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ABSTRACT 

​ This study explores player psychology and 
decision-making in the social deduction game 
COUP using self-collected telemetry data. 
Analyzing gameplay across multiple sessions, we 
identify key patterns shaped by risk sensitivity, 
uncertainty aversion, and emotional responses 
such as revenge. Despite the game’s emphasis on 
bluffing, most players lied less often than 
expected, with success rates influenced by both 
cognitive load and strategic context. We also 
observed meta-gaming behaviors and irrational 
coin-based decisions tied to perceived scarcity. 
Our findings suggest that COUP serves as a 
compelling model for studying human behavior in 
socially dynamic, high-stakes environments. 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Player decision-making is fundamental to 

interactive games, particularly those requiring 
social engagement. Among board games, social 
deduction games exemplify this process as players 
must consistently gather information about 
opponents throughout gameplay to make strategic 
decisions that will secure their final victory [14]. 
By design, such games often involve deception 
and hidden information, which creates ideal 
analytical and strategic experiences in multi-player 
settings. 

This paper analyzes self-collected, 
comprehensive gameplay data from the popular 
social deduction board game COUP [1], 
examining player psychology and decision-making 
by tracking game trends, choice patterns, and 

behavioral preferences. We also explore 
discrepancies between player beliefs and actual 
game data as their understanding of the game’s 
underlying rules and odds of winning in various 
actions may deviate from the truth. 

Our investigations offer insights into how 
players navigate uncertainty, form strategies, and 
adapt their approaches based on both rational 
calculations and psychological factors such as 
meta-gaming, psychological inclinations, and 
player personality types. 
 

2. BACKGROUND 
2.1 COUP - Mechanics and Significance 

COUP was selected for this project 
because it provides a rich environment for 
studying player behaviors where observations, 
logical deduction, and deceptions work in 
collaboration to maximize personal advantage in 
gaming. Players have a multitude of variables to 
consider at any given moment which results in 
plenty of diversity in playstyles and strategies 
worthy of examination. 

In COUP, every player begins with two 
face-down influence cards drawn from a deck 
containing five distinct character types (three 
copies of each, totaling fifteen cards). Each role 
grants unique abilities for players to use, although 
as a bluffing game, COUP allows players to claim 
any role’s abilities without actually possessing it. 
However, deception carries risks. If a player is 
challenged and caught bluffing, they lose a card, 
which essentially represents a life in this game. 
Conversely, if a challenger incorrectly accuses an 



honest player of bluffing, the challenger loses a 
card instead. The game’s overall objective is to be 
the last player standing, achieved by eliminating 
all opponents through various actions: 
assassination, coup, or challenge. 

 
 

 

 
Figure 1 - COUP Roles and Abilities 

 
There exists a shared dynamic risk-taking 

relationship between skeptics and liars, where both 
face significant losses and wins with each bluff or 
challenge. Mastering COUP requires making 
critical decisions when the potential gain justifies 
the risk, which largely depends on gathering 
sufficient information to make educated guesses 
about opponents’ cards and who is less likely to lie 
depending on the circumstances. 

Other factors such as the number of 
remaining players, the size of opponents’ coin 
repository (used to assassinate or initiate a coup 
that kills one card guaranteed), and the possible 
counteractions they can take (e.g. certain cards 
block stealing or assassination) all heavily 
influence player decisions during gameplay. So, 
despite the limited types and numbers of actions a 
player can take during each round, COUP holds an 
elaborate interaction system where numerous 
elements continuously affect one another in 
shifting game statuses. 

The gameplay data are both context-rich 
and directly quantifiable through detailed player 
interactions, making the study of player 

psychology and decision-making patterns both 
feasible and intriguing. 
 

2.2 Information Collection in Gameplay 
As in any social deduction game, effective 

information collection and analysis are crucial. 
Below, we outline six primary methods players 
can use to gather evidence to make game choices 
in COUP, each providing insights for making 
strategic decisions. 

 
1.​ Dead cards: When a card is eliminated 

through assassination, coup, or challenge, it 
is revealed and placed up for everyone on 
the table to see. 

2.​ Temporarily revealed cards: During a 
challenge, if a player successfully proves 
they possess the claimed card, they reveal it 
briefly before shuffling it back into the deck 
and drawing a new one. 

3.​ Inconsistent behaviors: Players may 
contradict their previous acts by asserting 
different roles at different points in the 
game. 

