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SESSION OVERVIEW
People are motivated to care about others. This motivation of-

ten reflects their social goal to be perceived positively by others and 
themselves. To achieve this goal, people live their lives expressing 
concern toward the welfare of others and helping others who are in 
need. This session brings together contemporary research that ex-
amines the motives behind consumers’ prosocial behaviors. Four 
papers portray the intricacy of consumers’ prosocial motives and 
decision-making in varying social contexts. Yoeli, Hoffman, Rand, 
and Nowak examine how consumers’ concerns for reputation can 
foster cooperation in preserving public goods. In a large-scale field 
experiment (N=1,408) in collaboration with a major electric utility 
company, they investigated the effect of observability in increasing 
participation in an energy efficiency program. Participants in the ob-
servable treatment were three times more likely to participate than 
those in the non-observable treatment. Observability was also four 
times more effective than offering a $25 incentive. Jung, Nelson, 
Gneezy, and Gneezy investigate how consumers respond to an op-
portunity to signal their generosity under pay-what-you-want pricing 
in four field experiments (N=58,501). When people paid what they 
want and a portion of their payment goes to charity, they paid more 
but more people opted-out of engaging in the transaction entirely. 
Customers were sensitive to the presence of charitable signals but 
insensitive to the scale of charitable signals. Inbar, Zitek, and Jordan 
show that people’s prosociality is influenced by their desire to main-
tain a sense of equity. Across three studies, participants who were 
over-rewarded subsequently acted more prosocially than those who 
were rewarded fairly. When participants were over-rewarded, they 
donated more to charity, volunteered more time for a good cause, and 
were more willing to help others. People are motivated to “balance 
out” their unearned fortune by behaving more prosocially towards 
the world at large. Barasch, Levine, Berman, and Small demonstrate 

that the strength of positive emotion towards charitable giving sig-
nals authenticity, therefore, is perceived deserving charitable credit. 
Participants judged a donor to be more authentically motivated when 
the donor felt a strong emotion from giving. However, when a donor 
explicitly stated a utilitarian motive or emotional benefits from giv-
ing, they were perceived to be less authentically motivated. Taken 
together, this session contributes to the understanding of consum-
ers’ prosocial motives. In contributing to public goods, consumers 
are more responsive to a reputational incentive than to a monetary 
reward. Consumers pay more for a product when a portion of their 
payment benefits charity but fewer consumers engage in such trans-
actions. They are not sensitive to the scale of their charitable con-
tribution. People are motivated to maintain a sense of equity and 
behave more prosocially when they are overly rewarded. People per-
ceive a strong positive emotion towards charitable giving to signal an 
authentic motivation that deserves charitable credit.

