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Abstract 

We report the results of an experimental investigation of the Baron-Ferejohn (1989) model of 

legislative bargaining with cheap talk. Communication results in substantially increased proposer 

power, close to the stationary subgame perfect equilibrium prediction. This is achieved primarily 

through voter initiated bargaining to be included the winning coalition, while arguing for a zero 

allocation for redundant coalition members.  Voters consistently follow through on their stated 

reservation shares, with proposers not partnering with voters who state excessively low 

reservation shares. Blocking coalitions between voters are rarely successful.   
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I. Introduction 

The Baron-Ferejohn (1989; BF) legislative bargaining model is one of the most popular, 

if not the most popular, formal model of the legislative bargaining process.  It has been explored 

under a variety of different specifications including variations in the size of the committee, 

voting rules ranging from majority rule to a veto player, whether proposals can be amended or 

not, and different costs of delay in reaching agreements to name a number of the variations that 

have been subject to experimental investigation (see Palfrey, 2013, for a review of the many 

experimental variations).  The results of these experiments provide clear qualitative support for 

the BF model in that minimum winning coalitions are quite common, proposals pass with high 

probability in first stage of each bargaining round, and there exists some proposer power, albeit 

substantially weaker than the stationary sub-game perfect equilibrium outcome underlying these 

predictions. 

 One central element of the legislative bargaining process, as it occurs outside the lab, that 

has been largely missing to date is pre-play communication between proposers and voters.1  

Under the standard bargaining model, there is no need for pre-play communication; it is 

irrelevant as it is assumed that risk neutral players can compute the continuation value of the 

game and that the only thing that matters is own income.  However, there are multiple Nash 

equilibria to the game, and past experiments have shown considerable heterogeneity in the 

payoffs individual players require to secure their vote, so that proposers have no way to identify 

the lowest cost voters to invite into the minimum wining coalition (MWC).2   This variation in 

payoffs required to insure a positive vote in favor of a proposal can be due to players’ inability to 

compute the continuation value of the game and/or to their willingness to accept the very 

unequal outcomes under the stationary subgame perfect equilibrium (SSPE). As such, at a 

minimum, what communication can do is to permit potential coalition partners to signal 

acceptable offers and, in the case of multilateral bargaining, permit proposers to take advantage 

of competition between potential coalition partners to elicit their lowest acceptable offers.   

                                                 
1 The qualifier is used as Agranov and Tergiman (2012) report a similar experiment to ours.  We compare our results 
to theirs in the concluding section of the paper.  
2 In past experiments, despite the heterogeneity in individual voter’s payoffs needed to make voters indifferent 
between voting for or against a proposal, the payoff needed to get the average voter to just be indifferent between 
accepting or rejecting a proposal is very close to the continuation value of the game (Frechette, Kagel and Morelli, 
2005b).  However, absent communication, there is no way for proposers to identify the voters with the lowest 
requirements, but instead are left shooting in the dark, which necessitates offering shares most likely to be approved.   
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Of course, given that pre-play communication is not binding, it is possible that coalition 

partners will exaggerate their lowest acceptable shares.  Alternatively, if the cost of delay is not 

too high, voters might state very low reservation shares with the idea of then voting against the 

proposed allocation and getting a better deal next time, or having the chance to become the 

proposer when the bargaining continues.   

Pre-play communication in one-to-one bargaining, or related settings, suggests that 

communication by itself, through appeals to fairness, can result in more equal allocations.  In a 

dictator game, when recipients had the opportunity to request an allocation, they received 

significantly larger shares than absent requests (Andreoni and Rao, 2010).  In an ultimatum 

game, when responders had the opportunity to complete the sentence “I request $______” they 

got significantly larger shares than without requests (Rankin, 2003).  With unstructured 

bargaining, cheap talk tended to focus subjects’ beliefs on the small number of fairness norms 

that subjects would expect to hold in common with their peers. Otherwise its effects were mainly 

confined to strategically revealing private information relevant to these norms (Roth, 1985, 

1987).   Of course, none of these settings involved multi-lateral bargaining which, under the 

Baron-Ferejohn structure, would permit proposers to get potential coalition partners to compete 

against each other to be included as part of the wining coalition.  

The first question that this paper answers is whether or not permitting free form 

communication prior to making proposals and voting generates closer conformity to the SSPE 

predictions; in particular, whether passed allocations get closer to the extreme proposer power 

the theory predicts or further erodes it. The unambiguous answer for our main experimental 

treatment is that it leads to a substantial increase in proposer power, with proposers’ earnings 

averaging 63.7% of the total over the last five bargaining rounds compared to 48.3% for the no 

communication treatment (compared to the SSPE prediction of 66.7%).  This significant increase 

in proposers’ share is achieved with essentially the same stage one rejection rates as the no 

communication treatment (80.0% pass rates with communication versus 77.5% without).   

