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Abstract. The article is devoted to the problems of behavioral economics in terms of
formation of the attitude and perception of goods with zero price in their special form —
“freebie” (or in Russian — “haljava”) as a special form of free (or almost free) good. The
study showed the relationship between economic and non-economic goods. The definition
of “freebie” is given as a situation of receiving a good in which an individual (recipient)
bears zero or insignificant (inconspicuous) economic or physical costs with a perceived
high assessment of the usefulness of the good. Three situations were considered: the
recipient of a good is a consumer, an employee and a special case of employee — a student
obtaining grades in the educational process. Market surpluses in these situations were
analyzed in terms of “freebie” and “pure freebie”. An in-depth interview was conducted
among students which revealed that 95% of respondents drew a parallel between “freebie”
and luck but “freebie” can be prepared to. An interesting finding is the fact that parents’
money is perceived starting from the third year as a “freebie”, while in younger courses
it perceived as the help of parents. When studying the issue of morality in a situation
“freebie”, it turned out that if a “freebie” does not harm anyone, then this phenomenon
is allowed and, moreover, is compared with entrepreneurial activity. Such phenomena as
“free money” and “freeloader” as a stable “free” strategy were also analyzed. The latter
was negatively judged by respondents. In conclusion, questions are raised for further
research of the phenomenon.
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1. Introduction

Traditionally, in economic theory all
goods are divided into economic and free.
Free goods are characterized by accessibili-
ty without perceived restrictions. In another
way, the market for such goods is absent due
to their prevalence above their existing de-
mand. The opportunity costs of production
and consumption of such goods are also equal
to zero. The assertion should be considered
as a mistake that free goods do not have the
properties of rarity. Reproducible free goods
are self-reproducing at a rate exceeding the
rate of their economic use, non-reproducible
ones have such a level of supply that provides
consumption for many years in advance. But
this does not mean that the goods are infinite-
ly accessible. There is no point in producing
free goods, because their offer is so great that
no one is going to pay for them, and, as a re-
sult, their price is zero.

In the search for examples of absolute-
ly free goods (Brynjolfsson et al., 2019; Gal
& Rubinfeld, 2016), a researcher inevitably
stumbles upon a difficulty, because there are
no uniquely free goods, or, in other words, at
the same time the goods can be both economic
and free. For example, in economic theory sun-
light is treated as a free good, but why then do
consumers pay for visiting a solarium? Often
a consumer would like to get rid of free goods
and is willing to pay for it. In this case, getting
rid of a free anti-good (such as mosquitoes in
the open air) is in itself a blessing and also rare
for which the consumer is willing to pay.

Most of the goods that are in demand by
society are economic ones. A good is economic
or rare if its required quantity as a free good
exceeds its available free offer (Bronfenbren-
ner, 1962). For the production of an economic
good, it is required to abandon the production
of other goods and redirect limited resources
to the required good. That is why economic
goods have a value associated with the need to
reimburse the cost of reproduction (for repro-
ducible resources) or rent (for non-reproducible
resources).

Under ordinary conditions, the price of
the economic good is set in the positive area of
the axes of prices, however, there are situations

where it can be set at zero level. In fact, in very
rare cases, the price may fall even below the
zero level, which means that the consumer will
be paid extra for getting rid of the goods. The
situation is rare, but in principle conceivable,
especially considering costs of storing goods or
the opportunity cost of the area of storage facil-
ities. However, this state of business is not nor-
mal, but rather a combination of unfortunate
circumstances, or an entrepreneurial mistake.

During market competition, buyers are
interested in lowering prices, a special case of
this process is a zero price condition.

This paper is devoted to answering ques-
tions concerning characteristics of a situation
when zero price for a product is a nonrandom
phenomenon.