Powering Up with Indirect Reciprocity in a Large-Scale 
Field Experiment

EXENDED ABSTRACT
The evolution of cooperation via indirect reciprocity has been 

a topic of great interest in recent years. Mathematical models and 
computer simulations have demonstrated the power of indirect reci-
procity for promoting cooperative behavior (1-23). This body of the-
oretical work is supported by behavioral experiments where subjects 
play economic games in the laboratory. People are substantially more 
cooperative when their decisions are observable, and when others 
can respond accordingly (24-43). Subjects understand that having a 
good reputation is valuable in these settings (32), and so are willing 
to pay the cost of cooperation. Observability particularly increases 
cooperation when the prosocial nature of the cooperative choice is 
made salient (38, 44). Moreover, experimental evidence indicates 
that indirect reciprocity is deeply entrenched in human psychology: 
subtle cues of observability have large effects on cooperation levels 
(45-48), and our initial impulse to cooperate in one-shot anonymous 
settings is likely the result of adaptation in a world dominated by 
reputational concerns (49, 50). These laboratory experiments gener-
ate powerful insights into human psychology, and provide clear evi-
dence for the importance of indirect reciprocity. However, they typi-
cally employ abstract economic games and involve the interaction of 
only a handful of subjects. Thus the question of whether observabil-
ity effects large-scale cooperation in real world settings outside of 
the laboratory remains largely unexplored (exceptions include (51-
53)). The extent to which findings from theory and the lab general-
ize to natural field settings is of great importance, both for scientific 
understanding and for public policy (54). We address this question by 
running a large-scale field experiment on the effect of observability 
in a public goods game. We collaborated with a major electric util-
ity company to enroll consumers in a “demand response” program. 
This program helps to prevent blackouts by reducing excessive use 
of air-conditioning during periods of high electricity demand. The 
cost of electricity production can spike hundreds-fold during demand 
peaks. Yet the price consumers pay is typically constant across time. 
Thus during peak periods there is a dramatic mismatch between 
price and actual cost, leading to excessive energy use. This reduces 
grid reliability, drives up energy costs, increases the risk of black 
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outs, and harms the environment. In recent years, reducing exces-
sive peak energy use has become a target of regulatory efforts to 
increase efficiency in the electricity industry. To explore the effect of 
observability on this real-world public goods problem, we solicited 
residents of 15 homeowners associations (HOAs) to participate in a 
demand response program. Residents who volunteered for this pro-
gram allowed the utility to install a device that remotely curbs their 
central air-conditioners when necessary: on days with unusually high 
demand or in the case of an unexpected plant or transmission failure. 
Residents who volunteered, therefore, contributed to a public good 
by improving the stability of the electrical grid in all of California, at 
the cost of some personal inconvenience. We solicited volunteers by 
delivering mailers to residents and asking them to participate. Sign-
up sheets were posted in a communal area near their home, usually 
by a shared mailbox kiosk. In our primary manipulation, we varied 
whether residents’ neighbors could tell who had signed up for the 
program. We did so by varying whether the publicly posted sheets 
required residents to print their name and unit number (observable 
treatment) or only a code that does not reveal their identity (anony-
mous treatment). We find that residents in the observable treatment 
are nearly three times as likely to participate in the demand response 
program as residents in the anonymous treatment (Fraction of resi-
dents participating: anonymous = 0.030, observable = 0.088, p < 
0.01, N = 1408). All statistics presented are from Probit regressions 
including various controls, with standard errors clustered at the HOA 
level; for details and regression tables, see Supporting Information 
(SI). The effect of the observable treatment is nearly five times that 
of offering a $25 incentive (the estimated effect of the incentive is 
0.009; a Wald test rejects that the coefficients on observability and 
the $25 incentive are identical, p = 0.024). The observable treatment 
is also more effective among populations where ongoing relation-
ships and reputations are expected to play a larger role. Observability 
increased participation among those living in apartment buildings 
(Fraction of residents participating: anonymous = 0.048, observable 
= 0.114, p < 0.01, N = 582), while it had little effect on the inhabit-
ants of row houses or individual homes (Fraction of residents par-
ticipating: anonymous = 0.024, observable = 0.038, NS, N = 826; 
yielding an estimated interaction of 0.052, p = 0.04). Additionally, 
observability dramatically increased participation among owners 
(Fraction of residents participating: anonymous = 0.024, observable 
= 0.099, p < 0.01, N = 1015) but had little effect on renters (Frac-
tion of residents participating: anonymous = 0.045, observable = 
0.059, NS, N = 393; yielding an estimated interaction of 0.046, p < 
0.01). Finally, we provide evidence that the effect of observability 
is unique to public goods. An additional 1005 subjects received ex-
actly the same treatment as described above, except that the mailers 
they received were stripped of any language that framed the demand 
response program as a public good. The effect of observability was 
dramatically reduced in this cohort (Fraction of residents participat-
ing: anonymous = 0.061, observable = 0.086, NS, N =1005; Estimat-
ed interaction between observability and the public good message in 
a pooled regression is 0.035, p = 0.047). We have shown that indirect 
reciprocity promotes cooperation in a real-world public goods game 
effecting thousands of people. Indirect reciprocity offers a powerful 
tool for promoting cooperation in contexts of great societal impor-
tance. Developing interventions that harness indirect reciprocity is a 
promising direction for future public policy initiatives.
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Signaling Virtue: Charitable Behaviors under Consumer 
Elective Pricing

