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Abstract. 

 

Why do people behave egoistically in some situations but altruistically in others? We propose 

that revealed differences in pro-social preferences may result from distinct considerations that 

arise in different decision contexts. Self-interest may not always enter first-order consideration in 

a decision. When the pursuit of direct self-interest is not prompted, other motives such as the 

pursuit of meaningfulness may motivate behavior. When self-interest is highlighted, however, it 

trumps other motives and dominates behavior. In three studies, we compare how hard people 

work on effortful tasks when earning incentives for themselves (which could also be donated) to 

how hard they work when the earned incentive s is to be donated. We observe higher effort 

persistence when participants were assigned to work for others’ welfare, even though most 

participants chose to keep their earnings rather than donate, when given the option.  

 

  



How altruistic are we? Altruism, the practice of unselfish concern for others' welfare, can 

be thought of as either “how willing we are to help others” or “how willing we are to give our 

resources to others”. While helping often occurs at an implicit cost of our own time, effort, or 

other resources, people often seem to reason differently about helping others vs. allocating their 

own resources to others (eg., Liu & Aaker, 2008; Devoe & Pfeffer, 2007).  

A large literature has studied choices in resource allocation situations where others’ 

welfare is pitted against one’s own, as in the well-known Dictator Game paradigm (see 

Andreoni, Harbaugh & Versterlund, 2008 for review). In these games, people usually keep a 

majority of a windfall to themselves (giving away only 10% to 30%), which suggests people 

value their own welfare above that of others. Even this low rate of giving may be partially 

attributable to social norms rather than genuine caring for others’ welfare (Bardsley, 2008; List, 

2007).  

One the other hand, striking motivational effects of pro-social incentives have been 

documented in more recent research focusing on the motivational effects of pro-social goals, in 

contrast with the dominant egoism established in the earlier literature. People often prefer to 

achieve pro-social outcomes via their own costly (and even painful) effort (Olivola & Shafir, 

2013).  Charitable donation incentives can sometimes increase task effort, compared to direct 

payment (Goldsmith & Dhar, 2013; Imas, 2013).  In fact, merely being reminded of beneficial 

consequences for others’ welfare (versus own welfare) can motivate people (Grant & Hofmann, 

2011), and reduce emotional exhaustion (Grant & Sonnentag, 2010). 

These different lines of research pose an intriguing discrepancy. Why do people behave 

egoistically when faced with some pro-social opportunities, but altruistically in others? We posit 

that differences in revealed altruism may arise from aspects of the decision context that prompt 

different considerations.  Prior research has demonstrated that the selection of judgment rules is 

highly context-dependent (Slovic 1995).  Different elicitation modes can yield incompatible 

behaviors (Hsee, Loewenstein, Blount & Bazerman, 1999), key inputs in optimizing self-interest 

are often neglected (Frederick, et al. 2009, Rottenstreich & Kivetz, 2006), and behavior can 

instead follow from goal-driven motivations (Kivetz, Urminsky & Zheng, 2006), even when the 

goal does not necessarily directly follow the pursuit of self-interest (Austin & Vancouver, 1996).  

We propose that the discrepancy between seemingly egoistic and altruistic behaviors is 

due to whether deliberate consideration of self-interest has been activated. Specifically, when 

self-interest is highlighted in the decision context, such as in direct choices between allocating 

resources to oneself or others, people may believe that self-interest should guide their actions 

(Miller, 1999), and rely more on economic calculations involving cost-benefit trade-offs (Fiske, 

1991, Frank, Gilovich, & Regan, 1993). However, self-interest may not always enter first-order 

considerations in a decision process. When self-interest is only indirectly implicated in the 

context, such as investing effort for others’ benefit, people’s behaviors may instead be driven by 

the affective consequences and motivational pull of helping others, such as the pursuit of 

meaningfulness (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002). Therefore, selfless behaviors would be more likely 

to arise in “self-less” environments, where the pursuit of self-interest is not a salient 

consideration. 

We present three studies to test these hypotheses. In our primary experimental paradigm, 

participants were given an unexpected opportunity to work on an effortful task while waiting for 



an unrelated study.  They could either earn money for a specified charity, or earn money for 

themselves, which they were reminded could be donated to the charity. We compare the effort 

exerted when earning money for themselves (which could also be donated) to the effort exerted 

when the money earned is only to be donated. Then we contrast the relative effort based on 

incentive type with donation decisions.  In Study 1 we demonstrate an inconsistency between 

effort and choice and investigate the role of incentive magnitude. In Study 2, we test the 

proposed process by manipulating consideration of self-interest and rule out misprediction of 

behavior as an explanation. In Study 3, we further separate effort and choice and provide initial 

evidence for alternative motives in the absence of self-interest consideration.  

 

Study 1 

 

In Studies 1A and 1B, we varied incentive-type across three between-subjects conditions 

(self-incentive vs. charity-incentive vs. no-incentive). In the self-incentive conditions, 

participants were paid for their work. In the charity-incentive condition, participants worked on 

the same task to earn funds for a local charity. In the no-incentive (control) condition, 

participants did not receive additional compensation for their work on the task. Participants in all 

three conditions were exposed to the same information about a local charity, and were given the 

opportunity to donate earnings to the charity. The magnitude of incentives varied between Study 

1A (low) and Study 1B (high).  The maximum possible earnings were 50 cents in Study 1A for a 

6-minutes task ($5/h), lower than half the lab’s hourly rate ($12/h), and were $2.50 in Study B 

($25/h), higher than double the lab’s hourly rate.  

