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In three studies, we found that participants exerted more effort on a laborious task if they had to donate their earnings from the task to

others than if they could keep the earnings, but that when given a choice between donating the earnings or keeping it, most would

keep it.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Altruism can be loosely defined as “a willingness to act in the 

consideration of the interests of other persons, without the need of 
ulterior motives” (Nagel 1970, p79). The opposite of altruism is 
egoism, that is, when the ultimate goal of people’s behaviors is to 
improve one’s own welfare. The egoistic motive and the altruistic 
motive have usually been pitched against each other as two compet-
ing motives, especially in the debate about whether many seemingly 
altruistic behaviors are actually driven by ulterior motives to serve 
egoistic purposes (see Andreoni, Harbaugh, & Versterlund 2008 for 
review). 

Some recent novel empirical findings suggest the relationship 
between egoistic and altruistic motives can be more complex than 
presumed, especially when the two motives are juxtaposed. Feiler, 
Tost and Grant (2012), for example, found that people donate less 
when the potential to benefit others and oneself were both empha-
sized in a donation request, than when only one potential benefit was 
emphasized. Andreoni, Rao & Trachtman (2011) found that when 
Salvation Army solicitors standing at different entrances of a shop-
ping mall explicitly asked each customer for donation, total dona-
tion increased by a large margin, but more people avoided the asking 
solicitors by entering and exiting from alternative entrances. These 
line of findings seem to suggest that altruistic and egoistic seeming 
behaviors may arise in the same setting, in different forms. 

Another recent line of research suggests an overlooked moti-
vational role of helping others. For example, simply focusing on the 
pro-social consequences of one’s creative work could increase work-
er’s creativity (Grant & Berry 2011), and the potential to help oth-
ers buffers one from emotional exhaustion caused by negative tasks 
(Grant & Sonnentag 2010). Moreover, under some circumstances, 
people become happier spending money on others than spending 
money on themselves (Dunn, Aknin, & Norton 2010). These find-
ings suggest that the comparison between motivation to help others 
and motivation to benefit oneself could be potentially more complex 
than current research demonstrates. 

In this paper, we propose an asymmetry between choices and 
motivation, such that even when people are more motivated to per-
form on a task when the incentive benefits others rather than them-
selves, they may nevertheless prefer benefits to go to themselves 
rather than to benefit others.  Specifically, if research participants 
are given the opportunity to work on a laborious task in return for 
a low payment, we predict that participants will work harder on the 
task if the payment directly goes to a charity, than if they could keep 
the payment, or than if they can choose whether to keep the payment 
or donate it to the charity. Moreover, we predict that when given a 
choice between keeping the payment and donating it to a charity, 
most participants would keep the money for themselves. 

The effects hypothesized above reflect “altruism” in behavior, 
and “egoism” in choice. We argue that these seemingly contradic-
tory effects will occur because the motivation to increase one’s own 
welfare and the motivation to improve others’ welfare are leveraged 
differently under different situations. However, a direct choice may 
highlight the difference between the two options and eliminate altru-
istic motivation. 

In Study 1 (N=168), we described a local charity to all partici-
pants who came to the lab, and informed them that they could do-

nate any amount of their earning from the lab to the charity, at any 
time, by letting the experimenter know. Then participants worked on 
a simple task: sorting out the pennies from a big bowl of about 1000 
mixed foreign coins. We randomly assigned participants into one of 
three conditions. In the self condition, we told them they could keep 
the pennies they found; in the charity condition, we told them all of 
the sorted pennies would be donated to the charity introduced earlier; 
and in the control condition, we did not give them incentives to sort 
the pennies. In all conditions, participants were told that 50 pennies 
were buried in the bowl, left over from a previous study, and that if 
no one sorted out the pennies, they would all be wasted. The results 
revealed a stark contrast between participants’ performance and their 
choices. Participants in both the self and charity conditions outper-
formed those in the control condition (F(2, 165) = 15.2, p<.001).  
Moreover, participants in the charity condition found more pennies 
than those in the self condition (MCharity= 27.5, SD= 11.4, MSelf= 21.8, 
SD =10.1; contrast analysis t = 3.037, p<.01). In contrast, only one 
participant in the self condition opted to donate the pennies to the 
charity. We replicated these results in Study 2 (N=111) with different 
stimuli (a hole-punching task). 

In study 3 (N=163), we assigned participants into four condi-
tions: charity only, self only, choice first and choice last. Participants 
could earn money based on the number of steps taken on a stepping 
machine in 5 minutes. In the charity condition, participants’ earn-
ings from the stepping task would be donated to the charity. In the 
self condition, participants could keep all their earnings and were not 
aware of the charity. In the choice conditions, participants learned 
about both options and were asked to make a choice either before or 
after the task. As in the first two studies, when they were not given 
a choice, participants worked harder for the charity project than for 
themselves (Mcharity=298, SD=72.8, Mself=251, SD= 104.4, t=2.32, 
p<.05). Participants in the charity condition also outperformed those 
in the choice conditions, regardless of their choices (Mchoice-first= 261, 
SD= 85.4, Mchoice-last=268, SD= 72.7, t=-2.26, p<.05), indicating al-
truistic behavior. However, when a choice was given between self-
interest and other’s welfare, only 20% chose to donate in the choice 
first condition, and 24.4% chose to donate in the choice last condi-
tion, indicating egoistic choices. Implications and excluded alterna-
tive explanations will be discussed. 
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