Further, since it may take time for potential coalition partners to accept these small shares, one 

might anticipate large differences in stage one pass rates between the two treatments in early 

bargaining rounds.  However, this is not the case.    

The second question posed is, what is the mechanism underlying this increase in proposer 

power?  For this, we look at the dialogues between proposers and potential coalition partners, in 
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relation to realized allocations.  Three basic bargaining modes are identified: (1) Proposers 

actively solicit voters lowest acceptable offers, in efforts to get them to compete against each 

other to be included in an MWC (referred to as strong bargaining; 31.3%), (2) Proposers bargain 

between potential coalition partners within the context of achieving an “equitable” allocation 

between all three players (referred to as weak bargaining; 11.6%), and (3) One or both of the 

potential coalition partners initiates proposals by making offers to the proposer (referred to as 

voters bargain; 51.6%).  We also compare potential coalition partners’ reservation shares to what 

they are allocated and the extent to which they renege on these non-binding commitments. 

All of this is done within the context of “closed door” bargaining where proposers have 

access to bilateral communication with each of their potential coalition partners, with no 

communication permitted between the two voters.  To determine the effect of this restriction, we 

conduct two additional sessions in which voters are permitted to discuss options in private, 

thereby facilitating voters’ ability to block the proposed allocation and form their own coalition 

when new proposals are solicited.  The ability to foster blocking allocations of this sort is 

enhanced under our experimental design as there are three members to each bargaining group 

and zero costs of delay for rejecting a proposal.  There are minimal differences in proposer 

power compared to the closed door bargaining, with a number of blocking allocations proposed, 

but with few successfully executed.  

The paper proceeds as follows: Section II reports the experimental design and 

procedures.  Section III characterizes the predictions for the BF model under our experimental 

design.  Results are reported in Section IV.  We conclude with a general discussion of our 

results, and discussion of these results in relation to a recent parallel experiment.  

II. Experimental Design and Procedures 

We consider a three-party game where any majority coalition (at least two out of three) 

can decide how they should share $30 under the Baron-Ferejohn (1989) legislative bargaining 

model. In each bargaining round, a proposer is randomly chosen to determine how to share the 

money.  Proposals are voted up or down without any opportunity for amendment.  If a proposal 

passes, the bargaining ends.  If the proposal is rejected, the process repeats itself, with a new 

randomly determined proposer determining how to divide the $30 (no discounting of payoffs, 

representing zero delay costs).  This process repeats itself until a proposed allocation is accepted.   
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There are three somewhat unusual aspects to the bargaining process compared to a 

number of previous experimental investigations of the BF model.  First, only a single player, the 

designated proposer, makes a proposed allocation of the $30.  Second, the proposer is 

automatically counted as voting for the proposal so that each vote is pivotal.  Third, and most 

important, within a given bargaining round, there are no subject identification numbers, with the 

roles of voter 1, voter 2, and the proposer randomly reassigned in each bargaining group 

following a failed proposal.  In this way, there is no opportunity to practice any kind of 

punishment strategy between stages within a given bargaining round, which creates a unique 

subgame perfect equilibrium (more on this later). 

Two communication treatments are implemented: Our main communication treatment 

involves “closed door” communication between a randomly selected proposer and the other two 

players. The proposer has two chat screens open to communicate privately with each voter 

individually. Voters only have a single chat screen to communicate privately with the proposer 

but have no way to communicate with each other.  The communication period is limited to three 

minutes, with the proposer having the option to terminate the communication unilaterally.  

Subjects are instructed to remain anonymous, not revealing their names or any other identifying 

information.3 Once the communication period ends, a proposed allocation of the $30 is made, 

which is then voted up or down with no further communication between players.  

A second, “multi-lateral” communication treatment is conducted with the same 

procedures as with “closed door” communication, but permitting private communication 

between the two potential coalition partners, as well as a public chat screen for open 

communication between all three players.  Proposers cannot end the communication stage 

unilaterally, with each bargainer having the ability to click the “end chat” button and leave the 

conversation before the three minute time limit was up.4  Here, players had permanent ID 

numbers within a given bargaining round permitting potential coalition partners to reach 

agreements to block a current proposal and to agree on a different distribution of funds for the 

next stage of the bargaining round, should one of them be selected as the proposer.   

                                                 
3 Reviewing the conversations, no one violated the anonymity rule. 
4 Once all three have exited, or time expires, the proposer makes her allocation, which is voted on. 
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 When voting, subjects know both their own and all others’ allocations, with voting 

results are reported immediately to all players. In case a proposal is rejected, members can 

observe the history of rejected proposals up to the given round they are currently in. 