4.​ Probability Assessment: With three copies 
of each role in the deck, players can 
calculate the likelihood of opponents 
holding claimed cards by accounting for 
their own hand and visible cards. (Note: The 
court deck’s presence as an exchange pool 
introduces additional uncertainty to these 
calculations.)  

5.​ Observing Player Behaviors: Subtle 
behavioral cues can provide critical 
information. For example, a player who 
typically plays honestly or hesitates slightly 
when lying may inadvertently reveal their 
intentions. 

6.​ Coin amounts: Keeping track of how many 
coins each player possesses at any given 
time is essential, as it determines their 
capacity to initiate high-impact actions like 
assassination or a coup. 

 



During gameplay, a skilled COUP player 
continuously gathers information using these 
methods to inform optimal decision-making. It is 
worth noting that without sufficient training, most 
players won’t achieve algorithmic levels of 
optimization [2], and mistakes will occur. 
Nevertheless, in competitive environments, 
players typically iteratively refine their strategies 
in pursuit of victory. 
 

3. DATA SOURCES 
Ten participants were recruited to play 

eight COUP sessions across two configurations: 
four-player and six-player games. All players have 
not played the game before but they have at least a 
few sessions of prior board gaming experiences. 
Our preliminary tests revealed that games with 
three or fewer players resulted in limited 
interpersonal interactions and insufficient 
information for meaningful deduction, as too many 
cards remained hidden in the common deck. 
Additionally, player dynamics in smaller groups 
tended to be less engaging or surprising - two 
players could easily team up to eliminate the third, 
leading to a predictable “duel” situation. 
Therefore, we established a four-player minimum 
for our experiments to ensure robust player 
interactions and sufficient information revelation, 
allowing participants to make reasonably confident 
inferences. 

We were also interested in studying 
gameplay at the maximum player count allowed 
by the game, where dynamics become the most 
complex and information flow is the richest. With 
six players, substantially more information is 
revealed at each game stage, while the increased 
number of potential targets creates a more intricate 
decision space for action selection. 

All participants are above the legal age of 
18 and signed waivers consenting to video 
recording. The footage used for subsequent 
analysis is deleted once the research is over and 
participants’ identities remain anonymous.  

To statistically capture player trends and 

behaviors, we developed a telemetry system that 
assigns a unique ID to each in-game action. Each 
game session was broken down into sequential 
rounds, with all actions (e.g. steal, tax, coup, etc.) 
recorded and cataloged. Additionally, players’ 
hands and coin counts were updated in real-time to 
reflect the evolving game state. 

This dual approach - combining video 
recordings with structured telemetry data - allowed 
us to analyze player decisions holistically and 
systematically, providing both qualitative and 
quantitative insights into their behaviors and 
strategic choices. 

Finally, each participant completed a 
gaming background survey. This is to understand 
how much previous gaming experience they have 
with board games and video games which could 
potentially influence their decision-making 
processes in COUP. We deliberately avoid playing 
the game with individuals who have previously 
played COUP to ensure that everyone starts the 
game fresh. 
 

4. METHODS & RESULTS 
Our analysis organized the telemetry data 

into multiple categories corresponding to different 
in-game actions, enabling us to track game 
patterns and player tendencies. Given COUP’s 
dynamic gameplay where each decision influences 
subsequent ones, we structured our analysis along 
three key dimensions: 1) Overall game trends; 2) 
Core game actions analysis; and 3) Players’ 
non-strategic behaviors and irrational inclinations. 
 

4.1 Overall Game Trends 
The graph below illustrates the frequency 

of each action taken per round, combining data 
from both 4-player and 6-player games. Note that 
rounds 11 to 13 include only data from 6-player 
games, as the 4-player sessions did not extend 
beyond 10 rounds in our collected data. 

 



Figure 2 - Overall Action Frequency by Round 
 
As players begin the game with 2 coins 

each. Round 1 exclusively features 
resource-gathering or card-exchanging actions, 
with no direct attacks (Assassinate or Coup). 
Players must first accumulate additional coins 
before executing these offensive moves. From a 
psychological perspective, acquiring resources 
provides players with a sense of security and 
future agency, as coins are required for two of the 
three elimination actions in the game. Section 4.2 
will explore the psychology of wealth 
accumulation and mental security in greater depth, 
particularly regarding Tax and Foreign Aid actions 
where the latter is used in less rational ways. 