In 2007, Dan Ariely published a paper
“Zero as a Special Price: The True Value of
Free Products” (Ariely, 2007), where he de-
scribes the characteristics of the demand for
goods with zero price. As a part of the research,
he conducted a series of experiments, as a re-
sult of which comes the following conclusion:
the demand for the good “overreact” to a de-
crease in the price from its minimum value (for
example, 1 cent) to zero. Even when prices for
other goods are reduced much more significant-
ly (for example, from 15 to 10 cents) than the
price of a “free” product (for example, from 1
cent to 0), the experiment participants prefer a
product with a zero price. That is, for people, a
product with a zero price (“pure freebie” in our
further terminology) acquires additional value.
D. Ariely offers a number of psychological ex-
planations for this process. First, the receipt of
“freebies” is not regulated by the market, but
by the laws of social exchange (Heyman, Arie-
ly 2004). Secondly, individuals have difficulty
translating the value of the good’s value into
money, the case of free facilitates this process.
Thirdly, chargeless evokes positive emotions
that add utility to good.

It is worth noting that the approach of
D. Ariel is unique. In Russian and international
studies, free goods or economic goods, but sold
at a zero price, fall outside the range of vision
of researchers due to the lack of a positive eco-
nomic effect from the production of such goods
(in other words, the production of goods sold at
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a zero price means a systematic loss that con-
tradicts the aim of entrepreneurship). However,
if the phenomenon exists, then it makes sense.

Firstly, free goods can be made economic
by limiting their supply, and it facilitates the
formation of a new market in which for some
time a situational monopoly will arise, which
will induce an economic profit in the short run.

Secondly, economic goods sold at a zero
price also induce a positive effect for produc-
er. They help in entering a new market or re-
distributing shares in an existing market. The
perfect mastership in managing consumer
market behavior is the creation of a situation
where the consumer, at a formally zero price of
the product, reimburses its producer not only
for costs, but also gives a net positive effect in
some cases — profit. It is worth mentioning that
in the previous situation, the calculation of the
full price (including not only the amount indi-
cated on the price tag, but also the total costs
incurred by the consumer in connection with
the purchase of the “free” good) is meant.

Since the consumer is not always cogni-
tively able to perceive the full price of the prod-
uct, the consumer’s desire to “buy” the product
at zero price is very strong.

2. Theoretical framework: “freebie”
as an economic phenomenon

Here the concepts necessary for further
discussion will be defined. In economic termi-
nology (as in the terminology of related social
disciplines) there is no special word for the situ-
ation of obtaining goods at zero price. In youth
slang there is an established name for such sit-
uations — “freebie” (or in Russian — “haljava”).
Based on the etymology of the word “freebie”
(as well as the definitions given by answers of
our respondents), we can conclude that “free-

Fig. 1. “Freebie” as a consumer surplus

bie” is a situation of receiving a good in which
an individual (recipient) bears zero or insig-
nificant (inconspicuous) economic or physical
costs with a perceived high assessment of the
usefulness of the good (see Chto oznachaet slo-
vo «xali avay, 2017; Helemendrick, 2008).

There are two situations of obtaining a
“freebie”.

1) The recipient of a good is a consumer.
He demands for the good and buys it at zero
price.

2) The recipient is an employee, makes a
labor offer and receives remuneration for it. In
this case, with a zero level of effort, he receives
a significant reward. A special case is the situ-
ation with obtaining grades in the educational
process.

In each of the situations, we consider the
general case when there is a compensation pay-
ment by the recipient, i.e. the price or level of
effort is different from zero (Fig. 1a, 2a, 3a) and
a special case (“pure freebie”), when the recip-
ient does not contribute anything for the goods
(Fig. 1b, 2b, 3b).

To analyze the first case in economic theo-
ry, there is an instrument of consumer surplus.
The consumer is ready to pay the price for the
product (P)), but will not do it if it is possible to
buy it at a lower price (P_; Fig. 1a) or even get it
for free (P_= 0; Fig. 1b).

The second case means obtaining “free
earnings” as a producer surplus. In the per-
ception of respondents, “free money” or
“easy money” is, firstly, money received in
a very simple way with minimal effort; sec-
ondly, the positive difference between the
amount that they are promised to get (or the
students expected to receive) and the amount
that they actually get; thirdly, the additional
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Fig. 2. “Freebie” as a producer surplus
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unexpected bonus for the work done earlier
and the main payment for which has already
been received.

Graphically, “free earnings” is a positive
difference between the fee for labor efforts paid
(W_.,) and the minimum necessary and “hon-
est” compensation from the recipient’s point of
view (W) which is shown in Fig. 2a. If the
recipient did nothing at all (his labor efforts are
zero, Fig. 2b), he is unlikely to refuse the pay-
ment.