Notably, the self-incentive was designed to strictly dominate the charity-incentive and 

no-incentive (control). Participants in the self-incentive condition could either keep their 

earnings or opt to donate their earnings to the charity, while participants in the charity-incentive 

condition did not have a choice, as their earnings were directly donated to the charity. Compared 

to the charity-incentive condition, participants in the self-incentive condition should have found 

the outcomes either equally appealing (if they wanted to donate) or more appealing (if they 

preferred keeping the money).  Therefore, normatively, participants should have worked as hard 

or harder in the self-incentive condition. 

 

Method 

Participants (Study 1A: N=169, Mage=23.6, Male=49%; Study 1B: N=167, Mage=23.5, 

Male=50.3%) were recruited in a research lab for a 15-min “coin-flipping study” which paid $3. 

The main coin-searching task was presented as a task to do while waiting for the unrelated coin-

flipping study, in order to minimize potential demand and social norm effects (see List, 2007).  

Participants were run individually (see the online appendix for details of procedures in all 

studies). The experimenter introduced a local children’s charity foundation, informing each 

participant that they could donate any amount of their earnings to the charity at any time, just by 

letting the experimenter know. Each participant was then told that they had to wait 10 minutes in 

the room until the last participant finished the “coin-flipping study” in the next room. A poster 

about the charity hung on the wall in the waiting room. The experimenter told each participant 

that ten target coins (US pennies in Study 1A, US nickels in Study 1B) would be needed for the 



coin-flipping study, but they had just ran out. Each participant was asked to find ten target coins 

from a bowl of various coins that was ostensibly left over from an earlier study. Each participant 

was told that after finding the ten coins, they could either keep searching for more or watch 

animal documentary videos on the computer.  

In the control condition, participants could search for and set aside extra target coins if 

they wanted. In the self-incentive condition, participants could keep all the target coins they 

found. In the charity-incentive condition, all target coins found would be donated to the charity.  

Participants had six minutes to search in the bowl, where 50 target coins were mixed with 

approximately 1000 foreign coins. The coin-searching task was pretested to be increasingly 

effortful (see appendix). We measured two dependent variables: how many coins participants 

found in each condition, and whether participants chose to donate the extra coins they found in 

the self-incentive condition.  

Study 1A Results 

On average, participants found 21.8 pennies (SD=10.1) in the self-incentive condition, 

27.5 pennies (SD=11.4) in the charity-incentive condition, and 17.0 pennies (SD=8.2) in the no-

incentive condition. Planned contrasts showed that participants in both incentive conditions 

outperformed those in the no-incentive condition (t(166)=4.30, p<.01, d=.70) and participants in 

the charity-incentive condition outperformed those in the self-incentive condition (t(166)=3.01, 

p<.01, d=.53; see Figure 1). Furthermore, more participants kept searching after the required ten 

pennies in the charity-incentive condition (86.7%) than in the self-incentive (73.2%) and control 

conditions (54.7%;χ2
=14.40, p<.005).  

These results revealed that participants worked harder when their effort was designated to 

benefit others, compared with when they had the option to either benefit others or themselves. 

Since participants in both incentive conditions outperformed those in the no-incentive condition, 

the lower performance in the self-incentive condition cannot be explained by a crowding-out of 

intrinsic motivation (Frey & Jegen, 2001, Heyman & Ariely, 2004).  

In contrast with the altruism revealed by participants’ efforts, only one person in the self-

incentive condition volunteered to donate the earnings to charity.  In other words, while 

comparing task persistence in the self-incentive versus charity-incentive conditions suggests high 

levels of altruism, participants’ tendency not to donate their earnings in the self-incentive 

condition instead suggests low levels of altruism.  

Study 1B Results 

In Study 1B, the incentives in all conditions were increased five-fold, with nickels used 

instead of pennies as the target coins. Participants found 22.1(SD=9.7), 24.1(SD=9.6), and 

15.8(SD=8.0) nickels in the self-incentive, charity-incentive, and no-incentive conditions, 

respectively. Surprisingly, participants’ overall level of effort across conditions was not sensitive 

to the substantial increase in incentives. Consistent with Study 1A, more participants persisted 

after the required ten pennies in the charity-incentive (86.2%) and self-incentive (78.2%) 

conditions than those in the no-incentive condition (46.3%; χ2
=23.7,p<.001).  

The difference in effort between self-incentive and charity-incentive conditions was 

directionally smaller in Study 1B. However, comparing Studies 1A and 1B, ANOVA revealed 

that effort differed across different incentive types (F(2,330)=24.85, p<.05, p
2
=.961), but not by 



incentive magnitude (F(1,330)=.116,n.s.), and no interaction was found between the incentive 

types and incentive magnitude (F(2,330)=1.02,n.s.).  

Similar to Study 1A, only three participants among 55 in the self-incentive condition 

donated their earnings to the charity.  

 

 

 

Figure 1. The charity-incentive was more motivating than either self-incentive or no-incentive 

(Study 1). The magnitude of incentive had no effect. Error bars for all figures represent the 95% 

C. I.  

 

Discussion 

We find substantial contextual effects on the extent of revealed altruism in Study 1. 