As the game progresses, Assassination can 
occur as soon as round 2 of the game as it requires 
3 coins to initiate. Following Assassinate to round 
3 is when Coup is most likely to happen. Both 
Assassinate and Coup drastically change the 
dynamics of the game as players begin revealing 
more dead cards hence showing more information 
to help assist future decision-making. Further, 
players being attacked tend to enter defensive and 
revenge mode which will be further discussed in 
section 4.3. 

Midway through the game, all actions 
become accessible to at least some players, 
resulting in the most diverse types of gameplay 
choices. However, as the game nears its 
conclusion and more players are eliminated, the 
frequency of all actions declines, eventually 

dropping to fewer than two per round until 
reaching zero. 

There are a few notable patterns in this 
graph. Tax begins highest at the start and decreases 
dramatically as bluffers are exposed or players 
shift to more aggressive attacks after accumulating 
sufficient wealth. Then, Tax maintains a consistent 
frequency for several rounds before declining 
again. This decrease occurs for two primary 
reasons: the progressive elimination of players 
from the game and the fact that during late-game 
stages, generally only genuine Dukes continue to 
Tax. In our data, only two Tax bluffs were made 
past round 8 of the game. 

Foreign Aid sharply declines as Income 
increases—a direct result of players being blocked 
by Dukes, causing them to switch to the safer 
alternative with guaranteed but lower coin gain. 
This creates a visible negative correlation between 
Foreign Aid and Income. Interestingly, Foreign 
Aid significantly increases in later rounds (starting 
at round 8) as players gain confidence about how 
many Dukes remain in play, if any, making them 
more willing to take 2 coins without fear of being 
blocked. 

Overall, a typical game of COUP follows 
a recognizable progression: players begin by 
accumulating coins over the first 2-3 rounds, 
followed by initiating Assassinate or Coup. This 
leads into a mid-game phase where players 
continue to build wealth while actively targeting 
others. As eliminations progress and the number of 
remaining cards drops below 50% of the original 
count, the game shifts into a high-stakes endgame 
focused on strategic elimination. This trajectory 
continues until only one player remains to claim 
final victory. These gameplay trends are clearly 
supported in the action-specific patterns presented 
in the figures below for both 4-player and 6 player 
games. 



 
Figure 3 - 4-Player Action Frequency by Round 

 
Figure 4 - 6-Player Action Frequency by Round 

 
The pattern of resource accumulation 

followed by strategic aggression arises from a 
combination of game design and player 
psychology. While COUP’s rules mandate 
initiating a Coup upon reaching 10 coins at the 
start of one’s turn, preventing indefinite gaming, 
our data reveals a more nuanced reality. Of the 24 
Coups executed across our observed games, only a 
single instance involved a player accumulating 11 
coins and being compelled to act by this rule. In 
contrast, players typically launch Coups once 
reaching 7-8 coins, well before the mandatory 
threshold. This consistent early expenditure 
suggests players actively prefer deploying 
resources as soon as sufficient quantities are 
amassed, rather than maximizing their potential. 
Such behavior likely reflects psychological 
responses to perceived scarcity and future 
uncertainty within the game’s competitive 
environment. 

In social psychology, scarcity is defined as 
a state in which available resources are insufficient 

to meet demand [3]. Under conditions of 
heightened stress and potential loss, individuals 
often favor immediate gains over long-term 
planning—a tendency known as present-biased 
decision-making [4]. In COUP, this dynamic plays 
out vividly: at any moment, a player may be 
Assassinated, Couped, Challenged, or have their 
coins Stolen, especially if they lack the appropriate 
card to block a Steal. Holding a large amount of 
coins over multiple rounds therefore becomes 
increasingly risky. To mitigate this vulnerability, 
players tend to launch a Coup as soon as they 
accumulate sufficient funds, thereby converting 
unstable wealth into strategic leverage. 

 
4.2 Core Game Actions Analysis 
We identified nine distinct actions in 

COUP: 1) Tax, 2) Foreign Aid, 3) Income, 4) 
Steal, 5) Assassinate, 6) Coup, 7) Exchange, 8) 
Challenge, and 9) Block. For complete details on 
rules and costs associated with each action, please 
refer to Figure 1. 

Note that some roles in the game enable 
both offensive and defensive abilities. Specifically, 
Captain can both Steal and Block stealing, 
whereas Ambassador can Exchange and Block 
stealing. However, for the purpose of analytical 
clarity, we have separated Steal, Exchange, and 
Block into distinct action categories. 