“Freebie” in the educational process (“stu-
dent freebie”) is a producer surplus. The stu-
dent makes an effort that is assessed by the
teacher. It is possible both a situation of under-
payment for the efforts spent to prepare for the
exam (usually causing violent negative emo-
tions) and overpayments (in this case, emotions
are no less strong, but carefully hidden in fear
of revealing your real level of knowledge and
thereby lower the grade). The latter is a “free-
bie” situation. So, in accordance with Fig. 3a,
the student spent on preparing for the exam
efforts to calculate it for the satisfactory mark
(Qe (Q,, Q))), but quite unexpectedly (s)he re-
ceived an excellent mark. Even more fun is get-
ting an excellent mark without any effort at all
(Qe (0, Q)), Fig. 3b).

Of particular note is the measurement of
the “freebie” value, which graphically rep-
resents the area of the shaded rectangles in
Fig. 1, 2 and 3. However, due to the fact that
P, and W aT€ psychologically determined
estimates, the determination of the “freebie”
value in different situations is a scientific and
practical problem. It is necessary to make a
remark regarding the conventionality of the
above figures containing graphs that clearly
show the “freebie” value. The fact is that, in
accordance with the results of D. Ariely, the

mark

Qs
Fig. 3. “Freebie” in learning process
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value of a freebie is estimated by the consumer
at a higher utility per ruble of savings than the
utility per ruble of the price paid for the prod-
uct, which means that not all of the surplus is
shown on the graphs. Sales promotion special-
ists have long understood this fact and are us-
ing these behavioral features when conducting
product presentations, distributing samplers,
giving gifts, etc. Often, the monetary effect of
revenue growth from such events exceeds not
only their costs, but also turns out to be more
effective than large-scale and expensive adver-
tising companies.

An alternative approach to determining
the size of a “freebie” is an excessive compen-
sation (Shmakov, Bulgakova, 2011). In accor-
dance with the risk neutrality approach, com-
pensation should fully compensate for the loss.

Or return the consumer to the original in-
difference curve. Damage can be understood as
all the cases described above, namely: the loss
of another good (in the particular case, money)
owned by the consumer, as well as the spent
efforts of the consumer (as the cost of labor ex-
pended).

In accordance with Fig. 4a, damage (Q,, —
Q,,) can be compensated by the provision of
goods B in the amount of (Q,, — Q,,), which cor-
responds to fair compensation, as well as in the
amount of (Q,, — Q,,), where part (Q,, — Q,,) is
a “freebie” and corresponds to the general case.
Fig. 4b shows the case of a “pure freebie” when
the recipient did not lose anything and receives
the benefit of B for free.

The approach to measuring the utility of
a good to describe the receipt of goods with a
zero price is not suitable due to the inability to
evaluate utility using any of the existing meth-
ods (Ryzhkova, 2013), because the zero price
does not allow to reach the optimum.
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Fig. 4. The method of neutrality to risk and “freebie”
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3. Methods

This paper contains results of an in-depth
interview of students of different courses in
economic specialties of the National Research
Tomsk Polytechnic University regarding their
perception of the phenomenon of “freebies” in
the educational, labor and consumer sectors,

and moral and ethical context of “freebies”
(Table 1).

Table 1. Sample of students in the survey
Male
2

Course of study Female

NP W|N| —
[ =S UV [y

1
0
1
1

Total: 12 students

The list of questions included the follow-
ing:
1) What do you mean by “freebie”?
2) Who, in your opinion, is a “freeloader”
(in Russian — “haljavshick™)?

3) What features are inherent in “freebie”
situations?

Situation 1: You walk down the street and
see five hundred rubles. How will you behave
and is it a “freebie”?

Situation 2: Five hundred rubles will fall
out of a pocket of a person coming in front of
you. How will you behave and is it a “freebie”?

Situation 3: You went into an empty class-
room and see a hundred rubles lying on the
desk. How will you behave and is it a “free-
bie”?

4) Do you know any superstitions about a
“freebie” in your student life? And how do you
feel about them?

5) Have you used these superstitions per-
sonally? If so, did they help you?

6) How do you feel about “freeloader” stu-
dents?

7) What do you mean by “freebie” in
terms of earnings?