Subjects participate in ten bargaining rounds plus a dry run to familiarize them with the 

software, voting rules and feedback.  Subjects are randomly reshuffled into new bargaining 

groups following the completion of each bargaining round.  In cases where one’s own group has 

completed an allocation, but one or more other groups are still bargaining on account of a 

rejected allocation, subjects have a “please wait” screen on their computers.  Earnings are based 

on the allocation from one, randomly selected bargaining round, plus an $8 show up fee.   

A no communication control treatment was run with exactly the same procedures as in 

the “closed door” communication treatment.  There were three closed door communication 

sessions with between 15 and 18 subjects in each session, along with three no communication 

sessions with between 12 and 18 subjects in each session.  There were two multilateral 

communication sessions with 12 subjects in one session and 15 in the other. 5 There was no 

overlap in subject participation between the three treatments.6  

III. Theoretical Predictions.  

 The BF model has multiple Nash equilibria with any proposal that is accepted 

constituting an equilibrium. The stationary sub-game perfect equilibrium (SSPE) offers a unique 

prediction.  The SSPE is essentially the subgame perfect equilibrium for the game when players 

do not exercise any history based punishment strategies.  Given the anonymity of agents within a 

bargaining round with closed door communication, as well as the no communication (control) 

treatment, bargainers have no possibility of exercising history based punishment strategies, so 

that by design there is a unique subgame perfect equilibrium that coincides with the SSPE. 

 Under the SSPE, bargainers must receive a share equal to their continuation value for the 

game – their expected payoff after rejecting an offer.  Under standard assumptions of perfectly 

rational risk neutral players and no discounting, this is equal to 1/3 of the money to be allocated, 

with the proposer keeping the other 2/3.  Predictions under the SSPE are that (1) proposers offer 

minimum winning coalitions (MWCs) in which one player gets a zero allocation, (2) the 

                                                 
5 One of these sessions suffered a computer breakdown in bargaining round 9.  
6 Closed Door Communication sessions took place between October and November 2012. The Multilateral 
Communication sessions took place in April 2013. All participants were Ohio State undergraduate students, and 
never participated in more than one session. 



7 
 

remaining voter gets a $10 allocation or $10 + ɛ (to break indifference), (3) the proposer keeps 

$20 (or $20 - ɛ), and (4) proposals always pass in stage 1 of each bargaining round.7 

In our experimental setting, messages are non-binding and costless (cheap talk).  Further, 

under the standard assumptions used to derive the equilibrium of the game, communication has 

no effect on the bargaining process because the continuation value of the game does not change. 

However, the standard assumptions underlying this prediction are unlikely to hold in practice as 

(i) bargainers are unlikely to be fully aware of the continuation value of the game, and (ii) if 

ultimatum game results are any guideline, agents may not care only about own payoffs.  In this 

case, cheap talk may be informative as proposers attempt to identify potential coalition partner’s 

reservation values needed to get their proposal passed. It also allows proposers to play voters off 

against each other, as well as giving voters the ability to compete to be in an MWC. 

Alternatively, voters can plead for an equitable share of the $30, either between themselves and 

the proposer, or between all three players.  Of course, there is no guarantee that the information 

provided will be acted on.  Nevertheless, it is clear that communication can potentially convey 

private information that otherwise might be unavailable. 

More formally, one could envision the bargaining environment as a coordination game 

from the perspective of the proposer who is trying to choose an allocation that maximizes the 

amount kept subject to approval. In doing so, the proposer would like to know the minimum 

amount that each voter is willing to accept. Similarly, voters would like to receive a positive 

share and be included in the allocation.  In the standard environment, there is no mechanism 

through which voters can signal their valuations and thus attempt to guarantee a share of the pie.8   

IV. Experimental Results 

 We start with comparing outcomes between the closed door communication treatment 

and the corresponding control treatment, with the analysis of the chat dialogues coming after 

that.  Results from the open communication treatment are presented after that. The emphasis will 

be on behavior in the last five bargaining rounds, once subjects have become familiar with the 

game. The results shown will be for approved allocations unless stated otherwise.  

  
                                                 
7 The model also assumes risk neutrality so that the continuation value is just the weighted average of payoffs in the 
different scenarios: $20 when she is a proposer, $10 in case of inclusion in the MWC, and $0 otherwise.  
8 We say "attempt" because, if both voters are fully rational, they can correctly anticipate the other voter's offer 
which would again imply that communication is not effective in guaranteeing a spot in the allocation. 
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IV.1 Closed Door Bargaining Outcomes 

  Communication No Communication 

 Bargaining Rounds First Half Second Half First Half Second Half 

Proposer's Share ($) 16.7 19.0 14.4 14.6 
          (Std. Errors) (0.236) (0.284) (0.155) (0.138) 

Highest Voter Share ($) 11.4 9.6 13.4 13.5 
          (Std. Errors) (0.272) (0.281) (0.248) (0.247) 