For the sake of clear vocabulary, we 
define three game stages as follows,  characterized 
by specific game trends and player behaviors: 

1.​ Early game stage: Rounds 1-3, initial coins 
build up until some players can execute their 
first Coups, fundamentally altering game 
dynamics and interpersonal strategies. 

2.​ Mid game stage: Rounds 4-8, characterized 
by diverse tactical choices, intense 
confrontations, systematic player 
elimination, and continued resource 
accumulation. 

3.​ Late game stage: Round 9 (sometimes 8) 
and onward where most participants have 
been eliminated, culminating in tense 



standoffs among the final 2-3 contenders. 
 

4.2.1 Gaining Coins 
There are four primary ways to gain coins 

in COUP: Tax, Foreign Aid, Income, and Steal. As 
previously discussed, Tax is frequently used in the 
first round due to its high profitability. However, 
another key reason for its early popularity is 
rooted in the game’s information asymmetry at the 
start. During the opening round, players have 
minimal knowledge about which roles others hold. 
As a result, claiming Tax is a high-reward, 
low-risk bluff as players are unlikely to issue a 
challenge so early in the game based on the high 
penalty for an incorrect challenge (losing a card). 
This dynamic encourages opportunistic bluffing 
before clearer role patterns emerge through 
gameplay. 

 

 
Figure 5 - Action Trend: Tax 

Our data shows that during the early game 
stage, bluffing as Duke succeeds approximately 
75% of the time, suggesting that most players are 
hesitant to challenge such claims when little 
information is available. This creates a window of 
opportunity where bluffing is both viable and 
advantageous. On the grand scheme, Tax action 
boasts a remarkably high success rate of 96.6% 
across all rounds, making it one of the most 
reliable and lucrative ways to gain coins, 
sometimes regardless of being backed by a 
genuine Duke or not, particularly so in early game. 

 
Figure 6 - Action Success Rates 

 
However, the second most popular round 

1 action Foreign Aid (two coins gain) appears 
rather irrationally. According to the rules, people 
who Tax have Dukes hence have the ability to 
directly stop blocking Foreign Aid. When people 
know so little about others’ hands, they still 
choose to Foreign Aid right off the bat despite 
having a high chance of being blocked. In a 
4-player game, the chances of someone possessing 
a Duke from the start is 92.3% percent and in a 
6-player game the chance is 99.8%, indicating that 
it is almost guaranteeing the outcome. Though not 
all players reveal their card in the early game, the 
threat is always present. 

Despite this fact, some players 
consistently attempt to Foreign Aid long before the 
end of game when players can be more certain of 
the lack of Duke in game. In later rounds past 8, 
the success rate of Foreign Aid skyrockets to 
100% in our data but in the early stage, the rate is 
only 16.7%, averaging the total success rate of 
Foreign Aid to 63.4% which is not significantly 
better than fifty-fifty chance. In that case, the 
player might as well take two rounds of 
guaranteed 1 coin income for two rounds instead 
of risking not getting anything in Foreign Aid.​
​ There seems to be a misunderstanding of 
the “intended use” of Foreign Aid for some 
players mistakenly use it as a main source of 
income against the statistical odds. In reality, the 
optimal use of Foreign Aid as an action seems to 
be testing the waters of seeing who announces 



themselves as Dukes when blocking the action and 
pile up coins more rapidly towards the end of the 
game in standoffs. 

In practice, the most effective use of 
Foreign Aid lies in two key functions: first, as a 
tool to “test the waters” by provoking opponents 
into revealing themselves as Dukes through 
blocks, and second, as a means of rapidly 
accumulating coins during the endgame. In later 
rounds, when players have greater certainty about 
which roles remain in play, Foreign Aid becomes a 
safe and efficient action, particularly during final 
standoffs where Dukes are likely eliminated or 
revealed, and risk is minimal. 

 

 
Figure 7 - Action Trend: Foreign Aid 

 
Upon closer examination, there are many 

instances during gameplay of COUP where 
players make irrational decisions when it comes to 
gaining monetary advantages in stressful 
situations, in this case being threatened to be 
eliminated from the game the next immediate 
moment. According to the Conservation of 
Resources (COR) theory, a widely recognized 
psychological framework, individuals seek to 
preserve and accumulate resources to manage 
stress, navigate challenges, and enhance their 
overall well-being, particularly to provide buffer 
for unexpected negative incidents. Such a 
phenomenon is common in job markets and other 
financial related situations. [5] Scarcity also makes 
people more willing to take risks in perceived 
danger and threats [6]. 