These effects cannot be explained by dispositional differences among people (eg., Ben-Ner, 

Kong & Putterman, 2004), or situational differences across scenarios (eg., Darley & Batson, 

1973). If people were egoistic, then they would have chosen to both keep the money and worked 

harder to benefit themselves; if people were altruistic, then they would have chosen to both 

donate the money and worked as hard or harder to benefit others. Instead, the results revealed a 

disjunction between exerted effort on an incentivized task and the donation decision about the 

incentive, even with the same task and the same target charity. Moreover, these effects cannot be 

explained by different perceptions of the target charity across conditions, since information was 

held constant by exposing all participants to the same upfront introduction to the charity and 

poster in the room.  

We contend that consideration of self-interest underlies these effects. When making a 

direct choice, the option to maximize self-interest overshadowed the option to improve others’ 

welfare. Furthermore, the goal to maximize self-interest in the self-incentive condition also 

reduced participants’ motivation to persist in exerting effort, particularly as the task became 
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increasingly effortful without an increase in the incentive rate. Importantly, these results don’t 

seem to be limited to small-magnitude incentives. Across Study 1A and Study 1B, the 

disjunction between effort and choice persisted within a reasonably wide range, from less than 

half the lab’s hourly rate to more than double the lab’s hourly rate. Nonetheless, if monetary 

incentives are sufficiently high (Imas, 2013) or the task is sufficiently easy, then both people’s 

effort and their choices may appear more egoistic.  

In general, exerting effort when incentivized with a charity donation can be attributed to 

several different motives.  Our findings are unlikely to be due to ulterior motives, such as social-

signaling or feeling of obligation, since the behavior was not public (Ariely, Bracha & Meier, 

2009) and participants did not experience the charity-incentive negatively (see appendix). 

Moreover, the fact that the effort level was not sensitive to the substantial increase in incentives 

suggests that “warm glow” (i.e. utility from the act of altruism; Andreoni, 1990) is a more likely 

account than “pure altruism”(i.e. concern for other’s welfare; Batson & Shaw, 1991; see Goeree, 

Holt & Laury, 2002 for the empirical distinction). Nonetheless, it appears that the “warm glow” 

glows brighter in the dark - once self-interest enters the scope, the cold glint of gold can outshine 

the “warm glow”.  

 

Study 2 

 

Next, we directly test whether the consideration of self-interest impedes altruistic effort, 

and investigate the potential role of mispredicting future effort. First, in Study 2A, we replicate 

the findings with a different task. Then in Study 2B, using the same experimental task and 

incentives, we separately elicit each participants’ predictions about the effort they would exert 

under either incentive, before they do the task. We predict that merely prompting consideration 

of both incentives in Study 2B will reduce altruistic effort in the charity-incentive condition, 

even though the self-incentive is not available.  

Method 

Participants (Study 2A: N=105, Mage=20.0, Male=53.0%; Study 2B: N=74, Mage= 20.3, 

Male=51.4%) were recruited in a university research lab and paid $3 for an unrelated 15-min 

“number guessing” study.  

In Study 2A, participants were provided with the charity information, poster, and 

donation opportunities as in Study 1. To minimize potential demand, the experimenter told each 

participant that due to technical issues they had to wait to start the “number guessing” study, and 

that they could take part in another task during the wait. The experimenter then showed 

participants a stack of cards, each with 30 black dots printed on one side, and a handheld hole-

puncher. The task was to accurately punch out the dots, earning one cent per dot. The 

experimenter told each participant that only 30 punched holes (one completed card) were needed 

but they could punch as many additional holes as they wanted. Participants were randomly 

assigned to either the self-incentive condition (earning one cent per hole punched), or the 

charity-incentive (one cent donated to the charity per hole punched). Participants in the self-

incentive condition always had the option to donate their earnings to the charity.  



In Study 2B, participants were randomly assigned to either the self-incentive or the 

charity-incentive. They were first asked to punch 15 holes to test the hole-puncher. Next, in a 

short questionnaire, they first predicted how many holes they would punch in the following five 

minutes, then read about the alternative incentive in the other condition, and predicted how many 

they would have punched if they had been assigned the alternative incentive. Participants then 

performed the task for the initially assigned incentive.  

Study 2A Results: 

Replicating the altruistic effort observed in Study 1, participants worked harder in the 

charity-incentive condition (M=102.0, SD=44.1) than in the self-incentive condition 

(M=83.4,SD=37.0; F(1,103)= 5.43, p<.05, d=.46; see Figure 2).  In contrast, only three of the 51 

participants in the self-incentive condition donated their earnings to the charity, with the majority 

keeping money to themselves, consistent with the egoistic choice observed in Study 1.  

Study 2B Results 

Participants in Study 2B, however, who were aware of both possible incentives, exerted 

marginally more effort for the self-incentive than the charity-incentive (Mself=86.7, SD=36.6, 

Mcharity=71.2, SD=32.1;F(1,72)=3.79,p=.056, d=.45; see Figure 2). Comparing Studies 2A and 

2B, participants in the self-incentive condition exerted similar levels of effort (Mself-2A= 

83.4,Mself-2B=86.7, F(1,83)=.160, n.s.), while those in the charity-incentive condition worked 

significantly less in Study 2B, after considering the unavailable self-incentive (Mcharity-

2A=102.0,Mcharity-2B=71.2; F(1,92)=14.0, p<.001, d=.80). These results suggest that merely 

considering self-interest undermined the altruistic motivation.  