  Percentages   
Approved in Stage 1  87.0 80.0 75.0 77.5 

MWC 78.7 81.2 72.5 76.2 

SSPE±2 34.3 42.4 5.0 2.5 

$15-$15 Split 16.1 3.5 48.8 50.0 

Equal Share for All 14.2 8.2 10.0 8.8 

Table 1. Approved Allocations 

  

Table 1 reports key outcomes under the closed door communication and the control 

treatment, broken up by the first and last five bargaining rounds.  First, in the last five bargaining 

rounds with communication, the average proposer’s share ($19.00) is quite close to the SSPE 

prediction of $20.  In contrast, the control treatment lags far behind at just under $15, the latter 

being a typical result for BF games without communication (see Frechétte, Kagel and Morelli, 

2005a, for example).  This difference in proposer’s share between the two treatments is 

significant at better than the 1% level.9  For the communication treatment, this is largely driven 

by the high frequency of allocations that are close to the SSPE (SSPE±$2); 42.4% with 

communication versus 2.5% without.10  The mirror image of this difference can be found in the 

$15-$15 equal split between the proposer and one other player in the no communication 

treatment at 50.1% for the controls versus 3.5% with communication.  In addition, this 

substantially greater proposer power with communication occurs with slightly higher stage 1 

                                                 
9 This is based on a t-test using bargaining round as the unit of observation. Using the far more conservative session 
averages as the unit of observation, the differences are significant at p =0.05 using a Mann-Whitney test.  
10 The SSPE±$2 corresponds to allocations approved with no delay in which a MWC is formed and the proposer 
keeps an amount between $18 and $22. 
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acceptance rates than absent communication, so that voters accepted the more unequal shares at 

the same or slightly higher rate with communication than without. 

Conclusion 1: Unrestricted closed door communication results in outcomes that are significantly 

closer to the SSPE than without communication.  The sharp increase in proposer power with 

communication results in essentially the same frequency of stage 1 acceptance rates, indicative 

of the acceptability of this increased proposer power compared no communication.  

 

 

Figures 1 and 2 provide details regarding proposers’ share with and without 

communication.   Figure 1 shows that the average proposer’s share was essentially the same 

between the two treatments to begin with ($14.09 with communication versus $14.06 for the 

controls). However, the average proposer’s share increases quite rapidly after that with 

communication, while remaining more or less steady around its initial value for the controls.  

Figure 2 shows that proposers’ shares are compactly distributed around a mean of $15 in the 

control treatment versus a much more diffuse distribution centered on $18-$20 with 

communication.   

To understand the mechanism behind this substantial increase in proposer power, we 

analyze the chat records between proposers and potential coalition partners. We hired two 

undergraduate students to independently code the conversations.  We established the categories 

we wanted coded based on a sampling of the communication, which is reported in Table 2.  The 

Figure 1. Evolution of the Mean Proposer's Share. Figure 2. Distribution of Proposer’s Share. Last 5 
bargaining rounds. 
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students then coded up a single session, after which we met jointly to resolve obvious 

inconsistencies in interpreting the categories (which were minimal), followed by coding the 

remaining sessions. The average agreement rate across categories is 91.2%. Results are reported 

based on the frequency with which each category is coded in each bargaining round by either 

coder as long as there is no conflict between the codes assigned, in which case neither code is 

counted.  

 

Coding Category Definition 

Strong Proposer 
Bargaining 

The proposer has a clear intention of forming an 
MWC and elicits offers from both voters. 

Weak Proposer 
Bargaining 

The proposer negotiates in the context of 
payments for all. 

Voter Initiated 
Bargaining 

The proposer plays a passive role and voters lead 
the bargaining process by making offers. 

Other 
 
Voter Requests MWC 

None of the above. 
 
Any of the voters requests zero for the other voter. 

 
First Request 

 
The first amount requested by a voter (or agreed 
to in case it was the proposer who offered it) 

 
Reservation Share 

 
The final stated share that a voter says he or she 
would vote in favor of. 

The First Request and Reservation Share were coded for each voter whenever 
available. The rest of the categories are for a conversation as a whole. For a full 
description of the coding instructions contact the corresponding author. 

    Table 2. Communication Content Coding Categories. 
 

We distinguish between weak and strong bargaining on the part of proposers.  With 

“Weak Proposer” bargaining the proposer negotiates with the intent of providing "payments for 

all." In contrast, with "Strong Proposer” bargaining, the proposer gets voters to compete with 

each other within the context of identifying the voter who is willing to accept the smallest share 

within an MWC.  That is, a weak bargainer is a proposer who has a taste for “fairness” (equal 

payments all around or at least willingness to give everyone a sizable payment) while a strong 

bargainer does not.  “Voter Initiated” bargaining consists of those cases where the voters lead the 
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bargaining process, making offers to a relatively passive proposer.  We include a fourth category, 

“Other,” when none of the previous categories is coded or there is conflict between the 

categories coded.  Examples of all three bargaining styles are reported in the Appendix.  We also 

code for cases where one or both of the voters called for a MWC, with a zero share going to the 

other voter, along with voters’ initial requests and their final reservation shares.  