We hypothesize that COUP players 
exhibit heightened sensitivity to in-game currency, 
driven by psychological rather than purely 

strategic factors. Their seemingly irrational 
early-game Foreign Aid attempts—when they 
clearly aren’t using these actions to identify Duke 
holders—suggest players experience acute 
resource scarcity anxiety. This prompts high-risk 
gambling behaviors in pursuit of accelerated coin 
accumulation, even against unfavorable odds [15]. 
The underlying motivation appears to be achieving 
a state of psychological safety through resource 
abundance, rather than optimal strategic 
positioning. This cognitive bias helps explain why 
many players consistently choose the uncertain 
two-coin potential of Foreign Aid over guaranteed 
but slower income streams, despite the statistically 
questionable expected value of this approach. 

Additionally, the action of Steal adds more 
mental insecurity onto players’ minds, further 
misleading some COUP to “incorrectly” use 
Foreign Aid. 

Additionally, the threat of Steal introduces 
another layer of psychological insecurity, 
potentially influencing some COUP players to 
“incorrectly” favor Foreign Aid despite its 
statistical disadvantages.  

Expanding on the Steal action itself, it 
occurs relatively infrequently in actual gameplay. 
Our data features only 12 total Steal attempts 
across all games, with a 67.7% success rate, which 
exceeds random chance but not dramatically so. 
We speculate that the low frequency of Steal is due 
to its vulnerability: both the Captain and 
Ambassador roles can block it. As a result, players 
may be hesitant to attempt Steal unless they have 
strong reason to believe those cards are not in play, 
or unless they are willing to risk being blocked and 
potentially challenged. 

 
 

 



Figure 8 - Action Trend: Steal 
Interestingly and perhaps unsurprisingly, 

players who successfully Steal from another player 
once are highly likely to target the same individual 
again in subsequent attempts.  In our recorded 
games, stealers stole from the same player 100% 
of the time should they choose to continue 
stealing.  This targeting persistence demonstrates 
how players prioritize certainty in a game filled 
with uncertainty like COUP, creating predictable 
predator-prey dynamics that experienced players 
might exploit through deliberate displays of 
vulnerability followed by strategic 
countermeasures. The psychological comfort of 
returning to a “proven” target appears to outweigh 
the rational consideration that opponents might 
adapt their strategies after being successfully 
exploited. However, in our gameplay with rather 
inexperienced players, this did not happen. 
 

4.2.2 Direct Attacks 
Assassinate maintains consistent presence 

throughout gameplay, as previously noted in our 
trend analysis. The Assassin card holds 
exceptional late-game value due to its cost 
efficiency, eliminating opponents for just 3 coins 
versus Coup’s steep 7-coin requirement. 

Our data confirms this strategic advantage: 
in eight recorded games, Assassins survived to 
become one of the final two remaining cards in six 
instances (75%). This prevalence likely stems 
from multiple factors: Assassinate is more cost 
effective when eliminating players compared to 
Coup. Assassins also generally expose themselves 
less frequently than Duke or other actively-used 
roles, preserving their concealment while 
accumulating coins. In two documented endgame 
card exchanges, players deliberately retained 
Assassin over income-generating powerhouses 
like Duke or Captain, essentially sacrificing 
immediate coin accumulation for the Assassin’s 
lethal efficiency against opponents lacking 
Contessa protection. This strategic prioritization 
demonstrates advanced players’ recognition that 

endgame dynamics favor elimination potential 
over resource generation once sufficient coins 
have been secured. 

 

 
Figure 9 - Action Trend: Steal 

 
Coup actions follow predictable timing 

patterns, with the first elimination typically 
occurring between rounds 3-4 across all games. 
This consistent early-game elimination window 
likely reflects players’ innate “uncertainty 
aversion”—a well-documented psychological 
tendency that manifests even in gaming contexts 
[7]. Players preemptively eliminate opponents to 
reduce future variables and establish greater 
control over remaining gameplay dynamics. This 
behavior demonstrates how fundamental cognitive 
models shape strategic decision-making, 
converting abstract psychological principles into 
observable gameplay patterns. The consistency of 
this elimination timing across different player 
groups reinforces how deeply uncertainty aversion 
influences human decision-making. For most 
people, mitigating uncertainty in unfavorable 
situations is the optimal action to take. 
 

 
Figure 10 - Action Trend: Coup 

 
4.2.3 Challenges and Bluffs 

Challenges and bluffing are central to 
Coup’s gameplay as a social deduction game. 



