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Description 

The public policy literature recommends that all persons affected by a policy be represented in 

the policy-making process. If the relevant persons are unable to be physically present, then they 

will not be able to affect the policy outcome. The behavioral psychology literature suggests that 

an empty chair can affect our decision-making when we are told of the person it represents. This 

research aims at understanding the empty chair effect in regards to decision-making with the goal 

of prescribing a decision-making method that can respect non-represented persons and their 

interests. 

Summary 

Piazza et al. (2011) found that the presence of an empty chair and an imaginary princess in a 

room was sufficient to prevent children from cheating and Bering et al. (2005) similarly found 

that adults were less likely to cheat if they were told that a ghost had been seen in their 

laboratory. Military functions are attended by an elaborately decorated table that represents the 

fallen soldiers unable to attend, and empty police cruisers are strategically stationed to deter 

criminal activity. These examples suggest that the perceived presence of a person can be a 

powerful motivator and agent in human psychology, introducing an unlikely variable into the 

array of pressures that effect our decision-making. It is the aim of this research program to 

extend the work began by Piazza et al. and Bering et al. on this effect (further referred to as the 

empty-chair effect) as it is applied to collaborative-decision making models in the public policy 

literature. This interdisciplinary research will utilize a psychology-driven behavioral research 

framework to explore the effects that an empty chair can have on a person’s ability to make 

decisions that are respect the interests of all parties, even if they are not physically present. 

This project will further develop our understanding of human decision-making within the 

specific scope of public engagement in public policy and will help to inform, more generally, the 

effectiveness of group decision-making when opposing opinions are considered. It is generally 

accepted that the interests of the public should be prioritized when making public policy 

decisions, yet this presents a problem when the representative public holds a diverse array of 

opinions regarding the policy in question. In response, public policy literature suggests engaging 

the relevant stakeholders (the individuals that are affected by a policy) in the decision-making 

process so that their interests are sufficiently represented. Although this normative prescription is 

intuitively appealing, it offers no universal method of identifying which parties constitute the 

‘relevant stakeholders’ nor an uncontested methodology for actually engaging these persons. 

This belies the motivation for this research – is it possible that an empty chair could sufficiently 



affect the decision-making behavior of group collaboration in order that a more diverse range of 

positions will be considered? Furthermore, behavioral research into the inclusion of under-

represented interests and persons is of particular importance in prescribing a method to include 

the interests of future generations into sustainable policy decision-making. An empirically tested 

model of including persons that are not physically able to be included is paramount in 

conversations regarding the sustainable use of our natural resources, urban growth, and fiscal 

policy.  

Proposal 

It is a fundamental democratic principle that the government should represent the interests of the 

governed. The social sciences offer an array of methods in which to respect the interests of the 

governed in decision-making processes, one of which being stakeholder theory. A stakeholder, 

in this context, is broadly conceived as an entity that can affect a decision or one that is affected 

by a decision. Stakeholder theory thus prescribes decision-makers to include relevant 

stakeholders in the policy-making process so as to guarantee that their interests are being 

represented. This prescription offers a conflict where public policy is concerned – how can a 

decision-maker include the diverse range of interests while preserving effective policy-making? 

Furthermore, how can a stakeholder’s interest be represented when they are unable to represent 

themselves, such as future generations or marginalized groups? Thus, stakeholder theory is 

intuitively plausible as a model of inclusion, yet practically challenging in balancing interest 

representation and decision-making effectiveness.  

The behavioral psychology literature may suggest a novel approach to this conflict. Bering et al. 

(2005) and Piazza et al. (2011) found that a subject’s behavior was affected when they were told 

of a fictitious entity within observable range. Paivio et al. (1995) found that empty-chair dialogue 

was an effective therapy treatment in Gestalt psychology. These observations are anecdotally 

corroborated in the placement of empty police cruisers to deter criminal activity and the North 

American Ojibwe tribe that includes an empty seat in decision-making councils that represent the 

interests of those unable to attend (Cantory, 1996). If our behavior can be affected without a 

person being physically present, then perhaps our decision and policy-making behavior can be 

similarly affected. It is from this point that this research program extends, motivated by 

stakeholder theory as applied to public policy decision-making and previous behavioral 

psychology research. 

This project will observe the processes and outcomes of group decision-making exercises that 

are controlled for an empty-chair effect. Using a simple decision-making game, participants will 

be asked to equitably distribute resources (tokens) according to their own interests across three 

different controlled rounds. Their interests will be specified to them via a private card, which 

will outline their goals of the game. The decision-making game will first be played in a group 

with one participant and their chair missing, then with the empty-chair present but not the 



participant, and finally with the participant and their chair (details of the setup are available if 

necessary).  

It is the goal of this research to test the role of an empty chair in the decision-making of the 

group. In light of the effects previously noted in the behavioral psychology literature, it is 

hypothesized that there will be a significant change in resource distribution when an empty chair 

is present. Although this may be the case, this does not go unchallenged and follow-up research 

would be recommended to eliminate mitigating variables from the analysis. Although these 

results would be preliminary, they would give insight on to the effects of an empty chair on 

decision-making and provide further avenues of research. If there was in fact a positive effect 

(the empty chair’s interests were considered more favorably than they were in the other two 

groups), then this implies that a properly primed empty chair representing marginalized or absent 

stakeholders should be included in collaborative decision and policy-making.  

This interdisciplinary study will further the literature on the empty-chair effect in the behavioral 

psychology literature, while furthering a prescription for stakeholder engagement in the public 

policy literature. The results will minimally be presented in poster sessions both in public policy 

and behavioral psychology, while published articles in both field’s journals will be highly sought 

after. It is the aim of this research project to further the literature in both fields while 

recognizing, testing, and ultimately modeling a salient connection between the two fields. 