  
Bargaining Style 

 
      Bargaining 

1-5 

 
Rounds 

6-10 

Strong Proposer 
Bargaining 

Frequency 14.2% 29.4% 

Mean Share Kept  $20.6  $20.8  

    (0.55) (0.377) 

Weak Proposer 
Bargaining 

Frequency 18.9% 7.1% 

Mean Share Kept  $11.6  $15.2  

    (0.449) (1.208) 

Voter Initiated 
Bargaining 

Frequency 50.8% 50.6% 

Mean Share Kept  $17.2  $19.2  

    (0.155) (0.36) 

Other   
Frequency 16.1% 12.9% 

Mean Share Kept  $17.5  $15.7  

    (0.557) (0.879) 

Standard errors in parentheses. Approved allocations only. 
 

Table 3. Bargaining Styles. 

  

Table 3 shows the frequency of each bargaining style along with average proposer’s 

share.  Voter Initiated bargaining accounts for nearly half of the bargaining styles, with this 

percentage holding steady over time. In contrast, Strong Proposer bargaining starts out low 

(14.2%) but more than doubles between the first five and last five bargaining rounds.  Proposers’ 

share under Strong Proposer bargaining stays essentially constant over time at slightly over $20. 

Proposers’ share under voter initiated bargaining increases substantially over time; it is 

significantly less than with Strong Proposer bargaining in the first five bargaining rounds ($3.40 
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lower, p < 0.01) and increases to the point that it is no longer significantly less in the last five 

rounds ($1.60 lower, p = 0.14).  

Conclusion 2: Strong Proposer bargaining, along with Voter Initiated bargaining, accounts for 

80% of the of the approved allocations over the last five bargaining rounds, with Voter led 

bargaining accounting for just over 60% of this total.  

 

 
Figure 1. Evolution of Other-Regarding Communication Content. 

 
Another way in which Voter Initiated bargaining, as well as Strong Proposer bargaining, 

facilitates proposer power is by voters explicitly requesting an MWC in which the other voter 

gets a zero payoff.  Figure 3 shows the frequency with which one or both voters called for a zero 

allocation to the remaining voter. This increases rather dramatically after the first bargaining 

round and remains high thereafter. This increase is matched with a corresponding decrease in the 

frequency of Weak Proposer bargaining, more than likely because proposers realize they can get 

a substantially larger share for themselves or in response to the selfishness others’ display.   

So far, the analysis has focused on approved allocations. Nevertheless, rejected 

allocations are informative as well.  For rejected proposals in the last five bargaining rounds, the 

average share for the voter receiving the highest share offered is $11.80 and $7.30 in the control 

and communication treatments, respectively (p < 0.01).  With communication, proposers are 

clearly wary of accepting the lowest reservation value offered, as in 42.9% of MWCs in the last 
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five bargaining rounds they choose the voter with the higher reservation share (average 

reservation value for those included is $10.20 versus $7.80 for those excluded).  Among MWCs, 

proposers exactly fulfill the stated reservation share of the included voter 57.3% of the time, of 

which 17.4% are voted against.  In 29.1% of MWCs they increase the included voter’s share 

relative to their stated reservation value (an average increase of $1.90) of which 9.3% are 

rejected.  And in 13.6% of MWCs they offer less than the share requested (an average decrease 

of $2.20) of which 40% are rejected.   

We also run a probit regression looking at the effect of an increase or decrease in the 

proposed amount relative to the share requested within MWCs.  An increase relative to the share 

requested increases the odds of the proposal being accepted by 12.9% (p = 0.087), while offering 

a lower share decreases the odds of being accepted by 32% (p = 0.004).11  

Table 4 reports probit results comparing voting with and without communication, with 

the dependent variable equal to 1 when a vote is cast in favor of a proposal.  Right hand side 

variables include the voter’s own share (in dollars) and the other voter’s share (in dollars) as long 

as it is greater than or equal to $1.00.  Chat and MWC are dummy variables equal to 1 with 

communication and with an MWC, respectively and 0 otherwise.  The Chat dummy is interacted 

with the voters’ own share, the other voter’s share, and MWC.  We only include the voter 

receiving the largest share (both voters if they were offered the same share).  We do this because 

voters left out of an MWC (offers of $1 or less) are routinely rejected (97.1% of the time), so that 

to include them would bias the results for voters allocated a meaningful share.12 In the absence 

of an MWC the voter receiving the largest share accounts for the most meaningful vote.  

