figure credit:
Yoav De-Shalit).

child gets the ticket, she could ask one son if he prefers to give the
ticket to his brother or if he prefers that neither of them get the
ticket. We found that, in some cases, the child who would not receive
the resource anyway would still choose to give it to the other child
[5]. The giving child will even feel proud, generous, and powerful
since the other child received the resource thanks to his generosity.
Note that, if the mother had decided to give the ticket to one of the
children, the other would probably have been angry and felt that he
was being discriminated against. But if he is the one who chooses to
give his brother the ticket, the exact same result will make him happy
(Figure 3).

Figure 3

SUMMARY

Understanding that people are less bothered by receiving a smaller
share of resources when they create the inequality themselves
provides a great solution to our dilemma. Instead of a third person
deciding how to allocate the resources (e.g., the mother), we can hand
over the decision to the person who would potentially receive less
(e.g., one of the sons). In this case, the child will sometimes choose to
waste the resource and not give it to the other child—just as Shoham
decided. But other times, the child will choose to give the resource to
his brother, and both will be happy. If this happens, the distribution will
not only be equal and feel fair, but no resources will be wasted. That
IS a win-win!
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YOUNG REVIEWERS

AVIV, AGE: 8

Hello, I am Aviv. | like to read and draw. | was born and raised in Israel, but | moved to
England for a few years. | live there with my parents, my little sister and my baby
brother, with whom | love to play. My cat George had to stay in Israel with my
grandmother. When | grow up, | want to be an actress or an artist. | am interested in
science because it is related to many subjects that | like.
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