8) What money do you call “free”?

9) Did you have a “free earnings”? Give
an example.

10) From a moral point of view, is a “free-
bie” good or bad?

The conversation with each of the respon-
dents took place in an informal setting (dormi-
tory) starting from 03.30.2013 to 03.31.2013.
Average duration of conversation was 25 min-
utes.

4. Discussion
4.1. Conception

To start with, it was determined how re-
spondents understood the “freebie” situation. It
turned out that their common understanding of
“freebies” is no different from the definition of
“freebies” that was given earlier. The only addi-
tion is that 95% of respondents drew a parallel
between “freebie” and luck. For few of them,
the concepts are synonymous. For most, there
is a difference due to the fact that luck is the re-
sult of a randomly obtained positive difference
between the expected and actual outcome of
the situation. According to respondents, some-
times a “freebie” can be prepared. For example,
if you are preparing for the exam satisfactory,
then the probability of getting a good or excel-
lent mark is higher comparing to the situation
of doing nothing. “There is a “freebie” that you
prepare for yourself, that is, you will do some-
thing today, and tomorrow you will get some
bonus for it, but there is a “freebie” that you
don’t expect at all, and it falls on you like snow
on the head. This “freebie” can be called luck,
that is how the second-year student determines
the target phenomenon.

Respondents also identified specific fea-
tures of situations that they could call “free-
bees”. In their opinion, such a situation is char-
acterized by luck, unpredictability, spontaneity
and a minimum of one’s own efforts. By all in-
dications, this situation can be attributed to the
subject of study of economists as an extreme
case of maximization behavior.

4.2. Beliefs and superstitions

Further, the respondents were asked a
series of questions regarding various beliefs
about a “freebie”, namely: do they know about
existing rituals and do they use them. The list
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They
believe, but
never used

them;
13.00%

Do not
believe in
them and
do not use

at all;

27.00%

Use beliefs
before each
session;
20.00%

Beliefs were
used only in
the first
year;
40.00%

Fig. 5. The students’ attitude to beliefs about “freebie” (% of students)

of verified beliefs was borrowed from open
sources on the Internet (see “Catch, “Free-
bie”! Or student superstitions” in References).
It turned out that they knew everything about
beliefs, but demonstrate different attitudes
towards them. The results are presented in
Fig. 5.

Someone uses them before each session;
someone resorted to their help only in the first
year of study. Students who are among those
using beliefs before each session say this helps
them calm down. Of cause, “freebie” does not
add knowledge, but at the subconscious lev-
el this gives confidence in one’s abilities. In
the minority were those who are loyal to the
“freebie” as such, but have never used it. The
reason is that these people are used to reach
goals with their own efforts and do not lay
upon superstitions. They believe that those
who receive their exams and tests for “free”,
lose a lot and in the future will not be able
to achieve their goals. Most respondents used
the “freebie” only in the first year, and then
became disappointed in it.

4.3. Earnings

The next area of questions is earnings got
in a “free” way. It turned out that “free money”
or, in the terminology of respondents, “free,
easy money”, firstly, is money received in a
very simple way with minimal effort. Second-
ly, the positive difference between the amount
that they promised to be paid (students expect-
ed to receive) and the one that actually paid,
can also be called a “freebie”. And the last,
“free earnings” is a bonus received for the work
done earlier. During a conversation with one

of the respondents, it was revealed that when
making a decision, the value of the “freebie”
is estimated. “For me to help to raise a cabinet
to the second floor for five hundred rubles is a
“freebie”, but hand-bombing half a ton of coal
for the same amount is no longer a “freebie”,
says a first-year student. This focuses on the
subjective perception of both the presence and
magnitude of the “freebie”.

During a conversation with respondents,
a very important pattern was revealed. Start-
ing from the third year, that is, at a time when
a student can get a job at least part-time, (s)he
begins to perceive the financial assistance of
his parents as a “freebie”. First and second year
students perceive this help as parental care.