EXENDED ABSTRACT
People want to be seen as kind, fair, and generous, and that 

goal influences their decision-making. Pay-what-you-want pricing 
highlights those goals by allowing consumers’ to express their so-
cial preferences in a diagnostic transaction environment. This paper 
investigates how the opportunity to signal social identity influences 
consumer behavior under pay-what-you-want pricing. 

In a large field experiment, Gneezy et al. (2012) found that 
when people pay-what-they-want and a portion of their payment 
goes to charity, they are less likely to buy, but pay substantially more 
when they do. The authors attribute this behavior largely to people’s 
identity and self-image concerns. People want to pay a low price, but 
when a purchase looks like charitable giving, they also want to avoid 
looking greedy, either by paying a generous amount or simply not 
purchasing. These behaviors highlight two related questions. First, 
how important are the relative concerns for self-signaling and social 
signaling? Second, the logic above contrasts a quantitative concern 
(finding the right low price) with a qualitative one (feeling like a 
nice person). If that is correct, then we might expect to see high sen-
sitivity to charitable giving, but low sensitivity to the extent of that 
giving. In four field experiments we manipulating the presence and 
magnitude of charitable signals to understand how these forces oper-
ate. In Study 1, we sold gourmet coffee at a farmers’ market in Cali-
fornia. All participants (N=18,672) saw a sign indicating they can 
pay-what-they-want for coffee and that 50% of their payment goes to 
a local charity. Purchasers (N = 406) were randomly assigned to one 
of four payment conditions as they approached the cashier. To ma-
nipulate whether the signal was social, some people were told to pay 
anonymously (by placing their payment in an envelope and dropping 
it in a sealed box) whereas others paid the cashier directly. We also 
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manipulated the value of the external signal by placing either a com-
mercial (the coffee vendor’s logo) or a charity logo on the coffee cup. 
Highlighting the value of self-signaling, people paid no more when 
paying directly than when paying anonymously (Mdirect = $2.76 vs. 
Manonymous = $2.81). People paid more when they saw the charitable 
logo on the cups than when they saw the commercial logo (Mcharitylogo 
= $3.00 vs. Mcoffeelogo = $2.59). Perhaps the charitable logo induced 
higher payments because people were reminded of the substantial 
proportion of their payment (50%) going to charity? Would the same 
influence persist if a trivial proportion (e.g. 1%) went to charity? In 
Study 2 we again investigated the value of the external signal of the 
product by manipulating the observable logo. In addition, we looked 
at sensitivity to the scope of the charitable signal by manipulating the 
amount going to charity. For this field experiment we sold reusable 
shopping bags in front of an organic grocery in San Francisco. As in 
Study 1, we manipulated a charitable vs. commercial signal by sell-
ing bags with either the grocery store logo or a local charity logo. We 
also manipulated what percentage of the payment would go to a local 
charity (0% vs. 1% vs. 50%). People (N=12,394) who entered the 
grocery store saw a sign indicating the randomly assigned condition. 
The bag logo had no effect on either purchase rate or purchase price. 
There was, however, a significant effect of the percentage going to 
charity. Replicating Gneezy et al. (2010), people were less likely to 
buy, but paid more, when a portion of their payment went to charity. 
Notably, this was true even when only 1% was going to charity; cus-
tomers were significantly less likely to buy (3.65% vs. 4.94%), but 
paid more for a bag compared to the strict PWYW condition (MPWYW 
= $2.43 vs. MPWYW + 1% to Charity = $1.41). There were no differences in 
purchase rates between the 1% and 50% conditions, but customers 
in the 50%-to-charity condition, paid a higher price. In Study 1 and 
2, people approached our shop after seeing a shop sign clearly indi-
cating it was a pay-what-you-want shop and that a portion of their 
payment went to charity. It is entirely likely therefore that difference 
in purchase prices is a pure reflection of self-selection. If we remove 
this selection bias, will people still show sensitivity to the proportion 
of charitable giving? In Study 3, we returned to the same gourmet 
coffee vendor as in Study 1. This time, customers (N = 150) did 
not see a pay-what-you-want sign, but instead, after saying that they 
wanted coffee, were told that they could find out the price of coffee 
by drawing a piece of paper out of a box. The box contained three 
different types of prices: Pay-what-you-want, pay-what-you-want 
and 10% going to charity or pay-what-you-want and 50% going to 
charity. We found that when the selection bias was removed, people 
did not pay more for a small charity proportion (10%) than no char-
ity condition (M=$2.31 vs. M=$2.18), but they still paid more when 
50% went to charity (M=$3.23). Even though a 1% (or 10%) contri-
bution is financially much more similar to 0%, people opt out of pur-
chase at similar rates to the 50% contribution. Their payments show 
some incomplete sensitivity to the contribution percentage (Study 
2 and 3). How sensitive will people be as the proportion increases? 
In Study 4 we sold reusable shopping bags in front of a traditional 
supermarket in Oakland, California. People (N=27,285) were ran-
domly assigned to one of five different pay-what-you-want pricing 
conditions, each reflecting a different percentage going to charity 
(0% vs. 1% vs. 50% vs. 99% vs. 100%). The first condition is pure 
pay-what-you-want, the latter is pure charitable giving. Signs clearly 
indicated the condition (randomized every 50 passersby) outside the 
store entrance. Again we replicated Gneezy et al. (2010): people pur-
chased less frequently but paid significantly more when they saw the 
sign with a charitable proportion than when no proportion went to 
charity. However, the purchase rates and average payments did not 
differ across the four charity conditions: People were highly sensi-

