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ExTEndEd AbSTRACT

“Reciprocity by Proxy: Expanding the boundaries of the 
norm of Reciprocity to Induce Environmental Action”

Noah J. Goldstein, UCLA, USA
Vladas Griskevicius, University of Minnesota, USA
Robert B. Cialdini, Arizona State University, USA

The central goals of the current investigation were to challenge 
the wisdom of a motivational strategy commonly used in cause-
related marketing campaigns (Varadarajan, Rajan, and Menon 
1988), and to explore whether a seemingly small—but theoretically 
crucial—change to that strategy would prove more psychologically 
powerful and behaviorally compelling. We suggested that rather 
than offering to perform a favor for causes, organizations, and 
people that the target individuals value on the condition that the 
targets takes the first step (which we call an Incentive-by-Proxy 
approach), a more effective strategy—one that harnessed the obligat-
ing force of the norm of reciprocity (Gouldner 1960) to the fullest 
extent—would be to deliver the favor first on their behalf and then 
ask those individuals to repay the already completed favor via the 
desired behavior (which we call a Reciprocity-by-Proxy approach).

We argue that the effectiveness of the Reciprocity-by-Proxy 
normative approach lies in its ability to produce a strong sense of 
obligation toward the favor-doing proxy. Although the focus of his 
work was on gifts and favors that were mostly direct in nature, the 
anthropologist Marcel Mauss (1954) argued that three different nor-
mative obligations influence gift-giving and favor-doing processes 
in all human cultures: an obligation to give, an obligation to receive, 
and an obligation to repay. We contend that the Reciprocity-by-Proxy 
strategy should be an especially effective motivational tool because 
it is the only reciprocation-based influence strategy that we know 
that utilizes all three obligations simultaneously. That is, in a sense, 
targets have received in the process of giving to the valued cause 
(via the favor-doing proxy), and as a consequence, they are obligated 
to repay the favor-doer. Consequently, the individual should feel a 
sense of indebtedness toward the favor-doer, which will lead them 
to reciprocate the gesture by complying with the request. 

A large field experiment in a hotel produced two findings. 
First, in-room signs explaining that if guests reused their towels, 
the hotel would donate money to a pro-environmental organization 
(the Incentive-by-Proxy sign) were not any more successful than 
a standard environmental control sign at motivating the desired 
behavior. Second, the Reciprocity-by-Proxy sign indicating that 
the hotel had already made the donation and asking guests to pitch 
in for that donation—a message we have never seen employed in 
any hotel—was the most effective.

These findings are noteworthy in that the Incentive-by-Proxy 
and Reciprocity-by-Proxy appeals carried similar content (in the 
form of monetary donations to a worthy cause) but differentially 
activated a crucial psychological motivation. The results of the field 
experiment and a follow-up pilot study strongly suggest that the 
superior level of prosocial conduct observed in the Reciprocity-by-
Proxy condition was due to participants’ greater sense of obligation 
to the hotel and not to potential alternative motivations. Specifically, 
participants who viewed the Reciprocity-by-Proxy messages were 
more likely to feel they would owe it to the hotel management to 
reuse their towels than were all other participants. Moreover, only 

for Reciprocity-by-Proxy participants did we find a significant 
positive correlation between their personal endorsement of the 
reciprocation norm and the extent to which they felt they owed it 
to the hotel management to reuse their towels.

We conducted three additional experiments to replicate the 
findings, rule out any remaining potential alternative explanations, 
reveal in greater detail the psychological mechanism driving the 
phenomenon, and explore possible boundary conditions for the 
effect. Specifically, Experiment 2 replicated the field experiment in 
a different context and with a different behavior (i.e. volunteering 
time and effort to complete a task), and showed that Reciprocity-by-
Proxy approaches need not explicitly portray a target’s compliance 
with the request as helping to recover the costs of their actions. In 
Experiment 3, we examined the effectiveness of these approaches 
in yet a different context and with yet a different behavior—gift-
giving. In conjunction with the findings of the survey study that was 
paired with the field experiment, the results of Experiment 3 yielded 
strong support for our contention that the Reciprocity-by-Proxy ap-
proach’s effectiveness is mediated by the perception of indebtedness 
and obligation that the norm of reciprocation elicits in the target 
individual. Finally, Experiment 4 provided further support for our 
reciprocation-based account and revealed an important boundary 
condition for the effect by demonstrating that the approach is only 
effective when the favor to the third party has been performed on 
behalf of the target individuals—an approach that makes clear to 
the targets that the favor-doer was attempting to support his or her 
interests and goals when performing the favor. 
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There are numerous examples in the consumer context of social 

scripts and norms people are expected to follow. In a restaurant 
setting, for example, people are expected to arrive on time for 
their reservations so they would not hold up other people’s tables. 
Additionally, there is an implicit norm among many societies that 
people’s personal space should be respected. Therefore, hovering 
over someone’s space while they enjoyed their meal or browsed 
for books at the bookstore is often seen as inappropriate. While 
prior research in the social norms domain had focused mainly on 
identifying what norms are and how one could change behavior 
through the promotion of norms (e.g., Goldstein, Cialdini and 
Griskevicius 2008; Joly, Stapel and Lindenberg 2008), no research 
in the consumer context has examined consumers’ reactions toward 
those who are the violators of these well-established norms. Hence, 
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the purpose of the current research is to examine whether and how 
individuals would punish another consumer who had violated a 
social norm. Importantly, the aim of the research is to explore 
the conditions under which people would be willing to engage in 
punishing another at a cost to oneself.