Participants’ predictions of their own effort were similar between subjects (Mself=123.8, 

SD=91.1, Mcharity=112.4,SD=79.0; t(72)=-.576,n.s.), as well as within-subjects (self-incentive 

condition: Mself=123.8, SD=91.1, Mcharity =126.9,SD=109.1; t(33)=-.417,n.s; charity-incentive 

condition: Mcharity=112.4, SD=79.1, Mself =115.8,SD=84.6; t(39)=-1.07,n.s.).  Therefore, 

participants failed to predict differences in their effort based on their incentives, even within-

subjects, suggesting that the egoistic choices observed in Studies 1 and 2A were not due to a 

misbelief that working for the self-incentive would lead to higher effort and more money.  

Participants’ predictions of similar effort in both incentive conditions was inconsistent 

with the actual effort in Study 2A, where people worked harder for the charity-incentive.  This 

suggests that the greater effort in the charity-incentive condition was due to greater persistence, 

and not higher initial intentions. In sum, neither the altruistic effort nor the egoistic choice was 

attributable to initial predictions of effort.  



    

Figure 2. The charity-incentive was more motivating for participants unaware of the self-

incentive (Study 2A); participants who knew about the self-incentive alternative were less 

motivated by the charity-incentive (Study 2B).  

 

Discussion 

Study 2A replicated both the higher effort for charity-incentives over self-incentives, and 

the lack of donations in the self-incentive condition.  Study 2B showed that merely considering 

the self-incentive alternative reduced the altruistic effort. This suggests that when the option to 

pursue self-interest was not present, participants’ persistent effort was driven by other 

motivations towards the pro-social outcome. In Study 3, we will further explore what motivates 

participants to work harder for the welfare of others.  

 

Study 3 

 

We theorized earlier that the consideration of self-incentive has two major impacts. First, 

in choices, the salient conflict between self-interest and others’ welfare leads people to favor the 

former. Second, when exerting effort, considering a self-incentive undermines the motivation to 

persist on the task, particularly as the task becomes increasingly difficult. To further test these 

predictions, in Study 3 (unlike Studies 1 and 2) we used an active binary choice about whether or 

not to donate, varied the timing of that choice, and added a “pure” self-incentive condition, in 

which the charity was not mentioned.  

Moreover, building on recent findings that the pursuit of meaning underlies motivation to 

work (Ariely, Kamenica & Prelec, 2008), people need meaning to justify their effort (Hsee, Yang 

& Wang, 2010), and that people derive meaning from the pain and effort they undergo for others 
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(Olivola & Shafir, 2013), we investigated meaningfulness as a potential motive driving the 

altruistic effort.  

 

Method 

We paid 158 male participants (Mage=21.4) $2 each for a 10-min “Stepping Study” at a 

university research lab. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four between-subjects 

conditions (charity-incentive, self-incentive, pre-task-choice, and post-task-choice). Each 

participant was individually given the opportunity to use a step-climber for 5 minutes, alone. In 

addition to the base compensation, participants earned one cent for each 4 stepping cycles (8 

steps) they took on the machine.  

In the self-incentive condition, participants received their earnings. In the charity-

incentive condition, the earnings were donated to a charity campaign to aid people with spinal 

injuries walk again. In these two conditions, participants did not know about the alternative 

incentive. In the two choice conditions, participants chose between earning money for the charity 

or for themselves. Participants learned about the choice options before the stepping session, and 

made their choice on a computer screen either before or after the stepping session.   

Participants were told that it was a voluntary and non-competitive task, and that the 

number of steps they took was completely up to them. After the session, participants filled out a 

follow-up survey on the computer, including meaningfulness and mood measures.  

Results and discussion 

When given an active choice, the majority of participants in both the pre-task (80.0%) 

and post-task choice conditions (75.6%) decided to keep the money for themselves. In contrast, 

participants in the charity-incentive condition outperformed those in the other three conditions 

(Mcharity-incentive=297.7, SD=72.8, Mself-incentive=251.5,SD=104.4, Mpre-task=260.7,SD=85.4, Mpost-

task=268.2,SD=72.7; t(154)=2.44, p<.05, d=.46; see Figure 3).  
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Figure 3. Participants took the most steps in the charity-incentive condition (Study 3).  

 

These results support our proposition that when self-interest enters consideration, even if 

a decision has not yet been committed to, people’s behavior will reveal less altruism.  Our 

participants exerted less effort when given the choice between incentives (either pre-task or post-

task) as well as when the incentive was self-interested. Participants only exerted more effort 

when designated to work specifically for others’ benefit.   

Our results also provided initial evidence that the motivating effect of the charity 

incentive may be explained by perceived meaningfulness. In the follow-up survey, participants 

rated their experience during the stepping session from 1 (not meaningful at all) to 7 (very 

meaningful). Those in the charity-incentive condition reported feeling more meaningful 

compared with all other conditions (Mcharity-incentive=4.37,SD=1.34, Mself-incentive=3.88,SD=1.86, 

Mpre-task=3.77,SD=1.59, Mpost-task=3.76,SD=1.73; t(156)=2.14, p<.05, d=.37; see Figure 4.). 

Moreover, the higher effort exerted in the charity-incentive condition was driven by heightened 

meaningfulness (r=.31, p<.05), whereas effort did not significantly correlate with perceived 

meaningfulness in the other conditions (r=.101,n.s).  