We focus on the restricted model which drops other’s share and other’s share interacted 

with chat as neither is statistically significant in its own right, nor are they significant together (p 

= 0.72).  The coefficient for chat is positive and statistically significant so that, other things 

equal, a proposal is more likely to get a positive vote in the communication treatment.  Own 

Share is positive and statistically significant, as is to be expected.  The interaction between Chat 

and Own Share is negative and significant, indicative of the fact that, as Own Share increases, 

                                                 
11 The probit, which is run over the last five bargaining rounds, includes the dollar requested by the voter plus 
dummy variables for an increase or decrease in shares offered.  Standard errors are clustered at the individual subject 
level. We look at the same sample as in Table 4, with the additional restriction that we must have a reservation share 
report from the voter. 
12 There were a couple of cases where the voter receiving the largest share got $1 or less.  These, too, have been 
excluded. 
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voting differences between the two treatments shrink. The MWC dummy is negative and 

statistically significant, but positive and of nearly the same size when interacted with the Chat 

dummy so that the net effect with communication is effectively zero.13    

  Full Model Restricted Model  

  Coef. Coef. 

Chat 3.485 *** 3.693 *** 

 

(1.276) (1.074) 

own share 0.486 *** 0.488 *** 

 

(0.087) (0.087) 

other's share 0.024 
 

 

(0.079)  

MWC - 1.360 * -1.569 *** 

 

(0.774) (0.411) 

chat*own share -0.298 *** -0.286 *** 

 

(0.101) (0.101) 

chat*other's share 0.051  

 

(0.127)  

chat*MWC 1.575 1.273** 

 

(1.043) (0.544) 

Constant - 4.541 *** - 4.354*** 
  (1.045) (0.919) 
Standard errors in parentheses below the coefficient value. ***,**, and * refer 
to significance at 1%, 5%, and 10% respectively, which are calculated with 
clustering at the subject level. Vote = 1 if a vote is in favor. Chat = 1 for the 
communication treatment. MWC = 1 for allocations characterized as such. 
Includes only voters with the highest share in the last five bargaining rounds. 

Table 4. Voting Probit. 
 

Computing the difference in the probability of voting in favor of a proposal, at the mean 

value of Own Share with communication ($10.95), voters are 82.5% more likely to vote in favor 

of such a proposal with communication than without it.  Thus, a proposal approximating the 

                                                 
13 The negative sign for MWC in the no communication treatment is puzzling, particularly in conjunction with the 
total lack of statistical significance for Other Share.  We suspect that part of this has to do with the fact that rejected 
MWCs have the largest difference ($5.59) on average between proposer’s share and that of the would be coalition 
partner, whereas accepted MWCs are nearly egalitarian (average difference of $0.82).   
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SSPE allocation has virtually no chance of passing without communication (14.8%), but the 

same allocation with communication has an 85.6% chance of being approved.   

IV.2 Open Communication Outcomes  

 The open communication treatment modifies the closed door procedure in two ways. 

First, the communication protocol is modified to allow voter to voter communication without the 

proposer having access to these discussions, in addition to private communication between the 

proposer and each voter. And there is a "Public Chat Screen" where messages can be broadcast 

to all members of the committee.  Second, subject ID numbers, along with proposed allocations 

and voting outcomes, remain fixed within a given bargaining round.  The second modification is 

needed for voters to form a blocking coalition with the goal of one of them being selected as the 

proposer in the next stage of the bargaining process and establishing a more equitable share of 

the $30 between the two of them.   

 Table 5 compares outcomes in the last five bargaining rounds under open versus closed 

communication.  Average proposer’s share is down a bit compared to closed communication in 

the last five bargaining rounds, with this difference significant at the 10% level.  MWCs are, if 

anything, more frequent with open communication, with the frequency of approximate SSPE 

allocations a bit greater as well. 

 What is driving down average proposer’s share with open versus closed communication 

is the higher frequency of equal splits between the proposer and one other voter.  These have 

decreased substantially in the last five rounds compared to the first five bargaining rounds, from 

28.9% to 11.4%.  This suggests that proposer power with open communication may take more 

time to develop on account of voters’ efforts to form blocking coalitions, which are largely 

unsuccessful (see below).   

Voters communicate privately with each other in terms of forming a blocking coalition in 

26.8% of all bargaining rounds, and in 41.9% of the last five bargaining rounds.  Voter-to-voter 

communication is coded according to whether voters were discussing a weak deal or a strong 

deal.14 A weak deal is one in which the voters discuss rejecting a proposal with no specification 

of how they planned to split the $30 after the proposal is rejected.  A strong deal involves 

                                                 
14 There is a 99% agreement rate between the two coders on this dimension. 
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discussions on how to distribute the $30 after rejecting the proposed allocation, typically 

involving an equal split between voters after the proposal is rejected.15  

  
Closed Door Open 

Communication1 

Proposer's Share ($) 19.0 17.6 
          (Std. Errors) (0.284) (0.334) 

Highest Voter Share ($) 9.6 12.06 
          (Std. Errors) (0.281) (0.253) 

                                                           
 
First Round Approval  

Percentages 
 

80.0 

 
 

80.0 
MWC 81.2 97.1 

SSPE±2 42.4 57.1 

$15-$15 Split 3.5 11.4 

Equal Split 8.2 2.9 
      
1) For Session 2 we use rounds 6-8, because we had a computer breakdown in round   
   9. 