Players must closely monitor evolving game 
dynamics and make reasoned inferences about 
which roles are likely held by others. Across all 
sessions, we found that bluffing rates remained 
below 30% for all actions. Interestingly, as players 
gained more experience, they tended to bluff less 
frequently, favoring more honest play. Still, 
occasional bluffs involving a variety of roles still 
occurred, likely as calculated risks to disrupt 
expectations or test opponents’ confidence.​
​ Among all roles, the one least likely to be 
bluffed was the Assassin. This may be caused by 
the high-stakes nature of the Assassinate action 
because when under attack, targeted players are 
more likely to issue a challenge. If players 
anticipate losing a card, players logically challenge 
the Assassin claim rather than passively defending 
with Contessa, creating a chance to eliminate their 
attacker’s card in return. The increased likelihood 
of being challenged likely deters players from 
falsely claiming Assassin, making it the riskiest 
role to bluff. 

 

 
Figure 11 - Real vs Bluffs by Action 

 
Following the same logic—where the 

likelihood of being challenged correlates with the 
potential for direct harm—it is unsurprising that 
the most frequently bluffed role is the 
Ambassador, specifically for its Exchange ability. 
Since this action poses no immediate threat to 
other players, it is less likely to provoke a 
challenge, making it a safer and more appealing 
choice for bluffing. 

In general, bluffing success rates in our 
data were relatively modest, ranging from 25% to 
50% across different actions with most lying on 
the lower side. This suggests that, contrary to 
common assumptions about social deduction and 
deception-based games, players do not bluff as 
frequently, nor are they particularly effective when 
they do. The findings indicate that not only is 
deception less prevalent than expected, but the 
skill of bluffing itself may be less developed 
among average players. 

 
Figure 12 - Breakdown of Bluffs 

 
This finding aligns with established 

research showing that for untrained individuals, 
daily deception imposes cognitive burden and 
psychological stress [8]. Effective lying requires a 
complex mental process: suppressing truth, 
constructing plausible alternatives, maintaining 
narrative consistency, and continuously monitoring 
listener reactions [9]. In the context of COUP, 
these challenges intensify. Players often struggle 
with consistency when attempting to impersonate 
multiple roles. They sometimes claim three 
different characters despite only holding two 
cards. The constant threat of being challenged 
creates additional pressure, compounded by the 
need to track odds and monitor opponents’ 
resources. 

Given that COUP already demands 
considerable mental bandwidth, some players even 
strategically avoid unnecessary deception. This 
approach reduces cognitive load while still 
preserving viable paths to victory, explaining why 
bluffing occurs less frequently than one might 
expect in a game ostensibly built around 
deception. 

Our analysis of all game winners revealed 
that 50% of them played relatively honestly in the 



sessions they won—bluffing no more than once 
throughout the entire game—yet still ended up as 
the last player standing. While it is important to 
acknowledge the limitations of our small sample 
size and the non-expert status of most participants, 
this trend reinforces the earlier observation that 
strategic honesty can be just as viable a path to 
victory as deception. Given the low success rates 
of bluffs across all actions, it is reasonable to 
conclude that while occasional and well-timed lies 
can provide a tactical edge, their overall advantage 
among average players may be less impactful than 
commonly assumed. In many cases, consistent and 
cautious play proves to be equally effective, and 
cognitively less demanding. 

Another noteworthy observation from our 
study is that players who bluff early, particularly in 
their first gameplay, are significantly more likely 
to continue bluffing in subsequent sessions. Of the 
34 total bluffs recorded across eight games, the 
two most frequent bluffers accounted for 20.6% 
and 11.8% of all bluff attempts, respectively. In 
contrast, the remaining players each contributed 
5.9% or less, suggesting a steep behavioral 
drop-off beyond the most active deceivers. 

This disparity may reflect underlying 
playstyles and personality traits. Some players 
appear to approach COUP with a strategic, 
outcome-driven mindset, while others may 
prioritize the psychological thrill of deception over 
consistent victory. Research mapping the Big Five 
personality dimensions to board game behaviors 
[10] provides theoretical support for this 
observation suggesting that some players naturally 
gravitate toward strategic deception while others 
prioritize experiential enjoyment over competitive 
outcomes. In any case, a closer observation of 
repeated play often reveals consistent behavioral 
patterns. Players tend to exhibit recognizable 
tendencies based on personal preference, prior 
outcomes, and even their opening moves. 

