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ECON 3BE3: Behavioural Economics 
Winter 2020 

Instructor: Professor Bradley Ruffle   Email: ruffleb@mcmaster.ca  
Office : KTH 436     Office Hours: Tuesdays 10:00-11:00 
Lectures:   Mondays, Thursdays 12:30-13:20 

       Tuesdays 13:30-14:20   
       Burke Science BSB 120   
 

TA: Andrew Leal      Email: leala@mcmaster.ca    
Office: KTH 701     Office Hours: Fridays 11:00-12:00
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
Economic theory rests upon the assumptions that all economic actors (consumers, firms, 
governments) are fully rational and narrowly self-interested. Behavioural economics examines the 
consequences and realism of these assumptions by designing laboratory and field experiments and 
conducting empirical analyses that test economic theory and its core assumptions and by 
incorporating psychologically plausible assumptions and motivations into economic theory. 
Behavioural economics, thus, constitutes an alternative approach to the standard homo economicus 
approach. It is not confined to a specific field within economics – it has pierced most (all?) fields 
in economics. Nor is behavioural economics limited to a specific methodology – it uses laboratory, 
field and natural experiments, surveys, empirical analyses of existing datasets and economic 
theory. This course provides a survey of some of the core and current topics that fall within the 
realm of behavioral economics, focusing primarily on experimental methods and design. 

PREREQUISITES 

ECON 2G03, 2Z03 OR 2X03 

CLASS FORMAT 
The course will consist of lectures, many of them preceded by a classroom experiment using the 
MobLab app. I will also use multiple polling questions in each class to strengthen your 
understanding of the course content using Echo360. A summary of each lecture is available online 
at Avenue to Learn as a PDF or Powerpoint file. You may bring each lecture to class (as a hard 
copy or on a portable electronic device), if you so choose. Warning: the lecture notes are 
summaries of the course content and do not constitute a substitute for attending class. 

COURSE MATERIALS AND TEXTS  
There is no textbook for this course. Instead, slides are posted on Avenue to Learn (A2L) for each 
topic and lecture that are meant to serve as lecture summaries.  

mailto:ruffleb@mcmaster.ca
mailto:leala@mcmaster.ca
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AVENUE TO LEARN (A2L) 
Upon logging into Avenue to Learn, choose this course and click on the “Content” tab in the upper 
left of the screen. Then click on the echo360 link near the bottom of this screen. This will take you 
to the course content, organized in a series of folders by topic. Within each folder, you will find 
the lecture slides and any other materials relevant to the topic for which you are responsible.   

Avenue to Learn will also be used by me to post the assignment and by you to submit your 
assignment.  

Before the midterm and final exams, I will post practice problems on Avenue to Learn. 

Students should be aware that, when they access the electronic components of this course, private 
information such as first and last names, user names for the McMaster e-mail accounts, and 
program affiliation may become apparent to all other students in the same course. The available 
information is dependent on the technology used. Continuation in this course will be deemed 
consent to this disclosure. If you have any questions or concerns about such disclosure please 
discuss this with the course instructor. 

COURSE EVALUATION – OVERVIEW 
1. Classroom Participation: Polling Questions – 3% 
2. Classroom Participation: MobLab experiments – 2% 
3. Assignment – 10%, due no later than Thursday February 13, 2020, 12:30 
4. Midterm Exam – 35%, Friday February 28, 2020, 19:00-21:00 
5. Final Exam - 50% 

COURSE EVALUATION – DETAILS 

For most students, behavioural economics and the subject of experimental design involves a new, 
unfamiliar way of thinking. This new way of thinking is best learned through attending class and 
actively engaging with the course content. I have adopted two technologies intended to facilitate 
students’ learning and engagement: polling questions and online experiments. Participation in both 
of these technologies counts toward your course grade. 

Classroom Participation: Polling Questions 

You can earn up to 3% by participating in the “Activity Slides” in class using Echo 360. There is 
no cost to using Echo 360. Login to Echo 360 by going through A2L. Most questions follow a 
multiple-choice format. Answering a question is worth one point. If the question has a correct 
answer, you will obtain an additional point for selecting this answer. Grades will be determined 
by converting your points to a percentage score at the end of the semester. For example, if you 
obtain 80% or more of the total available points, you will be rewarded the entire 3%.  
 
% Activity Slide Points  Grade % (out of 3%) 
80-100     3.0 
65-79     2.5 
50-64     2.0 
40-49     1.5 
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30-39     1.0 
20-29     0.5 
<29     0 
 

Classroom Participation: MobLab experiments 

To illustrate various concepts taught in this course, I will be conducting in-class experiments using 
an app called “MobLab” developed by a for-profit company in California. An instruction page 
appears at the end of this course outline explaining how to set up an account and download the 
app. MobLab charges a $20 USD fee per student for the app. There are no other student charges 
or fees related to this course. So, think of this as in place of a course textbook and i-Clicker account.  

