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Today’s Plan

AI behavioral science
What does it mean to say an LLM “wants” something?
Using revealed preference tools to study LLM "preferences" – e.g.,
fairness, trust, patience

Presentations!
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AI Behavioral Science

A growing research agenda studies AI systems as behavioral
subjects, not just as tools.
The basic idea: put AI models in controlled experiments, much like
we do with people.
Measure their preferences, biases, heuristics, and
decision-making patterns.
Ask whether these behaviors are systematic, stable, and comparable
across models and settings.
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The AI Psychology Lab
Old behavioral science: put humans in experiments.

Person → choice → infer preferences

New behavioral science: put AIs in experiments too.

AI agent → choice → infer objective

Does the model cooperate?

Does it share money?

Does it take risks?

Does it overtrust, flatter, imitate, or manipulate?

If an AI behaves as if it has motives, economists can study those motives using
revealed preference.
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Social Group Bias in AI Finance

Question: Can an LLM make different financial decisions for otherwise identical
applicants solely because of race?

Give an LLM the role of a loan officer.

Ask it to decide whether to approve a mortgage and what interest rate to
offer.

Compare outcomes for applicants who are identical in their financial
characteristics, but differ in race.

Kazinnik Day 5 August 21, 2026 6 / 31



A Clean Counterfactual Experiment

For each simulated mortgage applicant, we give the model:

income

credit score

loan amount

loan-to-value ratio

debt-to-income ratio

age

Then we run the same applicant twice:

Applicant + “white”︸ ︷︷ ︸
Model decision

vs. Applicant + “Black”︸ ︷︷ ︸
Model decision

Everything is held fixed except the racial indicator.
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What Do We Find?

Across several open-weight LLMs, race changes loan recommendations
for otherwise identical applicants.

The differences appear in both interest rates and approval decisions.

Giving the model more relevant financial information generally reduces the
racial gap, but does not always eliminate it.

Looking only at the final answer tells us that bias exists.
But can we see where it comes from inside the model?
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Getting Inside the Model

Start with pairs of nearly identical sentences:

“A Black man with good credit applied for a loan.”
“A white man with good credit applied for a loan.”

1 Run both sentences through the model.

2 At every layer, record the model’s internal hidden representation.

3 Subtract one representation from the other:
∆h = h(Black applicant) − h(white applicant)

4 Repeat this for many matched examples and extract the common direction
across them.

That direction is a “race vector”: a fingerprint of how the model internally
represents the racial distinction.
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Internal Representations and Vector Steering

Core idea: an LLM does not jump directly from prompt to answer. At each
layer, it builds an internal representation of the input.

Prompt → h1 → h2 → · · · → hL → Answer

To find a concept inside the model, compare matched prompts:

vrace ≈ h(“Black applicant”) − h(“white applicant”)

We are basically putting a recorder after every layer of the neural network.
Instead of only seeing the final answer, we save the thousands of numbers the
model produces at every intermediate step and ask: which of those numbers
change when I change only one concept?
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From Looking Inside to Changing the Model

Once we have the race vector, we can use it in two ways.

1. Diagnose

Ask how strongly the model’s hidden
state points in the race direction:

Concept intensity ≈ h⊤
ℓ vrace

This lets us see which layers are
encoding the racial cue.

2. Intervene

Add or subtract a small amount of
that direction inside the model:

h′
ℓ = hℓ + αvrace

Choose α to reduce the difference in
decisions across groups.

Instead of only telling the model “do not discriminate,” we can intervene di-
rectly on the internal representation associated with race. In the paper, this
substantially reduces the racial disparities.
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A Strange but Useful Question

What do LLMs want?

Not actual desire, intention, or consciousness
A revealed regularity in choices made under incomplete instructions
A practical concern because users delegate decisions to agents
An empirical object economists already know how to study

Source: Cook, Kazinnik, Modig, and Palmer, “What Do LLMs Want?,” 2026.
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Alignment Is Not Behaviorally Neutral

Post-training rewards helpful, appropriate, and satisfying answers
Those incentives can spill over into economic behavior
A model may become more agreeable, cautious, generous, or
norm-following
The result can differ from both human preferences and the user’s
intended objective

Kazinnik Day 5 August 21, 2026 15 / 31



Why Care?

Question: When we delegate decisions to LLM agents, do they simply follow our
objectives?

A user gives an LLM an incomplete instruction.

The LLM must fill in the missing details.

In doing so, it may reveal its own behavioral tendencies: fairness, patience,
trust, reciprocity, risk tolerance.