In one of our casual post-game 
conversations with two participants, one of whom 
bluffed consistently and the other only lied twice 

in four games, both players acknowledged that 
their decisions were intentional and aligned with 
their personal strategies. Despite their contrasting 
approaches, they expressed satisfaction with their 
respective outcomes. 

 
4.2.4 Blocks and Exchange 

Blocks in our gameplay demonstrated a 
surprisingly high success rate of 75%, with seven 
out of eight attempts going unchallenged. Only 
two blocks faced challenges from opponents. 
There appears to be a general reluctance among 
players to challenge blocks, likely due to the 
relatively low cost associated with the blocked 
actions, namely Foreign Aid, Assassinate, and 
Steal. Because these actions require minimal 
investment or none at all, in the case of Foreign 
Aid, players often opt not to risk losing a card by 
issuing a challenge. In such cases, absorbing the 
blocked outcome is perceived as a safer, more 
rational choice than gambling on a potentially 
costly challenge. 

By similar logic, because Exchange 
proposes low immediate threat, people tend to 
challenge Exchange less, allowing it to have a high 
90% of success rate.​
​ Regarding Exchange, one interesting 
observation happened while playing with 6-players 
when too many participants exchanged cards 
frequently in the early to mid game. It led to an 
unexpected problem that since many players only 
exchange once to obtain their desired card while 
discarding the Ambassador they used to initiate the 
action, later players often found themselves with a 
severely limited selection. In one extreme case, a 
player exchanged three times in a game but getting 
no other card than Ambassador in every single 
attempt. This effectively “doomed” late-game 
exchangers as their exchanges offered them no 
effective cards in late game stages. 

In this context, the timing of Exchange 
becomes critical, particularly in larger player 
counts. It is advantageous to exchange earlier 
before the deck becomes saturated with 



undesirable returns. This observation reflects a 
level of meta-knowledge that typically only 
experienced players acquire over time. 
 

4.3 Meta-Gaming and Emotional Tendencies 
It is mentioned partially above that 

experienced gamers will accumulate implicit 
gaming rules such as exchanging cards sooner than 
later in games involving many players, bluff as 
Duke early on in the game, do not relying on 
Foreign Aid as a main source of income, and 
preferring to challenge the Assassin when being 
assassinated rather than bluffing as Contessa. 
These patterns exemplify Meta-gaming, a broader 
layer of strategic thinking based on external 
factors or repetitive gameplay experiences [11]. 
We believe that as players engage in more sessions 
of COUP, they naturally develop personalized 
mental models and strategies that best complement 
their individual playstyles, resulting in 
continuously evolving competitive skills that 
rewards both tactical innovation and psychological 
insight.​
​ Beyond the strategic patterns discussed 
above, another often-overlooked dimension in 
bluffing games like Coup is the influence of 
emotional factors on player decision-making. 
While the game rewards logic, deduction, and 
probabilistic thinking, our observations reveal that 
emotion-driven behaviors more than often override 
optimal strategy.​
​ For instance, during one of our game 
sessions, a player made a surprising strategic 
choice when using the Coup action. Instead of 
eliminating a card from a player with two cards 
remaining (which would have been the optimal 
move to level the playing field—a strategy this 
player consistently employed in past games), they 
instead targeted a player who was already 
vulnerable with just one card. Their motivation? 
The victim had stolen from them in two 
consecutive rounds. 

Another instance of possible 
emotionally-driven decision occurred at the very 

start of a new game, when a player issued two 
early challenges against the same opponent despite 
having no strong evidence to indicate that the 
individual was bluffing. This behavior appeared to 
be less about probability and more about personal 
history, as the challenger had lost to that same 
opponent in a tense two-player standoff during the 
final rounds of the previous game. The immediacy 
and repetition of these challenges hint at a 
targeted, retaliatory motive, highlighting how 
residual emotions from prior gameplay can carry 
over and influence future decisions, even when 
doing so may compromise optimal strategy. 

Although one would like to believe that 
COUP is a game about strategic maneuvering, 
casual, average players appear to be heavily 
influenced by “feud and vengeance: whether they 
realize it or not. There seems to exist a hidden 
metric in COUP that we call “the hatred meter” 
that players should take into consideration when 
attacking others. Certainly, being a competitive 
game, players will inevitably sabotage one another 
eventually, but when and how these actions are 
performed should be part of the strategic 
calculation as well. 