In addition to the pedagogical benefit and fun associated with participating in experiments, 2% of 
your course grade will be determined by participation in these classroom MobLab experiments. 

Reminder: Use only your own account for Echo360 and MobLab.  

If you use a classmate’s Echo360 or MobLab account, then both you and your classmate are guilty 
of the academic misconduct offence of ‘impersonation’. 

 
Midterm Exam (35%) 

The midterm exam will take place outside of classroom hours on Friday February 28, 2020 from 
19:00-21:00 in MDCL 1102. The midterm exam will cover all course material covered up to and 
including the lecture on Tuesday February 25, 2020. I will devote the class on Thursday February 
27, 2020 to a review session during which you are expected to come to class with questions about 
the material. The midterm’s format will consist of a mixture of multiple-choice, true-false and 
short-answer questions. 

 
Assignment (10%), due Thursday February 13, 2020 

An assignment will be posted on A2L one week in advance of the due date. The assignment will 
consist of a number of conceptual and problem-solving questions. The assignment must be turned 
in through A2L no later than Thursday February 13, 2020 at 12:30 (the beginning of class). Late 
assignments will not be accepted. You are permitted to submit the assignment in pairs. If you work 
with someone else, please submit a single assignment with both of your names on it. 
 
Final Exam (50%) 

The date and location of the final exam will be announced once known. The duration of the final 
exam is two and a half hours. The format of the final exam will be similar to the midterm exam, 
namely, a mixture of multiple-choice, true-false and short-answer questions. 
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COURSE POLICIES 
Grades 
Grades will be based on the McMaster University grading scale: 

MARK GRADE 
90-100 A+ 
85-90 A 
80-84 A- 
77-79 B+ 
73-76 B 
70-72 B- 
67-69 C+ 
63-66 C 
60-62 C- 
57-59 D+ 
53-56 D 
50-52 D- 
0-49 F 

 
Submission of Assignments 
Assignments are to be submitted through Avenue to Learn. If two students work together on an 
assignment, please submit one assignment with both names indicated.  

 

Late Assignments 
Late assignments will not be accepted and assigned a grade of zero (0%). 
 

Intellectual Property Rights 
The educational materials developed for this course, including, but not limited to, lecture notes 
and slides, handout materials, examinations and assignments, and any materials posted to Avenue 
to Learn, are the intellectual property of the course instructor. These materials have been developed 
for student use only and they are not intended for wider dissemination and/or communication 
outside of a given course. Posting or providing unauthorized audio, video, or textual material of 
lecture content to third-party websites violates an instructor’s intellectual property rights, and the 
Canadian Copyright Act.  Recording lectures in any way is prohibited in this course unless specific 
permission has been granted by the instructor.  Failure to follow these instructions may be in 
contravention of the university’s Code of Student Conduct and/or Code of Academic Conduct, and 
will result in appropriate penalties. Participation in this course constitutes an agreement by all 
parties to abide by the relevant University Policies, and to respect the intellectual property 
of others during and after their association with McMaster University. 
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UNIVERSITY POLICIES 
Academic Integrity Statement 
You are expected to exhibit honesty and use ethical behavior in all aspects of the learning 
process. Academic credentials you earn are rooted in principles of honesty and academic 
integrity.  

Academic dishonesty is to knowingly act or fail to act in a way that results or could result in 
unearned academic credit or advantage. This behavior can result in serious consequences, e.g. 
the grade of zero on an assignment, loss of credit with a notation on the transcript (notation reads: 
“Grade of F assigned for academic dishonesty”), and/or suspension or expulsion from the 
university. 

It is your responsibility to understand what constitutes academic dishonesty. For information on 
the various types of academic dishonesty please refer to the Academic Integrity Policy.  

The following illustrates only four forms of academic dishonesty: 

1. Plagiarism, e.g. the submission of work that is not one’s own or for which credit has been 
obtained.  

2. Improper collaboration in group work. 
3. Copying or using unauthorized aids in tests and examinations. 
4. Use of a classmate’s Echo360 or MobLab account to grant the classmate participation marks. 

Both you and your classmate are guilty of the academic misconduct offence of 
‘impersonation’. 

Academic Accommodation of Students with Disabilities 
Students who require academic accommodation must contact Student Accessibility Services 
(SAS) to make arrangements. Academic accommodations must be arranged before classes or 
academic work begins, and for each term of study. Student Accessibility Services can be contacted 
by phone 905-525-9140 ext. 28652 or e-mail sas@mcmaster.ca. For further information, consult 
McMaster University’s Policy for Academic Accommodation of Students with Disabilities.  