tive to whether or not a charity was benefiting, but almost entirely 
insensitive as to whether that benefit was 1% or 100%. In summary, 
consumers exhibit varying degrees of sensitivity to social signals 
under pay-what-you-want pricing. This is observed in how they re-
spond to the types of signal (charitable vs. commercial), the magni-
tude of the signals, and their payments. People show clear sensitivity 
to the qualitative social value of a purchase, but much less sensitivity 
to the quantitative social value of a purchase.
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Benefiting from Inequity Promotes Prosociality

EXENDED ABSTRACT
People care about fairness. In our interpersonal relationships, 

we strive to maintain an equitable balance of costs and benefits 
(Fiske, 1991), and even in economic games with strangers people 
are reluctant to maximize their earnings at equity’s expense (Bolton, 
Katok, & Zwick, 1998; Fehr & Schmidt, 1999; Rabin, 1993). Indeed, 
a concern with equity may be part of our evolutionary heritage, as an 
inclination to return favors can confer adaptive benefits when indi-
viduals’ reputations are known (Axelrod, 1984; Trivers, 1971). The 
central role that notions of equity play in our relations with others 
suggests that feeling that one has been treated inequitably should 
have important consequences for behavior. Indeed, feeling that one 
has been the victim of inequitable treatment can license people to 
act more selfishly. In one study, for example, people who had just 
unfairly been denied a bonus payment allocated themselves a larger 
portion of a shared payment on a hypothetical subsequent task (Zi-
tek, Jordan, Monin, & Leach, 2010). This research is consistent with 
the notion that just as people seek equity in their interpersonal rela-
tionships, they may also strive to maintain “equity with the world” 
(Austin & Walster, 1975). According to this view, people expect to 
get what they deserve (and to deserve what they get) not just in rela-
tion to specific others, but also across different relationships. