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This research examines the extent to which people may be free to make choices by testing their consistency in choosing risk
options. In two experiments, participants were instructed to make the “same” type of risk decisions repeatedly. Experiment
1 showed that when the information for decision is positively framed in terms of gain, the participant’s choice in a particular
decision could not be predicted by his or her choice in another decision (R’s<.02). Experiment 2 showed a statistically
significant predictability when the information is negatively framed in terms of loss, although the predictability was still very
low (R?s<.07). These findings indicate the existence of a large room of variations in which a person may freely choose.
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Introduction

Scientific studies of human choice behaviors are paradoxical.
On the one hand, scientists identify systematic patterns and
regularities of choice behavior [1,2]. On the other hand, if choice
behavior is determined by these patterns and regularities, a choice
will no longer be a choice because people “respond to” but do not
“choose” it. This paradox stems from a more fundamental debate
between determinism versus free will: whether human behavior is
determined and automatic [3-5], or whether people are the sole
agents who exercise control on at least some of their behaviors [6—
9]. As an attempt to address this controversy, the present report
describes two experiments that provide some empirical evidence
that choice behavior may not be completely predictable,
suggesting the possible existence of free will.

Foundation of Testing Free Will

Scientists from multiple disciplines have shown interest in
designing methods for testing whether or not people possess their
own freedom to make choices [3,10-12]. Despite considerable
debates and controversies, a foundation emerges that involves the
following set of propositions. First, free will is generally defined as
something that “we could often have done otherwise than we in
fact did” [13] or “could have done otherwise [14]. This definition
implies that at least certain human behaviors are not pre-
determined, and that behavior is “more than the unavoidable
consequences of genetic and environmental history of individual
and possible stochastic laws of nature” ([4], p. 4500). Specifically,
after a person has made a choice, if he or she is allowed to return
to the moment right before making the decision, and if everything
else 1s exactly identical to the previous decisional context, free will
is evident when the person is able to make a different choice.
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Second, based on the above understanding, to allow freedom,
some physical and behavioral components cannot be summarized
nor predicted by rules and laws. In the physical world, quantum
physics offers a possible way for delineating the unpredictability of
physical nature [15]. Similarly, the prerequisite of free will is that
certain behaviors should contain some degree of unpredictable
variability [6,8].

It is important to note that our goal of this research is not to
confirm the existence of free will. Our goal is to provide some
evidence for the necessary, but not sufficient, room for the
existence of free will. Demonstrating the unpredictability of
behavioral variability does not necessarily reveal the existence of
free will because such unpredictability may be due to a number of
factors, such as randomness,variability in information sampling
but not responding (e.g., as what the signal detection theory tells
us), and/or other hidden factors [4]. Nonetheless, showing the
unpredictability of behaviors is the necessary (though insufficient)
condition for the existence of free will [4]. Unpredictability is the
necessary evidence because it is the only part that distinguishes
determinism from non-determinisms. Unpredictability is not the
sufficient evidence because there could be unobserved factors
contributing to the unpredictability.

Free Will in Invertebrates

Brembs [8] reviewed a body of literature on invertebrates that
supports the notion that invertebrate behavior is sufficiently
unpredictable, fulfilling the prerequisite of freedom to choose their
behavior. Studies on the variations of Drosophila behaviors [16-18]
are of particular relevance to the present research. In the
description of his well-known phototaxis experiments, Benzer
observed that
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Table 1. Results from Positively Framed Vignettes (crossing +Mon1 and +Mon2) in Experiment 1.

+Mon1 “Risk Averse’” Choice

+Mon1 “Risky”’ Choice

+Mon2 “Risk Averse”’
Choice

+Mon2 “Risky”’ Choice

+Mon2 “Risk Averse”

Choice +Mon2 “Risky” Choice

Number of participants 39 30

19 17

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0056811.t001

“...1f you put flies at one end of a tube and a light at the
other end, the flies will run to the light. But I noticed that
not every fly will run every time. If you separate the ones
that ran or did not run and test them again, you find, again,
the same percentage will run. But an individual fly will make
its own decision.” (cited from [8], p. 934)

These findings indicate that although the light determines how
likely each fly will move toward the light, each fly might still have
some freedom to choose to fly or to stay. Otherwise, if each fly’s
choice to move is determined by environmental and genetic
factors, the flies that choose to move in a previous trial should
choose to move again, and the flies that choose to stay should
choose to stay again.

A later study by Quinn et al. [17] obtained a similar pattern of
results. A group of flies learned to avoid one of two odors. In the
first trial, the flies were tested with an odor. A certain percentage
of the flies avoided the odor, but the remaining did not. The flies
were then separated into two groups: the avoider group and the
non-avoider group. In the second trial, these two groups were
tested with the same odor again. A certain percentage of flies from
the avoider group and a certain percentage of flies from the non-
avoider group avoided the odor. Interestingly, the percentage of
the avoiders in the two groups was roughly similar, which also
approximated the proportion of the two groups in the first trial.
Although learning about the odor determines how likely each fly
will avoid the odor, each fly may still have some freedom to choose
to avoid the odor or not. If the flies could not have done otherwise,
each fly’s first choice should reliably predict its second choice.

The Present Study

Following the rationale of the aforementioned studies on
Drosophila, we examine the extent to which human choice behavior
involves variability as the prerequisite of free will. In the two
experiments, we instructed participants to make the “same” type
of decisions repeatedly. The decisions are adapted from Tversky
and Kahneman’s vignettes [2] in which the participant is asked to
choose either a decision with a certainly less attractive outcome or
an uncertainly more attractive outcome. When making this kind of
decisions, robust findings revealed that people are generally risk
averse when the vignettes are described in terms of gain (ie.,
favoring “a certain gain of $50” to “a 50% chance of gaining §

100 and a 50% chance of gaining nothing”), and that they are
generally risk seeking when the vignettes are described in terms of
loss (i.e., favoring “a 50% chance of losing $100 and a 50% chance
of losing nothing” to “a certain loss of $507).

If human choice behavior is largely determined, a person who
chooses a “risky” option in one trial is likely to choose the “risky”
option again in the other trial. On the other hand, if the person
could have done otherwise, the person’s choice made in a
particular trial may not be predicted by his or her choice in
another trial.

Ethics. We declare that individual participants in the current
study (Experiments 1 and 2) gave their written informed consent.
The Institutional Review Boards at the University of Hong Kong
approved the study.

Experiment 1

Methods and Materials

In Experiment 1, participants (N=105) were asked to make a
series of choices as if they were making it for real. They made two
monetary decisions that were separated by a medical decision (see
below), with the order of the two monetary decisions counterbal-
anced across participants. As the participants were residing in
Hong Kong, we changed the currency to Hong Kong dollars in
the monetary decisions so that participants were more familiar
with the context of these decisions. The percentage of participants
who made each choice is presented in square brackets, and the
results are consistent with those of previous studies in showing that
participants generally prefer the “risk averse” to the “risky”
choices.

(1) Positive monetary decision 1 (+Monl), adapted from Tversky
and Kahneman’s [2] Problem 3i.

Choose between:

A. A sure gain of HK$240 (66.04%)

B. 25% chance to gain HK$1,000, and
75% chance to gain nothing (33.96%)

(2) Positive monetary decision 2 (+Mon2), adapted from Tversky
and Kahneman’s [2] Problem 5.

Choose between:

Table 2. Results from Positively Framed Vignettes (crossing +Mon1 and +Med1) in Experiment 1.

+Mon1 “Risk Averse’’ Choice

+Mon1 “Risky”’ Choice

+Med1 “Risk Averse”
Choice

+Med1 ““Risky”’ Choice

+Med1 “Risk Averse”

Choice +Med1 “Risky”’ Choice

Number of participants 44 25

19 17

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0056811.t002
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Table 3. Results from Positively Framed Vignettes (crossing +Mon2 and +Med1) in Experiment 1.

+Mon2 “Risk Averse’ Choice

+Mon2 “Risky”’ Choice

+Med 1 “Risk Averse”’
Choice

+Med 1 “Risky”’ Choice

+Med 1 “Risk Averse”

Choice +Med 1 “Risky” Choice

Number of participants 37 21

26 21

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0056811.t003

A. A sure win of HK$30 (55.66%)
B. 80% chance to win HK$45 (44.34%)

(3) Positive medical decision (+Med 1), adapted from Tversky
and Kahneman’s [2] Problem 1.

Choose between:
A. 200 people will be saved (60.38%)

B. 1/3 probability that 600 people will be saved, and 2/3
probability that no people will be saved (39.62%)

Results and Discussion

We first analyzed the responses of the two monetary decisions
(see Table 1). Among 66% (69 out of 105) of participants who
chose the “risk averse” option in +Monl, 57% (39 out of 69) chose
the “risk averse” option again in +Mon2. Among 34% (36 out of
105) who chose the “risky”” option in +Monl, 53% (19 out of 36)
chose the “risk averse” option in +Mon2. The percentages of
choosing the “risk averse” option from the two groups of
participants (i.e., 57% and 53%) were very close to the 56% (58
out of 105) of the overall percentage of the sample. These results
indicate that a person’s choice of risk in one decision may not
always predict his or her risk preference in another decision.
Importantly, logistic regression showed that responses in +Monl
accounted for 0% variance of responses in +Mon2, Nagelkerke
R’=.00, 1*=.13, p=.71.

The above analysis tests the prediction from free will by testing a
null hypothesis, which is logically not able to be confirmed.
Alternatively, the findings could be analyzed from a perspective in
which the prediction of complete determinism to be the null
hypothesis and the free will prediction to be the alternative
hypothesis. That is, a complete determinism suggests that people
should exhibit 100% consistency between their responses in
+Monl and +Mon2. Our results showed that only 55.24% (58 out
of 105) showed this consistency, which is significantly smaller than
100%. A Chi square test that corrected the expected frequency of
100% to be including at least a cell with expected frequency of 5
(., 100 vs. 5) was significant, (1) = 370.44, p<<.0001.

There was an issue of individual difference in terms of risk
attitude that might complicate the interpretations of our findings.
It is noteworthy that because the +Monl and +Mon2 were not

identical, one problem might promote risk taking more than might
the other problem. Therefore, it was possible that individuals with
a different risk attitude (e.g., with some specific values on
parameters of risk taking or risk aversion coeflicients) would
exhibit different preferences for the two problems, resulting in the
unpredictability between +Monl and +Mon2. If the unpredict-
ability was primarily due to this individual difference, then it
means that the participants’ choice behaviors could still be
predictable.

We checked this possibility with the following logic. Assume that
one problem is more risk promoting than the other one, if
participants’ risk preference is determined and hence showing
consistency in their risk preference, then a couple of observations
are expected. First, those who choose the risky option in the less
risk promoting problem should be determined to choose the risky
option in the more risk promoting problem, regardless of their risk
attitude. Second, those who choose the risk averse option in the
more risk promoting problem should be determined to choose the
risk aversion option in the less risk promoting problem, again
regardless of their risk attitude. We conducted the following
analyses to examine these possibilities.

Assume that, due to whatever reasons, +Monl was more risk
promoting than +Mon2. Those who were risk averse in +Monl
were those who were very conservative. These participants should
also be risk averse in +Mon2. There were 65.71% of participants
(69 out of 105) who took the risk averse option in +Monl. Among
these 69 participants, 56.52% of participants (39 out of 69) took
the risk averse option for +Mon2. The 56.52% of consistency was
not significantly different from the 65.71% of the response
distribution in +Monl, y*(1)=2.59, p>.05, but was significantly
different from 100%, corrected yx*(1)=134.77, p<<.0001. In
addition, those who were risk taking in +Mon2 should also be
risk taking in +Monl. There were 44.76% (47 out of 105) who
took the risk option in +Mon2. Among them 36.17% (17 out of 47)
took the risk option in +Monl, which was not different from
44.76%, %*(1)=1.40, p>.05, but was significantly different from
100%, corrected x*(1)=32.23, p<<.0001.