4.4. Moral issues

One of the main issues in understanding
the “freebie” phenomenon is its moral / ethical
issue. The ethical idea in benefiting from “free”
situations is a commonplace in any conversa-
tion with respondents. The general attitude of
students to the “freebie” from the moral side
can be expressed as follows: if the “freebie”
does not harm anyone, does not happen at the
expense of others, then there is quite appro-
priate. Some respondents indicated that this
kind of “freebie” is even good, compared this
behavior with an entrepreneurial functioning.
One of the senior year respondents expresses it
this way: “Free” strategy means that a person
is looking to make things faster and to spend
less energy while doing so; it’s like in “Interns”
(famous Russian TV show), when Bykov mixed
buckwheat and rice and forced the interns to
sort them out; the decision to buy a new pack-
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age of rice and a package of buckwheat did
not harm anyone”. Thus, we can conclude that
students perceive strategies that are Pareto im-
provements as a positive “freebie”. Most stu-
dents recognized as inadmissible the system-
atic behavior aimed at obtaining a «freebie» by
causing harm to others.

The personality of the “freeloader” was
subjected to discussion with students: a per-
son whose dominant strategy is to search for
situations with the presence of a “freebie”
(“free” strategy). Naturally, the systematic
receipt of a positive consumer surplus is pos-
sible only due to the non-receipt of the bene-
fits of social interaction by other people who
are forced to encounter a “freeloader”. We
can say that the “freeloader” lives at some-
one else’s expense.

Two terms should also be distinguished —
“free rider” and “freeloader”. A free rider re-
ceives the public good without directly harming
other society members. A “freeloader” receives
private goods either at the expense of others or
as positive effects from the production of other
private goods, or appropriates the loss of pri-
vate goods from other market participants.

The students’ attitude to the “freeloader”
has a dual character. On the one hand, being
a “freeloader” is good. If a person manages to
achieve a result without making any special ef-
forts, if (s)he finds a way out of any situation,
albeit with the help of others, if he is always
lucky, this is not so bad. Perhaps this is the path
that will lead to success in life. But given the
moral aspect of the problem, students under-
stand the short-term nature of such a behavior
strategy. Sooner or later, the “freeloader” is
expelled from the gift exchange, subjected to
ostracism, which significantly complicates his/
her life. By maintaining a “free” strategy as the
dominant behavior, a person runs the risk of
being isolated. “You can’t live at the expense
of others all the time and rely on luck. Living
at the expense of others, a person turns into a
parasite. And luck is a temporary matter, the
odds can be against us at any moment.”

In the survey, students were asked three
situations.

1) You walk along the street and see five
hundred rubles.

2) Five hundred rubles fall out of the pock-
et of the person walking in front of you.

3) You went into an empty classroom and
see a hundred rubles lying on the desk.

In all three situations respondents were
asked: What will you do? and Is it a “freebie”?

In the first situation, everyone clearly an-
swered that they would take the money. But
whether this is a “freebie” opinion were divid-
ed. Some claimed that, yes, this is a “freebie”.
Others said that this was just a coincidence,
but this could not be called a “freebie”. The
third part of participants could not say for sure
whether it was “a freebie” or luck, since the dif-
ference between these concepts is very small
for them in this case.

In the second situation, no one had any
doubts. All respondents showed themselves
to be honest and decent people — without any
doubt, they would return the money to a passer-
by. They didn’t attribute this situation to either
“freebie” or luck.

The third situation was the most con-
troversial. The denomination of a banknote
has a considerable influence on the decision
to take or not to take money. If there were
a hundred rubles, most of the respondents
would not have taken this money, and some
even tried to find the owner. But, if five hun-
dred rubles will lie on the table, students
begin to doubt. The following solution was
proposed: if after a short period of time the
owner does not come for them, the students,
of course, will take them. But if the owner of
the money still appears, then they will defi-
nitely give it back. And only a few said that
they still would not take this money. Almost
every student said that (s)he would try to find
the owner of this money, but then (s)he caught
himself thinking that if (s)he starts asking
other students whose money it is, there may
be many who want to receive it, that is, in
other words — “freeloaders”. What will mean
the transfer of “freebie”. Then, in order to ex-
pand this situation, respondents were asked
to play the role of those same “freeloaders”.
Everyone answered unequivocally that they
would not take advantage of such a situation.
The transfer of “freebie” should be investi-
gated in a separate study.
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5. Conclusion