These results suggest that working on the same effortful task was perceived as more 

meaningful when it only benefited charity.  However, when self-interest was highlighted, not 

only was the task seen as less meaningful, but meaningfulness was no longer as relevant to effort 

investment. Therefore, a crucial component of the “warm glow” that people gain from engaging 

in pro-social behaviors may be a sense of fulfilled meaningfulness, as long as it does not conflict 

with the pursuit of self-interest.  

Some research has suggested that people’s pro-social behaviors may reflect how they 

believe others would judge and react to their acts (image motives, Ariely et al., 2009; good 

manners, Camerer and Thaler 1995; social norms, List 2007), as opposed to internal motivations. 

In additional post-tests, we found that participants predicted that both working harder for the 

charity-incentive and choosing the charity-incentive over the self-incentive would generate more 

favorable social judgments (see appendix). This suggests that since our participants tended to 

pick the self-incentive when given a choice despite the associated negative social perception, the 

disjunction between choice and effort in our studies cannot be explained by a mere attempt to be 

judged favorably.  



  

Figure 4. Participants perceived the task to be most meaningful in the charity-incentive 

condition.  

 

 

General Discussion  

  

Selfless behaviors may be “self”-less indeed. That is, altruism may be more prevalent 

when the consideration of self-interest is not prompted in the environment.  Across three studies, 

we find that people were more likely to persist on effortful tasks when their earnings have been 

designated to improve the welfare of others, indicating altruism in effort. However, when a 

choice to maximize self-interest is present, we instead observe egoism in choices, and reduced 

motivation to work on the task.  

It is important to note that our findings hinge on the distinction between choice and effort 

persistence, and may not generalize directly to effort initiation. In fact, self-incentives can be 

more motivating than equivalent charity-incentives in initiating new tasks (e.g., mail surveys, 

Furse & Stewart, 1982).  Future research might investigate whether effort initiation involves a 

more deliberative mindset, akin to choice, in which people are more likely to spontaneously 

consider self-interest even when not prompted, as opposed to task persistence, which may 

involve a more implemental mindset (Gollwitzer, 1999; Zhao, Lee & Soman, 2013).   

The conflict between self-interest and others’ welfare creates an unpleasant tension 

(Mellers et al., 2010), and could result in non-negligible negative consequences. Recently, 

Berman and Small (2012) reported that people enjoy externally imposed self-interested 

outcomes, more than when they are chosen over others’ welfare. Our research suggests that 

people might also benefit from not being prompted to consider self-interested outcomes when 

engaging with pro-social tasks, leading them to perceive their efforts as more meaningful and be 

more motivated to persist. In sum, having to make choices may sometimes reduce both 

individual happiness and pro-social motivation (Botti & Iyengar, 2006).  
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A large literature has debated the interpretation of altruism in people’s behavior (eg., 

Andreoni et al., 2008; List 2007).  Our findings present a novel perspective on this debate. When 

self-interest is prompted in the decision context, altruistic motives may be undermined, 

consistent with prior findings of limited altruism in allocation decisions. However, when self-

interest is not highlighted in the context, other motives, such as the pursuit of meaning, may 

yield substantial altruistic behavior. Research focusing on direct tradeoffs between self and 

others involving scarce resources would then under-estimate the overall degree of people’s 

altruism. Are people egoistic or altruistic? The answer may depend on whether the situation 

shines a spotlight on self-interest, or not.  
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Appendix 1: Additional Data and Analyses 

 

Pretest for Study 1: Task difficulty and appeal 

 Participants (N=15 for pennies and N=15 for nickels) in the same research lab as Study 1 did the 

task without either incentive and rated the difficulty and boringness. On average it took less than 2 

minutes for participants to find 10 pennies (M=74.6 seconds, SD=32.7) or nickels (M=103.5 seconds, 

SD=48.1), less than 6 minutes to find 30 pennies (M=305.8, SD=135.5) or nickels (M=334.0, SD=105.4), 

and less than 20 minutes to find 50 pennies (M=1133.9, SD=351.3) or nickels (M=1017.6, SD=283.4), 

indicating that the task was increasingly time consuming. No difference was found in time measures 

between pennies and nickels (t(28)= 1.927, 0.636. -.998, respectively for the three measures, n.s.).  

The coin-searching task was also rated as closer to “very boring” (1) than “very interesting (7)” 

(M=3.20 , SD= .847, t(29)=-5.17, p<.001), and significantly less interesting than the alternative of 

watching animal documentaries (M=5.90, SD= 1.56; t(29)=-7.724, p<.001). 

Additional results for Study 1: Happiness ratings 

 After the task, participants rated their happiness while working in Study 1A. Participants reported 

marginally higher happiness in the charity-incentive condition (Mcharity=5.70, SD=1.20) than the control 

condition (Mcontrol=5.36, SD=0.98, t=1.644, p=.103) suggesting their effort was not a result of feeling 

obliged to comply (Ariely, Bracha and Meier 2009).  No difference was found between charity-incentive 

and self-incentive conditions (Mself=5.70, SD=1.35, t=.015, n.s.). We also measured post-task happiness, 

and found very similar results. 

Pretest for Study 2: Task difficulty and appeal 

We recruited 30 participants in the same research lab as Study 2 and paid each participant $2 for a 

5-min task and a follow-up questionnaire. We presented each participant with the two tasks: the hole-

punching task and the “Fun Fact Trivia Q&A”. They were told they needed to punch at least 30 holes for 

the hole-punching task. Participants were free to switch between the two tasks during the five minutes, 

and did not earn money (either for themselves or for charity) by doing the hole-punching task.  