Conversely, assume that, due to whatever reasons, +Mon2 was
more risk promoting than +Monl. Those who were risk averse in
+Mon2 were those who were very conservative. These participants
should also be risk averse in +Monl. There were 55.24% of
participants (58 out of 105) who took the risk averse option for

Table 4. Results from Positively Framed Vignettes (crossing -Mon1 and -Mon2) in Experiment 2.

—Mon1 “Risk Averse” Choice

—Mon1 “Risky” Choice

—Mon2 “Risk Averse”
Choice

—Mon2 “Risky’”’ Choice

—Mon2 “Risk Averse”

Choice —Mon2 “Risky”’ Choice

Number of participants 1" 6

28 51

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0056811.t004
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Table 5. Results from Positively Framed Vignettes (crossing -Mon1 and -Med1) in Experiment 2.

—Mon1 “Risk Averse” Choice

—Mon1 “Risky” Choice

—Med1 “Risk Averse”
Choice

—Med1 “Risky”’ Choice

—Med1 “Risk Averse”

Choice —Med1 “Risky”’ Choice

Number of participants 6 1

15 64

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0056811.t005

+Mon2. Among these 58 participants, 67% (39 out of 58) took the
risk averse option for +Monl, which was not significantly different
from 55.24%, %*(1)=2.97, p>.05, but was significantly different
from 100%, corrected x*(1)=42.90, p<<.0001. In addition, those
who were risk taking in +Monl should also be risk taking in
+Mon2. There were 34.29% (36 out of 105) took the risk option in
+Monl. Among them 47% (17 out of 36) took the risk option in
+Mon2, which was not significantly different from 34.29%,
¥*(1)=2.67, p>.05, but was significantly different from 100%,
corrected Chi=33.45, p<<.0001.

Finally, we also analyzed the predictability between +Monl and
+Medl (see Table 2) and between +Mon2 and +Medl (Table 3).
For +Monl predicting +Med]1, logistic regression showed a non-
significant  Nagelkerke R=.02, 7°=1.18, p=.28. For +Mon2
predicting +Med], logistic regression also showed a non-significant
Nagelkerke R = .01, y° =.78, p=.38.

In summary, results from Experiment 1 indicate that when
information is positively framed, people’s risk preference in a
decision does not predict their preference in another highly similar
decision. These findings resemble the Drosophila’s behaviors
demonstrated by previous studies [16,17], suggesting that although
the positively framed information and people’s genetic component
jointly determine the probability of their choice behavior, people
seem to freely determine their choices.

Experiment 2

Methods and Materials

The design of Experiment 2 (N=96) was identical to that of
Experiment 1, except that all the vignettes were negatively framed
(i.e., described in terms of loss). The percentage of participants
who chose each option is presented in square brackets; the results
indicate that people generally prefer “risk” to “risk averse”
options.

(1) Negative monetary decision 1 (-Monl), adapted from Tversky
and Kahneman’s [2] Problem 3ii.

Choose between:
A. A sure loss of HK$750 (17.71%)

B. 25% chance to lose HK$1,000, and 75% chance to lose
nothing (82.29%)

(2) Negative monetary decision 2 (-Mon2), modified from
Tversky and Kahneman’s [2] Problem 5.

Choose between:
A. A sure loss of HK$30 (40.63%)
B. 80% chance to lose HK$45 (59.38%)

(3) Negative medical decision (-Med 1), adapted from Tversky
and Kahneman’s [2] Problem 2.