According to the research on altruistic punishment and human 
cooperation, individuals often punish violators of social norms as a 
way to restore order in society. Importantly, punishment will often 
take place even when it is not in the best interest for the punisher. 
For example, when norm violators are detected in the form of selfish 
behaviors in economic games, other players in the game were willing 
to punish these defectors even if it was costly and did not lead to 
any material gains (Fehr and Fischbacher 2004). 

The present research extended the research in altruistic 
punishment by testing actions taken against norm violators 
in two contexts. In our studies, the degree of punishment was 
operationalized through the level of territorial defense shown. 
Territorial defense, or the tendency to occupy one’s territory or 
space for a prolonged period of time, is an interesting phenomenon 
that has been demonstrated in real-life contexts such as parking lots 
and public pay phones (e.g., Ruback and Juieng 1997). Specifically, 
the researchers observed that individuals were especially likely to 
protect and spend more time at their space when they recognized 
that others were waiting to occupy the same space. By employing 
territorial defense as the measure of punishment, our research was 
not only able to demonstrate altruistic punishment in a subtle, but 
interesting way, but we were also able to gain a better understanding 
of the thought processes and consumption experiences of those who 
chose to punish the norm violators.

Study 1 examined consumers’ actions against another individual 
who had violated a norm against the self (i.e., invasion of personal 
space) in a 2 (norm violation: hovering vs. no hovering) by 2 (wait 
time: short vs. long) between-subjects design. To manipulate norm 
violation, a confederate either hovered over the participant or 
waited in a designated waiting area as the participant completed a 
food sampling task. To manipulate wait time, the participant had 
to wait for either a short or long amount of time before s/he could 
begin the task. The purpose of this manipulation was to ensure that 
the amount of time spent by the participant at their space was not 
simply driven by the anchor and adjustment effect. Results showed 
that those who did not have to wait for a long time themselves 
demonstrated more territorial defense when the confederate was a 
norm violator. Additionally, the results from the level of enjoyment 
felt during the task revealed that participants chose to spend more 
time on the task even though it did not provide them with a more 
positive consumption experience. 

In Study 2, a 2 (norm violation: late vs. on time) by 2 (wait 
time: short vs. long) between-subjects design was utilized to examine 
consumers’ actions toward another consumer who had violated a 
norm against the system (i.e., being late for an appointment). Repli-
cating the patterns of results from the previous study, participants in 
the norm violation condition demonstrated more territorial defense 
than those in the no violation condition. Importantly, participants 
who spent more time at their space were not more involved with 
the task, and did not enjoy the task more than those who spent 
less time at their space. Overall, participants in the study engaged 
in altruistic punishment through the protection of their territory.
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The iconic Lacoste green crocodile logo–initially created in 

honor of the 1920’s French tennis star Rene Lacoste–has waxed and 
waned in popularity over the years, enjoying enormous popular-
ity in the United States in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s while 
nearly disappearing from sight in the 1990’s, only to reemerge in 
this decade as a desired status symbol. One reason to buy cloth-
ing featuring this crocodile might be to emulate Lacoste himself, 
of course, but we would be surprised if American teenagers have 
any awareness of the origins of the logo. Instead, such trends are 
often driven by the adoption–and rejection–of products by others: 
The value of little green crocodiles depends critically on the value 
that others attach to that symbol (Berger & Heath, 2007; Cialdini 
& Goldstein, 2004).

In this paper, we model the process by which social norms 
impact preferences in a one-hour experimental session, using a 
paradigm in which we train participants to see symbols as socially 
valued or not by providing them with feedback about the prefer-
ences of others. We then examine the impact of this social feedback 
on the brain activity that participants exhibit while viewing objects 
that have been endorsed or rejected by their peers, exploring the 
neural processes underlying changes in valuation due to social 
normative influence.

We first exposed participants to information about others’ 
preferences for abstract symbols in a “social norms” phase. During 
this phase, participants learned that some abstract symbols were 
“popular” (preferred by others on 90% of trials) while others were 
“unpopular” (preferred on just 10% of trials). To confirm that our 
social tagging manipulation impacted liking for the stimuli, we 
conducted a behavioral version of this social influence phase, in 
which participants (N=32) rated all symbols on a 5-point scale both 
before and after the social influence task. As expected, popular 
symbols were rated significantly higher after the social norms phase 
than before, while attitudes towards unpopular symbols showed a 
marginally significant decrease.