Academic Accommodation for Religious, Indigenous and Spiritual Observances 
Students who require academic accommodation due to an Observance must submit a RISO form 
to their Faculty office, electronically or in person, normally within ten working days from the 
beginning of each term in which they are anticipating a need for Accommodation. For further 
information, consult McMaster University’s Policy on Academic Accommodation for Religious, 
Indigenous and Spiritual Observances.  

Faculty of Social Sciences E-mail Communication Policy 
Effective September 1, 2010, it is the policy of the Faculty of Social Sciences that all e-mail 
communication sent from students to instructors (including TAs), and from students to staff, must 
originate from the student’s own McMaster University e-mail account. This policy protects 
confidentiality and confirms the identity of the student. It is the student’s responsibility to ensure 
that communication is sent to the university from a McMaster account. If an instructor becomes 

http://www.mcmaster.ca/academicintegrity
mailto:sas@mcmaster.ca
http://www.mcmaster.ca/policy/Students-AcademicStudies/AcademicAccommodation-StudentsWithDisabilities.pdf
https://www.mcmaster.ca/policy/Students-AcademicStudies/AcademicAccommodation-Observances.pdf
https://www.mcmaster.ca/policy/Students-AcademicStudies/AcademicAccommodation-Observances.pdf
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aware that a communication has come from an alternate address, the instructor may not reply at 
his or her discretion. 

 
Course Modification 
 
The instructor and university reserve the right to modify elements of the course during the 
term. The university may change the dates and deadlines for any or all courses in extreme 
circumstances. If either type of modification becomes necessary, reasonable notice and 
communication with the students will be given with explanation and the opportunity to 
comment on changes. It is the responsibility of the student to check his/her McMaster email 
and course websites weekly during the term and to note any changes. 
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WEEKLY COURSE SCHEDULE (AND IMPORTANT DATES)  
 

Weeks Topic 

1 Introduction: What is behavioral economics? methods; guessing game & rationality  

2-4 Individual Choice: biases and paradoxes in decision-making, probability judgments, save 
more tomorrow & Monty Hall problem 

5 Altruism, Fairness: dictator and ultimatum games, experiments on small-scale societies and 
the evolution of preferences; pay-what-you-want pricing  

6 Honesty: measurement (random response method, die-under-the-cap paradigm, etc.), 
determinants 

7 Trust: WVS, trust and economic growth, trust game  

7 Assignment due – Thursday February 13, 2020 

8-10 Cooperation: prisoners’ dilemma, public goods game, centipede game, ways to cooperate 

8 Review class – Thursday February 27, 2020, 12:30-13:20 

8 Midterm Exam – Friday February 28, 2020, 19:00-21:00, MDCL 1102 

11 Risk and Time Preferences: methods of measurement 

12 Markets: pit-market, double-auction market, competitive equilibrium, fairness considerations 

 

Course Goals and Learning Outcomes 

By the end of this course, you are expected to: 

1. gain an overview of some of the topics addressed by behavioral economists and how the 
approach to these topics differs from that of traditional economics. 

2. understand the central limitations to human rationality in the form of cognitive limitations and 
biases, their sources and their applicability to decision-making.  

3. understand some of the latest methods used to measure individual-level altruism, fairness, trust, 
honesty, cooperation, risk and time preferences. 

4. gain an improved understanding of how markets function and, in particular, the role of supply 
and demand forces in market-clearing.  

5. be able to design a controlled experiment including all of the necessary treatments in order to 
test cleanly a hypothesis (expect multiple questions of this nature on the final exam). 
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Register with MobLab 
Go to www.moblab.com, click ‘Sign Up’ to sign-up for a Student Account. You can also download the MobLab 
iOS or Android app and create your student account through the app.  
 
IMPORTANT: To facilitate recordkeeping, use your university email address.  

Join the Class 
Using a browser or the MobLab app, sign into the Student Console. Choose Join a Class and enter our Class 
Code:  

a5e68d7v3 
 

 
 
In the resulting popup, you will be prompted for the student fee which is payable by credit card. If you 
purchased a textbook access code from the bookstore, you can redeem it here. Once your payment or access 
code is processed, you should have confirmation that you have joined our class.  
 

What do I need to participate? 
To participate in MobLab games you need an internet-connected device. Laptop users can use any browser. I 
strongly recommend that iOS (iPhone and iPad) and Android users use the MobLab app downloadable from the 
device’s app store. Trust me, the app is so much better for playing on handheld devices! 
 

Playing games 
When instructed, access the Student Console in your browser or open the app on your iOS or Android device. 
You will see your class’s session if your instructor has already started it. If not, wait for the session to start. You 

may need to click the active session or refresh button ( ) . To refresh the mobile app, simply pull down on 
your device’s screen. Once the session is visible, click the playlist card. 
 

 
  

Have Questions? 
If you have any 

questions or run into any 
issues, please email 

support@moblab.com. 
 

http://www.moblab.com/
mailto:support@moblab.com
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