In the allotted 5 minutes, participants punched 46.0 (SD= 31.0) holes on average, with only 50% 

of participants punching more than 30 holes. In comparison, participants in both the self-incentive and the 

charity-incentive conditions in Study 2A punched more holes (Mself-incentive=83.4, SD=37.0, Mcharity-

incentive=102.0, SD=44.1, p<.001).  In a short follow-up questionnaire, participants rated the hole-punching 

task as closer to “boring and pointless (1) than “fun and exciting (7)” (M= 2.45, SD= 1.63), and 

significantly lower than the alternative “Trivia Q&A” task (M= 4.77, SD= 1.55; p<.01). This confirms 

that the hole-punching task elicits little intrinsic motivation, and the incentives in studies 2A and 2B were 

indeed effective in motivating participants to persist on the task.  

 



Additional results for Study 2A: Happiness ratings 

We did not find differences in self-reported happiness between the charity-incentive and self-

incentive conditions (Mcharity=4.80, SD=1.12, Mself=4.73, SD=1.17, t=.317, n.s.) 

Additional results for Study 2B: Anticipated task difficulty 

In general, participants over-predicted in both conditions (Mfirst-prediction=117.6, Mactual-effort =78.3, 

t=-4.52, p<.001 ), suggesting that the task was more effortful than initially expected.  

Additional results for Study 3: Happiness and meaningfulness ratings 

In the two choice conditions, effort did not significantly differ between participants who chose to 

keep the earnings and those who chose to donate (Mkeeping=271.4, SD=75.3 N=59; Mdonating=241.9, 

SD=86.6, N=17; t(74)=1.376, p=.173).  These results are consistent with Study 2B in which knowing 

about the possibility of the self-incentive eliminated the higher effort when working for the charity-

incentive. Nonetheless, those who did donate reported higher meaningfulness on the task than those who 

kept the earnings (Mkeeping=3.53, SD=1.74; N=17, Mdonating=4.59, SD=1.00, t(74)=-3.20, p<.01). These 

results suggest that having the option to pursue self-interest does not eliminate the meaningfulness of the 

charity-incentive for all participants. Instead, it decreases the overall importance participants attached to 

meaningfulness in the decision process, yielding more self-interest driven choices.  Yet those who 

donated are likely the few participants who perceive donating as highly meaningful despite being 

prompted to consider self-interest.   

We found no significant difference in reported happiness between the charity-incentive condition 

and other conditions (Mcharity-incentive=4.55,SD=1.32, Mself-incentive=4.78,SD=1.22, Mpre-task=3.97,SD=1.47, 

Mpost-task=4.40,SD=1.30; t(152)=-.685, n.s.) 

Post-test for Study 3: Anticipated social desirability 

Participants recruited online (N=145, Mage=24.9, SD=13.0, Male=57%) were randomly assigned 

to one of three conditions (self-incentive effort, charity-incentive effort vs. choice) and read about the 

applicable study procedure. We asked the assigned incentive conditions: “Imagine if you took 100 steps 

[or 400 steps, counterbalanced] in this task, how favorably do you think others will judge you?” After 

that, we asked: “Now imagine instead if you took 400 steps [or 100 steps, counterbalanced] in this task, 

how favorably do you think others will judge you?” We selected 400 as near the 95
th
 percentile and 100 

as near the 5
th
 percentile based on Study 3. 

In the choice condition, we asked: “Imagine if you choose to work for the charity foundation [or 

yourself; counterbalanced] in this task, how favorably do you think others will judge you?” Participants 

rated favorability on a 10-point scale.  

Taking more steps was predicted to be judged more favorably than taking less, both in the 

charity-incentive condition (M100steps=5.32, SD=2.28, M400steps=8.20, SD=2.16, t(49)=-9.54, p<.001) and 

the self-incentive condition (M100steps=4.74, SD=1.67, M400steps=7.39, SD=2.02, t(45)=-7.45, p<.001). The 



difference based on doing more vs. fewer steps was similar in the charity and self-incentive conditions, 

although there was a main effect of people in the charity-incentive condition being judged more favorably 

regardless of the number of steps (Mcharity=6.76, SD=1.95, Mself=6.07, SD=1.40, t(94)=-2.02, p<.05). In 

contrast, choosing to work for the charity was predicted to be judged much more favorably than choosing 

to benefit the self (Mdonating=8.35, SD=2.35, Mkeeping=3.80, SD=1.83, t=-11.29, p<.001).  

If social desirability (eg., image motives, Ariely et al., 2009; good manners, Camerer & Thaler, 

1995; social norms, List, 2007) accounted for our findings, participants’ predictions of favorability should 

have aligned with the observed behavior in Study 3.  However, participants predicted that working harder 

when assigned to the charity-incentive would not affect perceived favorability but choosing to work for 

the charity would, which were contrary to what we found in Study 3.  

  



Appendix 2: Additional Methodological Details 

 

Procedure for Study 1 

The experimenter first led each participant into a waiting room upon their arrival and explained 

the basic rules of the lab (e.g., no use of cellphone or other electronic gadgets during the experiments).  A 

big poster of a local children’s charity foundation hung on the wall next to the participant’s seat featuring 

happy children, and a file folder containing contact, tax and other information about the foundation sat on 

the desk in front of the participant. The experimenter briefly introduced the foundation to each 

participant, informed them that the charity had been recently collaborating with the lab, and that 

participants could donate any amount of their earning to the charity at any time, just by letting the 

experimenter know.  