It is normal to establish a zero price for
free goods, but in practice there are situations
when a zero price is set for an economic good.
According to the results of the presented study
respondents consider the situation with the
presence of a perceptibly sufficient surplus
(consumer or producer) to be “free”, which is
clearly of a probabilistic nature of occurrence.
The presence of such a situation modifies the
behavior strategies of individuals to the ex-
treme — the appearance of a “freeloader”, which
is perceived ambiguously. If a positive effect
arises due to the loss in the effectiveness of the
functioning of social exchange, the behavior of
the “freeloader” as well as the existence of the
“freebie” itself is recognized as acceptable. If
the equivalence of gift-exchange relations is
violated, such behavior is suppressed, and the
situation begins to be regulated by the social
coercive mechanisms.

In the presented study, only a small part
of the manifestations of the “freebie” in so-
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AnHotaumsa. CraTbs NOCBsLIEHa MpoOjIeMaM IOBEAEHYECKOH SKOHOMUKH B YacTH
H3YYCHUST OCOOEHHOCTEH CONMAbHO-DKOHOMHUYECKUX OTHOLICHWH, BOZHUKAIOUINX B
Cllydae TOBapOB C HYJICBOH IEHOH B HX 0c000H (opMe — «XalsiBey — Kak 0codoit hopme
OecrutaTHOTO (MM MOYTH OECIUTATHOTO) MOJYYeHHs ToBapa. McciemoBaHme mokazaio
CBA3b MEXIY 3KOHOMHMYECKHMH U HEIKOHOMHUYECKHMMH ToBapamu. JlaHo ompexeneHue
MIOHSTHIO «XallsiBa» — CHUTyalls IONyYCHHs TOBapa, IpU KOTOPOH (u3mdeckoe JUI0
(TTonmy9aTenb) HECET HyJIEBbIe WM HE3HAYUTEIBHBIC YKOHOMHUYCCKUE WIH (Qu3ndecKkue
W3JEPKKHA TPU BBICOKOM OLIEHKE IOJE3HOCTU ToBapa. bBbUIM paccMOTpeHbl Tpu
CUTYaIlUH: ITIONydaTelieM TOBapa SBISETCS MOTPEeOHTeNh, PaOOTHUK M OCOOBIN cirydai
pabOTHHKA — CTYIEHT, ITOTyYarOIIIi OLEHKH B YI€OHOM Ipoliecce. PHIHOYHBIC H3THIIKH
B OTHUX CUTyalUsX aHAJU3UPOBAHbI B TEPMUHAX «XaJsiBa» M «UUCTas XajsiBay. bbuio
MPOBEJCHO DIIyOWHHOE HMHTEPBBIO CPEIU CTYICHTOB, KOTOpOE IOKasano, 4to 95 %
PECIIOHICHTOB MPOBOIAT Mapajuleib MEXIY «XaIsBON» U yaadel, HO «XasiBay MOXKET
OBITE MOATOTOBNICHA. IHTEpEeCHBIM ()aKTOM SIBIISETCS TO, UTO ICHBI'H POJHUTEIECH C TPETHETO
Kypca BOCIIPUHUMAIOTCS CTyACHTAMH KaK «XaJIsiBay, a Ha MIAALINX KypcaX — KaK [IOMOILIb.
[Ipu u3ydeHun Bompoca o0 MOpaIM B CUTYaALMH «XaJsBa» BBIACHEHO, YTO €CIIH «XaJIsiBay
HUKOMY HE IPUYUHSIET Bpe/a, TO ATO SBICHHUE JIOITyCKACTCs U, O0JIee TOro, CPAaBHHBACTCS
C TpeANpPUHUMATEIbCKON NeATeNbHOCThIO. BBUIM Takke NpOaHaIU3HPOBAHBI TaKue
SIBIICHUSI, KaK «CBOOOIHBIEC IEHBIM» U «XaJSBLUIMK» KaK CTaOWJIbHAs CTpaTrers Mmoucka
OecruaTHBIX ToBapoB. [locienauii BapuaHT ObUT OTPUIIATEIHHO OLICHEH PECIIOHICHTAMH.
B 3akmioueHuH AaHbl BO3MOXKHBIE JajbHEWIIME HAlpaBieHHs HCCIEIOBAHHUA 3TOTO
SIBIICHHUSL.
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