Choose between:
A. 400 people will die (21.88%)

B. 1/3 probability that nobody will die, and 2/3 probability
that 600 people will die. (78.13%)

Results and Discussion

As done previously, we first analyzed the responses of the two
monetary decisions (see Table 4). Among 18% (17 out of 96) of
participants who chose the “risk averse” option in -Monl, 65% (11
out of 17) chose the “risk averse” option again in -Mon2. Among
82% (79 out of 96) who chose the “risky’ option in -Monl, 35%
(28 out of 79) chose the “risk averse” option in -Mon2. The
percentages of choosing the “risk averse” option from the two
groups of participants (i.e., 35% and 65%) were not that close to
the 59% (57 out of 96) of the overall percentage of the entire
sample. Such results indicate that a person’s choice of risk cannot
predict his or her risk preference in another decision. Logistic
regression showed that responses in -Monl significantly accounted
for 7% variance of responses in -Mon2, Nagelkerke R®=.07,
¥° =4.89, p=03. Furthermore, there were 60.42% of participants
(58 out of 96) showed consistent preference between -Monl and —
Mon2, which is significantly fewer than 100%, corrected
72(1)=381.77, p<.0001.

Next, we checked the issue of individual differences. Assume
that, due to whatever reasons, -Monl was more risk promoting
than -Mon2. Those who are risk averse in -Monl were those who
were very conservative. That means, these participants should also
be risk averse in -Mon2. There were 17.71% of participants (17
out of 96) took the risk averse option for -Monl. Among these 17
participants 35.29% (6 out of 17) took the risk averse option for -
Mon2., which was not significantly different from 17.71%,

Table 6. Results from Positively Framed Vignettes (crossing -Mon2 and -Med1) in Experiment 2.

—Mon2 “Risk Averse” Choice

—Mon2 “Risky” Choice

—Med 1 “Risk Averse”
Choice

—Med 1 “Risky” Choice

—Med 1 “Risk Averse”

Choice —Med 1 “Risky’”’ Choice

Number of participants 1 28

10 47

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0056811.t006
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12(1)=3.61, p>.05. We could not examine whether it was
significantly different from 100% because the number of cases
was too few. In addition, those who were risk taking in -Monl
should also be risk taking in -Mon2. There were 82.29% (79 out of
96) took the risk option in -Monl. Among them 64.56% (51 out of
79) took the risk option in —Mon2, which was significantly fewer
than 82.29%, »*(1) = 17.04, p<<.01, and was also significantly fewer
than 100%, corrected y%(1)=112.95, p<<.0001.

Conversely, assume that, due to whatever reasons, -Mon2 was
more risk promoting than -Monl1. Those who were risk averse in -
Mon2 were those who very conservative. That means, these
participants should also be risk averse in -Monl. There were
40.63% of participants (39 out of 96) took the risk averse option for
-Mon2. Among these 39 participants 28.21% (11 out of 39) took
the risk averse option for -Monl, which was not significantly
different from 40.63%, x*(1)=2.39, p>.05, but was significantly
fewer than 100%, corrected }{2(1):8.26, p<<.0001. In addition,
those who were risk taking in -Mon2 should also be risk taking in -
Monl. There were 59.38% (57 out of 96) took the risky option in -
Mon?2. Among them 89.47% (51 out of 57) took the risk option for
-Monl, which was significant more than 59.38%, ¥*(1)=21.40,
$<<.0001, but was not significantly fewer than 100%, corrected
12(1)=.22, p>.05.

Finally, we also analyzed the predictability between -Monl and
-Medl (see Table 5) as well as between -Mon2 and -Medl
(Table 6). Logistic regression for -Mon! predicting -Med1 showed
a non-significant Nagelkerke R°=.03, 5°=1.99, p=.16. Logistic
regression for +Mon2 predicting +Medl also showed a non-
significant Nagelkerke R* =02, 3° =1.52, p=.22.