Confirming that the participants understood the information (and answering any questions), the 

experimenter told the participant that they had to wait 10 minutes before the last participant finishes the 

“Coin Flipping Study” in the experimental room. The experimenter said:  

“You’ll need 10 pennies in the coin flipping study, but we just ran out of prepared pennies, so 

here is something you can do while you wait.”  

Then he showed the participant a big bowl in which 50 US pennies were mixed with about 1000 

foreign coins, and said:  

“Here is a bowl of mixed coins. We had some US pennies accidentally mixed up with these 

foreign coins from a previous study. Since you’ll need ten pennies in the upcoming coin flipping study, 

you may as well find ten pennies from the bowl while you wait. We won’t need more than ten pennies in 

the study, but after you find ten, you may keep searching for more if you want.”  

Participants were also told that they could watch animal documentary video clips on the computer 

adjacent to them at anytime during the wait, should they not want to find more pennies.  

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions. In the control condition, 

participants were told they could search for extra pennies if they wanted, and give them to the 

experimenter afterwards. In the self-incentive condition, participants were told they could keep all the 

pennies when they leave. In the charity-incentive condition, participants were told that all the pennies 

would be directly donated to the collaborating charity after the study.  

The coin searching session lasted for 6 minutes for each participant, and participants were alone 

in the room during the search. When the time was up, the experimenter came back into the room, counted 

the pennies, and led participants to the experimental room for the “Coin Flipping Study” where they were 

asked to flip ten pennies and recall the pattern after a short break. Participants filled out a short 

questionnaire reporting their happiness  during the coin-searching task and demographic information, and 



were paid upon completion of the whole experiment. The collected donations were transferred to the 

charity after the study ended.  

All the participants found at least 10 coins during the six-minute wait. (One participant in Study 

1A found 8 coins only, because the experimenter forgot to replenish the bowl. Therefore the participant 

was excluded from the sample.)  

Participants in Study 1B were recruited at the same research lab, instructed by the same 

experimenter, immediately after Study 1A had been run, and the exact same procedure was used. 

Participants in Study 1A were excluded from participating in Study 1B. 

 

Procedure for Study 2A 

Upon each participant’s arrival, the experimenter explained the basic rules of the lab (eg., no use 

of cellphone or other electronic gadgets during the experiments), and introduced the same charity and 

donation option to them as in Study 1. Participants were run individually. The same poster of the charity 

was attached on the wall next to the participants, and related information was available on a desk for 

participants to read if they had any questions.  Before participants started the “Number Guessing” study, 

the experimenter told participants that due to some technical issues, they had to wait for about five to ten 

minutes before entering the study, and that they could take part in another study while waiting.  Then the 

experimenter showed participants a handheld hole-puncher and a stack of cards, each with 30 black dots 

printed on one side. The task was to accurately punch out the dots with the hole-puncher, which was 

calibrated to be heavy and difficult to use.  

The experimenter told participants that the hole-punching task was not a competitive task, the 

purpose was for the experimenter to collect punched cards for another study, and only 30 more holes on 

the cards were needed now. Nonetheless, the experimenter told the participants that they could do more 

and would still be paid for the extra work. If participants did not want to punch more holes beyond the 

required amount, then they could engage in an alternative task, reading “Fun Fact Trivia Q&A” where 

they would read Trivial Pursuit questions and match their answers to a separate answer sheet.  

 Participants were randomly assigned to two conditions. In the self-incentive condition, each 

participant was paid one cent for each hole punched, whereas in the charity condition, for each hole 

punched one cent was donated to the charity. Consistent with Study 1, participants in the self-incentive 

condition always had and the option of donating some or all of their earnings to the charity.  

Five minutes later, the experimenter counted the holes punched and led the participant to the 

“Number Guessing” study. Participants filled out a short questionnaire, which included measures of 

happiness during the coin-searching task, and were paid upon completion of the whole experiment. 

Donations were transferred to the charity after the study was completed.  

Seven participants who failed to follow the instructions (eg., double-punched, or came out of the 

waiting room before 5 minutes) were excluded from analyses. Five participants punched less than the 30 



required holes (three in the charity-incentive condition, two in the self-incentive condtion). On average, 

participants punched 93.0 holes (SD =34.9). 

Procedure for Study 2B 

The experimental stimuli used in Study 2B were identical to Study 2A. Participants were 

recruited at the same research lab, 6 months later than Study 2A. No difference was found in the 

demographics information (Study 2A: N=105, Mage=20.0, Male=53.0%; Study 2B: N=74, Mage= 20.3, 

Male=51.4%) between Study 2A and Study 2B.  

Participants were randomly assigned to one of two between-participants conditions (self-incentive 

vs. charity-incentive), but those in the self-incentive condition initially did not learn about the charity and 

were not given a choice to donate.  Participants were then told they would take part in a hole-punching 

task for 5 minutes. The task was framed as a voluntary pretest for a future study, and not a competitive 

test, so that participants were free to punch as many or as few holes, and could engage in the alternative 

task if they preferred, as in Study 2A. Participants in the self-incentive condition were told they would be 

paid one cent for each hole they punched whereas participants in the charity-incentive condition were told 

one cent would be donated to the charity for each hole they punched.  