Coming from a subconscious 
psychological standpoint, players’ tendencies to 
seek revenge could be traced back to our human 
nature of defending ourselves against dangers 
posed by other species and our own kind over the 
course of hundreds of thousands of years of 
evolution. In specific life situations, this vengeful 
response may have given our ancestors survival 
advantages. Yet these mechanisms persist today 
even in modern board gameplay. This once again 
reveals the surprising nature of COUP that despite 
being a deductive game, it is also a highly social 
one centered on human emotions and preferences. 

Remarkably, sometimes the social and 
strategic sides of gameplay can overlap as players 
recognize these patterns in opponents’ tendencies 
and manipulate them to their own advantage. 

In one of our 6-player sessions, a 
particularly intriguing player behavior caught our 



attention. One participant deliberately chose the 
Income action in 76% of their turns across two 
consecutive games. While at first glance this might 
appear passive or non-strategic, their 
outcomes—finishing second last in the first game 
and first place in the second—tell a different story. 

Closer analysis revealed that this player 
was not playing “lazy,” but was instead employing 
a stealth strategy: deliberately minimizing their 
presence to avoid drawing aggression or becoming 
a perceived threat. By consistently choosing 
Income which is considered the least provocative 
action by most players, they completely avoid 
drawing attention by choosing not to Tax, Coup, or 
Assassinate. Instead, they allowed more assertive 
players to eliminate each other, creating space for 
a late-game surge. When the dust settled, they 
suddenly revealed Duke and Assassin as their final 
two roles in the two games, respectively, 
demonstrating that their earlier passivity masked a 
powerful endgame setup. 

This case illustrates how COUP, while 
grounded in bluffing and probability, is equally a 
game of social perception management and 
emotional reading. 

 
5. CONCLUSION 

Our comprehensive analysis of COUP 
gameplay reveals a complex interplay between 
strategic calculation and human psychology. Many 
patterns can be identified throughout gameplay 
indicating that many games display similar trends 
of progression over time: coin accumulation, 
player elimination, more resource accumulation, 
and then final resolutions in standoffs. 

Via close examination of telemetry data 
and behavioral observations, we found that players 
often display strong aversion to uncertainty, 
gravitate toward early coin accumulation, and 
exhibit risk-sensitive behaviors—particularly 
under conditions of perceived scarcity or imminent 
threat. While the bluffing mechanics of COUP are 
central to its design, our findings suggest that most 
players lie less frequently and with lower success 

rates than might be expected, reaffirming prior 
research that lying is cognitively demanding and 
not easily executed without practice. 

Furthermore, player choices were 
influenced not only by in-game incentives but also 
by interpersonal dynamics and emotional memory, 
with patterns of revenge and “hatred meters” 
influencing future decisions in ways that override 
optimal strategy. Players also developed 
meta-gaming behaviors, gradually refining their 
approach based on implicit knowledge gained 
across sessions. These findings reinforce the idea 
that games like COUP are not just strategic 
systems, but rich social laboratories where 
cognitive limitations, emotional triggers, and 
social learning interact in complex ways. 
Ultimately, COUP serves as a powerful 
microcosm for studying human behavior, offering 
insights that may extend beyond the tabletop into 
broader domains of psychology, risk analysis, and 
behavioral decision-making. 
 

6. FUTURE WORK 
One of the primary limitations of this 

study is the relatively small sample size. While 
consistent behavioral patterns emerged across the 
sessions, a larger dataset would enhance the 
reliability and generalizability of the findings. 
Future research should aim to collect more 
extensive gameplay data to refine the trends 
observed in this initial exploration.​
​ A longitudinal study tracking the same 
player group over extended periods would also 
provide valuable insights into strategy adaptation 
through meta-gaming experience. As players 
internalize implicit rules and game knowledge, 
their approaches likely evolve in sophistication. In 
addition, prior research suggests that deception is a 
skill that can be practiced and improved with 
experience [12]. Tracking how players refine their 
bluffing techniques and risk assessments over time 
may provide deeper understanding of adaptive 
strategic behavior.​
​ Last but not least, Our participant pool 



consisted exclusively of individuals with prior 
board game experience. Recruiting from diverse 
backgrounds such as professional poker players, 
who might employ probability-optimized 
strategies, or older adults with limited gaming 
experience, who might rely more on interpersonal 
dynamics would provide comparative perspectives 
on decision-making patterns.​
​ All in all, board games offer a controlled 
laboratory for studying human psychology and 
decision-making without real-world consequences. 
The findings may offer transferable insights 
relevant to fields such as behavioral economics, 
psychology, education, and much more. 
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