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Abstract

We analyze the risk preferences of 2939 subjects across 30 countries on all

continents. Using structural modeling, we explore heterogeneity in risk pref-

erences across three dimensions: i) between individuals; ii) between decision

contexts; and iii) between countries. Preferences in non-Western countries

differ systematically from those found in Western countries, hitherto consid-

ered universal. Reference-dependence and likelihood-dependence are both

found to play a role in describing preferences. While we confirm previous

results on individual characteristics explaining little of overall preference

heterogeneity, between countries a few macroeconomic indicators can ex-

plain a considerable part of the heterogeneity. The heterogeneity explained

furthermore differs across contexts, being low for pure risk aversion mea-

sures, but higher for measures of noise and for rationality parameters.

Keywords: risk preferences; heterogeneity;

JEL-classification: C93; D03; D80; O12

⇤Ferdinand Vieider gratefully acknowledges generous financial support from the Excellence
Initiative at the University of Munich and the WZB Berlin Social Science Center. We would like
to thank the following people for helpful comments and suggestions: seminar participants at
the University of Lund and the University of Trier. All errors remain ours alone. The following
people provided help with translations and in organizing and running the experiments: Clara
Inés Villegas-Palacio, Marta Serra Garcia, Xiangdong Qin, Shuwen Li, Eva Xie, Jing Yu, Haile-
selassie Medhin, Yoshi Saijo, Takao Kusakawa, Frauke Mattison Thompson, Maria Angélica
Naranjo, Francisco Alpizar, Phanith Chou, Phumsith Mahasuweerachai, Nghi Truong, Jiang
Chong, Sunday Adewara, Martine Visser, Ranoua Bouchouicha, Peter Martinsson, Thorsten
Chmura, Mathieu Lefebvre, Jolanda Ygosse Battisti, Michal Krawczyk, Michal Bauer, Jorge
Dresdner, Hrvoje Stojic, Lachlan Deer, Diego Aycinena, Jorge Chang, Ashraf Eid, Lubomír
Cingl, Alexis Belianin, and Gautam Gupta.

†Université de Rennes
‡WZB Berlin Social Science Center, Risk and Development Group, Reichpietschufer 50,

10785 Berlin. Email: ferdinand.vieider@wzb.eu

1