Table 5. Closed and Open Communication Results. 
 

 

  Total Observations Fulfilled 

Weak Deals 6 1 

Strong Deals 19 4 

Table 6. Voter Proposed Blocking Coalitions  
 

Table 6 shows the breakdown between weak and strong deals for all bargaining rounds.16   

Just over 75% of all voter to voter agreements represent strong deals, of which 80.9% involve 

discussions of an equal split, excluding the proposer. For a strong deal to materialize, one (or 

both) of the voters must reject the offer on hand with one of the voters recognized as the 

proposer in the next stage of the bargaining round.  Of the 19 strong deals, 12 of them fail to 
                                                 
15 Under our procedures, these discussions would have occurred before any formal proposals were made.  But voters 
had considerable information regarding the nature of the likely proposal from the pre-proposal bargaining (see the 
Appendix) and from past experience.   
16 The unit of observation here is the bargaining round and includes all bargaining rounds.   
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materialize as one of the voters accepts the offer on hand (these offers averaged $12.10).17 Of the 

7 successful rejections of the proposed allocation, 3 of them are unlucky, facing the  the same 

proposer in stage 2, at which point the deal collapses in 2 cases.18 Only one weak deal is 

successful in blocking a proposal. In the rest of them, one member does not comply in the voting 

stage and instead accepts a positive share that averages $11.80.  There are many reasons why 

blocking coalitions would not be successful, as partly represented by the fact that, in 77.5% of all 

negotiations, at least one voter suggests an MWC to the proposer.  

V. Summary and Conclusions 

We report an experimental investigation of the Barron-Ferejohn (1989) legislative 

bargaining model with cheap talk.  Although standard game theoretic modeling assumptions 

imply that cheap talk is irrelevant to the outcomes to be observed in the game, accounting for 

errors in computing the continuation value of the games and/or the fact that voters are quite  

reluctant to accept very unequal shares relative to what the proposer would get, indicates some 

scope for relevant information.  It also brings the laboratory game closer to the target application 

in that legislative bargaining outside the lab typically involves a considerable amount of pre-

proposal communication between the relevant agents.  

The main effect of introducing communication, compared to no communication studies, 

is to restore proposer power close to the level predicted under the SSPE. The experiment also 

reveals a number of related insights. Negotiations with communication are dominated by voter 

initiated efforts to get into the winning coalition, typically calling for an MWC in which the 

redundant member receives a zero allocation.  Proposers are justifiably skeptical of excessively 

low offers so that they often turn to the potential coalition partner asking for a larger share, closer 

to the SSPE prediction, to include in their MWC.  Blocking coalitions of voters are hard to form 

as one or another of the voters defects to accept a decent offer.  

The main results of our experiment, the sharp increase in proposer power with 

communication compared to without, have been reported in an earlier experiment (Agranov and 

Tergiman, 2013).   There are a number of differences between our experimental procedures and 
                                                 
17 All of these occurr within the context of an MWC.   
18 The average largest share is $12.20 for proposals that are blocked.  The one group that manages to successfully 
reject a proposal twice in the same bargaining round agrees to an equal split in stage 1.  In stage two, the proposer 
offers $15 to voter 1 who proceeds to ask voter 2 "should we reject again?"  Voter 2 replies, "we should reject and 
you can go 20-10, you with more," with voter 1 responding "I'll probably still go with 15-15 though." The final 
allocation is a $17-$12 split in favor of voter 1 with the previous stages’ proposer getting $1.  This is counted as a 
successful strong deal despite the unequal final split.   
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theirs. They report negotiations between 5 player committees with $5 at stake in each bargaining 

round, which shrinks by 20% following each stage of the bargaining process in which the 

proposed allocation is rejected.19 Their main experimental treatments last for 15 bargaining 

rounds, with the focus on results for the last 5 bargaining rounds. Their communication protocol 

is similar to our open communication procedures. Both experiments report proposer power close 

to the SSPE prediction – in our case, 95% of the proposer’s predicted share under the SSPE; in 

theirs, 84.7%.20  Alternatively, looking at the change in proposer’s payoff with communication 

less payoffs with no communication as a percentage of the proposer’s predicted SSPE share, we 

get a 22% increase and they get a 20% increase. Thus, the results are quite comparable, 

indicative of their robustness given the differences in experimental procedures. 