Before starting the task, participants were asked to first punch 15 accurate holes to test out the 

hole-puncher. Afterwards, they filled out a short prediction questionnaire.  They first predicted how many 

holes they would punch in the following five minutes, and were only aware of the one incentive that 

applied to them when making their first prediction. Next, they read a hypothetical scenario describing the 

different incentive used in the other condition and estimate how many holes they would punch if they had 

the alternative incentive.  

After finishing the questionnaire, participants were left alone in the room to work on the task. The 

experimenter returned in five minutes, paid the participants in the self-incentive condition, or put money 

in an envelope addressed to the charity for participants in the charity-incentive condition.  

All participants punched more than the 30 required holes. On average, participants punched 76.3 

holes (SD =41.7). 

 

Procedure for Study 3 

Only male participants were recruited in order to minimize the variance of performance on the 

physical exercise task.  

Participants were individually shown an experimental room with a step climber, a chair, a desk, 

and a desktop computer. The experimenter explained the basic rules of the lab (eg., no use of cellphone or 

other electronic gadgets during the experiments) and gave participants a brief introduction about the 

study. They told participants that they could freely use the step climber for 5 minutes, and that afterwards 

they would fill out a follow-up questionnaire about the experience. Participants were paid a $2 base rate 



for the entire study. In addition, each 4 stepping cycles (8 steps) they completed on the machine earned 

one cent.   

The experimenter then demonstrated to the participant how to use the step climber and asked the 

participant to try a few steps. Afterwards, the participant was told to sit down in front of the computer, 

and read and follow the instructions provided on the screen. Then the experimenter left the participant 

alone in the room.  

Participants were randomly assigned to one of four incentive conditions. In the charity-incentive 

condition, participants learned about a charity campaign “Bring Zack Back Home,” the aim of which is to 

establish a rehabilitation center in Kenya to help people with spinal injuries stand and walk again. 

Participants read that the more steps they took on the step climber, the more money would be donated to 

the charity. In the self-incentive condition, participants read that they would keep all their earnings from 

the step climber. The more steps participants took on the step climber, the more money they would 

receive. In these two conditions, participants were not aware of the different incentive in the other 

condition.   

In the two choice conditions, participants were informed of both of the above options, and they 

were asked to make a choice on the computer screen: either take steps to raise funds for charity, or earn 

money from taking steps. In the pre-task choice condition, participants directly made their choice before 

beginning the task. In the post-task choice condition, they were asked to think about their choice and were 

told that they would make their choice after the stepping session was finished.  

After that, the participants called the experimenter as instructed. The experimenter returned, 

confirmed that participants understood all the instructions, asked if they had any questions about the 

charity foundation in those conditions where participants had learned about it, and answered any 

questions to ensure participants trusted the validity of the charity. The experimenter then left the 

participant for a 5-minute session, during which the participant could freely take steps on the step climber, 

alone and unmonitored. The cumulative step count was shown on a small LCD screen on the top of the 

machine in an increasing number, without specifying each individual’s steps taken. The experimenter 

recorded the cumulative count before and after each participant’s session in order to calculate the 

participant’s number of steps. Participants were told both verbally and on the computer the screen that it 

was a non-competitive voluntary test, and that how many steps they took was completely up to them. In 

order to facilitate the follow-up process measures, we did not offer an alternative task in this study.  

When time was up, the experimenter re-entered the room and asked the participant to fill out a 

brief follow-up survey on the computer. In the survey, participants in the post-task choice condition made 

their choice between keeping and donating their earnings on the screen. All participants answered 

questions about their experience during the stepping session, including how happy they felt, and how 

meaningful they found the task.  

Finally, the experimenter read the total count on the step climber, and calculated the 

compensation for each participant. The participant was then paid by the lab manager, who was not 

involved in the experimental procedure.  



Most participants followed the instructions closely and completed the study, and no participant 

expressed doubts about the validity of the charity foundation. Six participants failed to follow the 

instructions closely (eg., started stepping without letting the experimenter know, jumped to the final 

survey before the stepping session, or nonresponsive to instructions) and were stopped from further 

participation and thus excluded from analysis. 

 

  



Appendix 3: Additional Figures and Tables 

 

Figure 1. Charity poster used in Study 1 and Study 2. 

 

 

Figure 2. Charity poster used in Study 3  

 

 

 

  



Details of Primary Statistical Analyses 

 

Table 1: ANOVA For the Number of Coins Found in Study 1 

Source Sum of Squares F p 

Intercept 154092.521 65.209 0.015 

Magnitude of Incentives 211.586 2.223 0.274 

Type of Incentives 4729.734 24.85 0.039 

Magnitude X Type 190.329 1.021 0.361 

Error 30763.96 - - 

 

 

Table 2: Independent Samples Test for First Prediction Between Conditions in Study 2 

 t p  

Between Conditions -0.576 0.566  

    

Paired Samples Test Between First and Second Predictions Within Conditions 

 t p  

Self-incentive Condition -1.067 0.293  

Charity-incentive Condition -0.417 0.680  

 

 

 

Table 3: Correlations Between Number of Steps and Perceived Task 

Meaningfulness in Study 3 

 Pearson Correlation p 

All Conditions (N=158)  0.164 0.040 

Other Conditions (N=117) 0.101 0.279 

Charity-incentive Condition (N=41) 0.311 0.048 

 

 

 

 