Furthermore, this research opportunity aligns with my own career goals as an M.P.A. student 

with a focus in natural resource management and a graduate assistant researching stakeholder 

theory for Boise State University’s Public Policy Research Center. A further understanding of 

the psychological motivations that affect our collaborative decision-making will prove highly 

useful in the natural resource decision-making processes I ultimately aim to be included in.  

It is estimated that the research can be completed well within the $250.00 budget, as only 

incentive for 15 participants is needed. Boise State University possesses site licenses for the 

statistical packages needed for analysis, and there is no other necessary expense. Following is an 

outline of the steps needed to complete this project and a description of the relevant details. 

1. December 2014-February 2015: Research design and IRB approval. 

a. Human subjects warrant IRB approval and the process should be started as soon as 

possible. I am CITI trained and have successfully submitted before as an 

undergraduate lead research assistant. 

b. I have previous experience with Dr. Kimberly Hardy, an assistant professor in 

BSU’s psychology department, whom has agreed to verify the research design and 

offer opportunities for development. 

2. March 2015-May 2015: Literature review and preliminary drafts. 

a. Perform an in-depth literature review of the behavioral psychology literature, 

economic decision-making literature, and decision-making in public policy. 



b. Begin to produce drafts for both psychology and public-policy with the results of the 

literature review and the research design. 

3. June 2015-July 2015: Carry out research, analyze results, and finalize papers/posters. 

a. Behavioral experiments will be carried out throughout a single day.  

b. Results will be collected and analyzed through SPSS (Statistical Package for the 

Social Sciences) of which BSU has a site license. 

c. Manuscripts and posters will be finalized and submitted for presentation and 

publishing. 

It is my hope that this interdisciplinary research can help to promote a theoretical advancement 

in two distinct fields, help to further guide future research projects, and ultimately help me to 

achieve my academic and professional goals. 

Behavioral Research Details 

Using a simple decision-making game, participants will be asked to equitably distribute 

resources (tokens) according to their own interests across three different controlled rounds. Their 

interests will be specified to them via a private card, which will outline their goals of the game. 

The goals will be conflicting, yet able to be minimally satisfied by sacrificing tokens. A resource 

distribution decision-making game is preferred as it allows quantification of the decision-making 

process, thus allowing comparisons across the controlled scenarios. It is hypothesized that there 

will be a significant difference in the average distribution between the scenarios, exemplified in 

the level of distribution in the empty-chair control. The quality of this difference is not the 

subject of this research, only that there exists a significant difference. 

In the first round, participants will be seated around a table without an empty chair and told that 

although it is unlikely another participant may still arrive and they should distribute resources 

with respect to the possible arrival of the last participant even though they do not know the last 

individuals goals. In the second round, a researcher will include an empty-chair at the table and 

express that it is included just in case the last participant arrived in time to be included in the 

game. The researcher will remind the participants that they should continue to distribute 

resources with respect to the possible arrival of the last participant, even though they may not 

arrive in time. The last participant will be physically kept from the other participants, without 

knowledge of the first two rounds. In the last round, they will be given a private card explaining 

their interests and goals, and will be included in the game representing their own interests.  This 

behavioral experiment will be replicated three times with different groups in order to ascertain 

the credibility and consistency of the results. 

Personal Statement 

My interest in this collaborative decision-making project and – more broadly – natural resource 

management stem from the experiences that led me to Boise State University. I am a fifth 

generation Idahoan and was raised in rural Idaho, an experience that affected me in two ways. 



First, and most notably, being raised on the land and in close connection to the wide array of 

natural resources that Idaho offers gave me a deep and intimate appreciation for our resources. 

Second, rural Idaho does not itself provide the vehicle or motivation to strive for a higher 

education, which in turn drove me to excel in academics as I believed my perspective would be 

valuable to the contemporary policy climate. These two factors have distinctly driven my career 

and professional goals, leading me first to an Associate’s of Arts in Liberal Arts, then a 

Bachelor’s of Art in Philosophy and now to the pursuit of a Master’s of Public Administration 

with a focus on Natural Resource Management.  

My specific interest in collaborative decision-making and management stems from my focus on 

ethical philosophy during my undergraduate career. Fueled by my passion for natural resources 

and the pressing concerns for sustainable decision-making regarding them, I gravitated towards 

ethical theories of ownership. I became deeply concerned with the normative theories of natural 

resource ownership and, upon graduation, turned my focus towards the policy of natural resource 

management. After enrollment, I was accepted as a graduate assistant in Boise State University’s 

Public Policy Research Center. I have been specifically tasked with researching stakeholder 

engagement theory in regards to local water resources, which has only helped to fuel my desire 

to study the sustainable decision-making practices regarding local resources.  

The research experience from the Public Policy Research Center has built upon my research 

background in both philosophy and psychology. In 2012, I became the lead research assistant for 

Dr. Stephen Crowley on an experimental philosophy research team. Throughout two years, we 

used a mixed methodology to empirically study our philosophical intuitions regarding ethics 

which led to a partnership with a psychology research team testing our notions of character traits. 

These experiences have built my confidence to approach an interdisciplinary research project and 

have served to increase my drive and motivation to further my academic goals through research. 

Ultimately, I am in interested in the principles surrounding natural resource decision-making 

because I believe that we have an obligation to protect our resources and I seek to understand the 

policy systems that will allow us to better accomplish that. This proposed research project moves 

forward in the direction of furthering our knowledge of human decision-making so that we may 

apply the successes of behavioral psychology to the conflicts of public policy, an application that 

can serve to help us make more sustainable decisions regarding our local natural resources. 
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