LLMs do not “want” anything, but their choices can look like preferences.
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The Main Idea: Revealed Preference for LLMs

Economists infer preferences from choices. One can do the same for LLMs:

Put model in decision problem → Observe choice → Infer preference

If the model gives away money, it may reveal fairness concerns.

If it waits for a better offer, it may reveal patience or risk tolerance.

If the same problem is reframed and behavior changes, the preference is not
stable.

Treat the LLM as an economic agent and audit the preferences implied by
its actions.
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Experiment 1: Allocation Games
The model plays a dictator-style game:

Choose how much of a fixed pot to give to another player.

A purely self-interested agent gives:

p = 0
An equality-focused agent gives:

p = 0.5

Many LLMs choose close to equal splits, which looks like strong inequality
aversion.

But behavior varies a lot across models and prompt framings.

Aligned models often act “too fair” relative to a payoff-maximizing agent.
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Can We Change What the Model Wants?

The paper tests three ways to steer hidden objectives.

1 Personas Ask the model to act like a particular kind of person.

2 Prompt masking Keep the math the same, but describe the situation
differently.

3 Control vectors Find an internal direction such as “fairness vs.
self-interest” and push the model along it.

h′
ℓ = hℓ + αvfairness/self-interest

Prompt framing works surprisingly well in static tasks; personas are weaker;
vector steering works, but unevenly.
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Control Vectors Intervene Below the Prompt

Open-weight models allow interventions on internal representations
Contrasting prompt pairs define directions such as fairness versus
self-interest
The effect is model-specific and can require large coefficients

Prompting edits the instruction. Control vectors try to edit the computation.
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Measurement, Not Metaphysics

LLMs do not literally want anything
Their choices can still reveal stable, unstable, or manipulable
behavioral regularities
Economists can estimate those regularities with familiar tools
The hard part is validating whether the regularity survives outside the
elicitation task
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Social Desirability Bias

What happens when we ask AI the questions humans are most likely to
misreport?

People underreport stigmatized behaviors: drugs, infidelity, tax
evasion.
People overreport approved behaviors: voting, exercise, charity.

Do LLMs reproduce the same social desirability bias, i.e., are they
susceptible to it, even if ground truth is available?
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Finding 1: LLMs Often Give the “Respectable” Answer

The paper tests 13 models on 15 sensitive survey questions.
For each question, model answers are compared to:

1 biased human self-reports;
2 best available behavioral benchmarks.

In 65% of valid model–question pairs, the model is closer to biased
human self-reports.
This is not only about refusals: some open-weight models answer
everything but still give socially desirable responses.

Bias Score = D(model, truth) − D(model, self-report)
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Finding 2: Prompting Mostly Does Not Fix It

Prompt condition Closer to truth Mean bias

Baseline 22.8% +0.042
“Your answers will be checked” 16.3% +0.050
“Ignore social norms” 25.7% +0.034
Give true base rate first 44.0% -0.009
Ask about population rate 49.7% n/a

Telling the model to be honest does little.

Giving the model real base rates helps much more.

Asking about “people in general” works better than asking the model to
answer as a person.
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Finding 3: The Model May Represent More Than It Says

Sensitive
question

Internal
representation

Reported
answer

activation
steering

In Llama 3.1 8B, internal activations predict whether humans
underreport or overreport a behavior.
Steering those activations moves answers closer to behavioral
benchmarks.
Baseline: 3/15 questions closer to truth. Strong steering: 13/15.

Takeaway: the problem may be less “the model does not know” and more
“the model does not say.”
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Common Estimation Problem

Paper What economists observe

What Do LLMs Want? Choices reveal apparent fairness, reciprocity, trust,
patience, and risk attitudes.

Social Group Bias in AI
Finance

Counterfactual credit decisions reveal sensitivity to
social group cues.

Sex, Drugs, and LLMs Survey answers reveal a pull toward socially desirable
reporting.

All treat model output as behavior generated by a measurable decision rule.
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Economic Use Requires a Preference Audit

1 Define the decision or response the model will produce
2 Identify the latent behavioral tendency that could affect it
3 Construct equivalent tasks that hold incentives fixed and vary context
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Closing

LLMs expand what economists can measure and simulate
They also introduce hidden objectives that can distort delegated
decisions
Revealed preference turns the “want” question into an empirical
design
The same discipline applies across preferences, bias, social desirability,
and institutional use

The model is not just a measurement instrument, but also an economic subject.
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Questions?

Day 5 wrap-up
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