There are some small differences around the edges between the two experiments.  With 

open communication, we find efforts to form blocking coalitions, but with limited success.  

Agranov and Tergiman do not report any attempts at blocking coalitions, probably because their 

larger committee increases coordination costs, while their shrinking pie makes for higher costs of 

delay.   We provide a taxonomy of bargaining styles with communication, they do not.  

However, these and other small differences should not obscure the main message from both 

experiments - with communication outcomes for the Baron-Ferejohn legislative bargaining 

model result in significantly greater proposer power than absent communication. 

Part of our motivation for introducing communication into the legislative bargaining 

game was to bring the lab closer to field settings, where there is invariably pre-play 

communication and bargaining before proposals are voted on.  From this perspective, there is 

still a lot left out relative to field settings.  First, absent term limits, there are repeated play 

interactions in field settings versus the one shot nature of the bargaining process reported here. 

This might serve to soften the bargaining process, as well as make breaking voting commitments 

more costly. Second, our bargainers have no ideological commitments or public policy interests 

at stake which are likely to be present in field settings, to name two obvious differences.21  No 

doubt, the reader can think of more differences that might impact the bargaining outcomes. 

These remain to be explored in future research.   

                                                 
19 Subjects are paid for outcomes in all bargaining rounds. 
20 This is under our close door communication.  In our open communication treatment, proposers get 88.0% of their 
predicted share under the SSPE. 
21 See Christiansen, Georganas, and Kagel (2013) for a step in this direction. 
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Appendix: Examples of Bargaining Styles 

What follows are unedited (except for grammatical mistakes) examples of the bargaining styles 

reported in the text. 

I. Weak Proposer Bargaining 

Voter 1 establishes a reservation share of $12 and suggests to the proposer that “you can 

take the rest”. The final allocation is $11 for the proposer, $8 for voter 1 who votes 

against the proposal, and $11 for voter 2 who votes in favor of the proposal. 

Proposer and Voter 2 

Voter: Hey what were you thinking 

Prop: voter 1 wants 12… 

Voter: Well that leaves us with less, he sounds greedy 

Prop: Yeah 

Voter: why not cut him to 8 and give ourselves more 

Prop: sounds good 

Voter: we could do more as well 

Prop: he said anything less than 12 he will not 
accept 

Voter: well, if you and I accept… 

 

II. Strong Proposer Bargaining 
The discussion with voter 2 is similar in content and structure.  The final allocation is $21 
for the proposer and $9 for voter 1 and is approved. 

Proposer and Voter 1 

Prop: Hey what’s your proposal 

Voter: How do you divide 30? 

Prop: well the other voter offered 17/13 

Voter: 18-12 

Prop: he said 20-10. Can you beat that? 

Voter: 21-9? 

Prop: Ok you win 
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III. Voter Initiated Bargaining 
In this bargaining round, voter 1 and the proposer do not communicate. The final 

allocation is $15-$15. 

Proposer and Voter 2 

Voter: hey, give me 15 and you 15 majority rules 

Prop: Haha I was about to suggest that 

Voter: well you've got my vote 

Prop: you win! 
 

IV. Weak Deal in the Open Communication Treatment 

This is the one successful attempt to block an allocation with no specification in 

round 1 of how the fund would be allocated in the next round. The new proposer 

implements a $15-$15 split between herself and the other voter in stage 2 of the 

bargaining process. 

Voter 1 to Voter 2 
Voter 1: If we both reject, there is a 66% chance that 

one of us would be the next proposer.  

Voter 2: I’m planning on rejecting… I offered $22 for 
him $8 for me  

Voter 1: more money for both of us 

Voter 2: I am rejecting 

Voter 1: You want to reject? 

Voter 2: Yes 

Voter 1: I am rejecting. That way we'll make our own 
terms 
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V. Strong Deals in the Open Communication Treatment 

This is a failed attempt to block an allocation and secure the $15-$15 payoff in stage 

2.  Voter 2 accepts a $12 share in stage 1.  

Voter 1 and Voter 2 
Voter 1: don't accept less than $15! You can do at 

least as well if we restart the election 

Voter 2: then split the next attempt $15-$15 you and 
me no matter what? 

Voter 1: Yeah 

  

  

What follows is a successful attempt to block an allocation and implement the $15-

$15 payoff. Voter 1 rejects a first offer of $10 in an MWC and in the next stage is 

recognized as the proposer. 

Voter 1 to Voter 2 
Voter 1: Reject? He is offering me a deal to leave you 

out 

Voter 2: Yes 

Voter 1: He is still making deals 

Voter 2: I offered 20 for him, 10 for me and he said 
"ok" 

Voter 1: Same for me 

Voter 2: Reject, then 15-15? 

Voter 1: Yeah fur sure. 

Voter 2: Sounds like a plan! 

Voter 1: Cool! Its fairer this way 

 