In summary, results from Experiment 2 indicate that when
information is negatively (vs. positively) framed, people exhibit a
more consistent risk preference across different risk decisions.
However, the predictability from a person’s response in one
decision to another decision is very low. The greatest predictability
has been observed between -Monl and -Mon2, in which only 7%
of variances are shared. Also, the analyses of the issue of individual
difference showed no evidence of determinism, except that if
Mon2 was more risk promoting than -Mon1, those who took the

References

1. Kahneman D, Tversky A (1979) Prospect theory: An analysis of decision under
risk. Econometrica 47: 263-291.

2. Tversky A, Kahneman D (1981) The framing of decisions and the psychology of
choice. Science 211: 453-458.

3. Libet B (1985) Unconscious cerebral initiative and the role of conscious will in
voluntary action. Behav. Brain Sci. 8: 529-566.

4. Cashmore AR (2010) The Lucretian swerve: The biological basis of human
behavior and the criminal justice system. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 107:
4499-4504.

5. Wegner DM (2002) The illusion of conscious will (MIT, Cambridge, MA).

6. Heisenberg M (2009) Is free will an illusion? Nature 459: 164-165.

7. Baumeister RF, Masicampo EJ, Vohs KD (2011) Do conscious thoughts cause
behavior? Annu. Rev. Psychol. 62: 331-361.

8. Brembs B (2011) Towards a scientific concept of free will as a biological trait:
Spontaneous actions and decision-making in invertebrates. Proc. R. Soc. Lond.
B. Biol. Sci. 278: 930-939.

9. Searle JR (2007) Freedom and neurobiology: Reflections on free will, language,
and political power (Columbia University, New York, NY).

PLOS ONE | www.plosone.org

Unpredictability in Individuals” Risk Decisions

risky option in -Mon2 were consistently took the risky option in —
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Conclusions

In this research, we pose a question that explores the extent to
which a person’s choice could be a (free) choice. Replicating the
findings of Tversky and Kahneman, people’s choice behavior is
largely determined by how information is framed: the tendency to
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similar risk implications. Consistent with previous research on
Drosophila, the present study reveals that all personal and
situational factors determine only the probability of choice
behaviors, and a large room of variations exists in which a person
may freely choose.

As stated in the Introduction, demonstrating the presence of
variations does not indicate the existence of free will because
randomness can also produce the same variations [8]. Some
scholars doubt that separating randomness effects from free will
effects is a scientific research topic [4]. Nonetheless, this variation
indicates the existence of a considerable room of variations that
may allow a person to have free will in their choice behaviors.

Acknowledgments

The authors would like to thank Estella Ng, Jasmine Chio, Sally Chan, and
Annie Shu for their research assistance.

Author Contributions

Conceived and designed the experiments: KFEW CC. Performed the
experiments: KFEW CC. Analyzed the data: KFEW CC. Contributed
reagents/materials/analysis tools: KFEW CC. Wrote the paper: KFEW
CC.

10. Mele AR (2010) Testing free will. Neuroethics 3: 161-172.

11. Haggard PP (2011) Decision time for free will. Neuron 69: 404-406.

12. Nichols S (2011) Experimental philosophy and the problem of free will. Science
331: 1401-1403.

13. Searle JR (1984) Minds, brains, and science (Harvard University, Cambridge,
MA).

14. Taylor C, Dennett D (2002) Who's afraid of determinism? Rethinking causes
and possibilities. The Oxford Handbook of Free Will, ed Kane R (Oxford
University, Oxford, England), 257-277.

15. Heisenberg W (1927) Uber den anschaulichen Inhalt der quantentheoretischen
Kinematik und Mechanik. Z. Physik. A. Hadrons and Nuclei 43: 172-198.

16. Benzer SS (1967) Behavioral mutants of Drosophila isolated by countercurrent
distribution. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 58: 1112-1119.

17. Quinn WGW, Harris WAW, Benzer SS (1974) Conditioned behavior in
Drosophila melanogaster. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 71: 708-712.

18. Maye AA, Hsiech C-HCH, Sugihara GG, Brembs BB (2007) Order in
spontaneous behavior. PLoS One 2: e443.

February 2013 | Volume 8 | Issue 2 | 56811