In the fMRI experiment, we assessed brain activity when 
participants (N=12) were exposed to these socially tagged (popular 
and unpopular) symbols, as well as new symbols about which they 
had not been provided normative information. As expected, mPFC, 
a brain region involved in thinking about the attitudes and prefer-
ences of others (Amodio and Frith 2006), was more active when 
participants viewed symbols that had been socially tagged than 
symbols for which they had no prior social information, suggesting 
a possible index of normative influence at the level of the brain. Also 
as predicted, we found that a region involved in the experience of 
reward–the caudate, part of the striatum–exhibited greater activity 
in response to popular symbols, providing a possible neural index 
of informational influence.
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These results suggest that predicting whether a symbol is 
socially valued may require integrating data from both the mPFC 
and the caudate. Looking solely at the mPFC reveals only whether a 
symbol is socially tagged or not, while looking solely at the caudate 
reveals only whether a symbol is liked or disliked; only by looking 
at both regions together can we identify those symbols that have 
become valued as a result of social normative influence.
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Much research shows that people are strongly influenced by 

social norms. Consumers, for example, are more likely to purchase 
a product upon learning that many others have bought it, and hotel 
guests are more likely to reuse a towel when informed that many other 
guests reuse their towels (e.g., Goldstein, Cialdini, and Griskevi-
cius 2008). Social norms often influence behavior in a heuristic 
manner, whereby people are often unaware that their actions are 
being influenced by the norms in the situation. The automaticity of 
normative influence is consistent with the evolutionary underpin-
ning of heuristic attunement to norms. Across social species, for 
example, individuals who follow the crowd gain an adaptive survival 
advantage because following the herd decreases the likelihood that 
a given individual will be eaten by prey. 

Although people are heuristically influenced by social norms, 
an evolutionary perspective suggests that organisms generally do 
not evolve domain-general heuristics. Instead, organisms manifest 
different biases in different evolutionary recurring domains (e.g., 
survival, reproduction, etc.) (Sundie et al. 2006). We suggest that 
whereas following social norms is adaptive in the evolutionary criti-
cal domain of survival, blindly following the herd is unlikely to be 
adaptive in the domain of mating. Thus, whereas susceptibility to 
social norms should be exacerbated when survival-related motives 
are active, people might not follow norms when mating motives 
are activated (Griskevicius et al. 2009). 

In Study 1, we activated either self-protection, mating, or control 
motives by having participants read a short pre-tested story. Then, 
participants entered a multi-person chat room in which they were 
asked to indicate their preferences for various works of art. Before 
participants could indicate their like or dislike for the artworks, they 
were able to see the preferences of their peers in the chat room, 
which were designed to either create a social norm for liking or a 
norm against liking a given piece of art. 

In the control motive condition, participants were moderately 
influenced by the norm, whereby preferences for liking or dislik-
ing the art were swayed in the direction of the norm. Consistent 
with predictions, when self-protection motives were active, people 
were significantly more influenced by the norm, being especially 
susceptible to following the herd when self-protection motives were 
active. However, when mating motives were active, participants 

responded in a drastically different manner: People, especially men, 
went against the norm. Mating motives led people to flout norms, 
doing the opposite of what everyone else was doing. 

Study 2 examined an important boundary condition for when 
mating motives influenced susceptibility to social norms: whether 
the topic was subjective (e.g., preference for a product in a category 
in which there are multiple products of relatively equal quality) 
versus objective (e.g., preference for a product within a category 
in which one of the products is verifiably superior). After eliciting 
a mating or a neutral motive, participants responded to a survey 
in which they could see the responses of previous individuals. 
Half of the survey questions were relatively subjective (e.g., do 
you prefer a Mercedes-Benz or a BMW), and half were objective 
(e.g., do you think it’s more expensive to live in New York or San 
Francisco). As in Study 1, findings showed that when choices were 
subjective, mating motives led people, especially men, to go against 
the group. However, mating motives did not influence choices for 
objective items. 

Because mating motives likely motivate individuals to want to 
stand out from the crowd in a new way, Study 3 examined whether 
mating motives would lead people to desire products that were “new” 
and, thus, uncommon. Control or mating motives were activated. 
Then, participants chose among products that were labeled “new”, 
“classic”, or had no label. Findings showed that mating motives led 
people to choose a product significantly more when it was labeled 
as “new” compared to having no label or being labeled as “classic.” 
Overall, consistent with evolutionary considerations of the adaptive 
functions of following social norms, we found that mating motives 
can consistently lead people to go against the prevailing social norm.
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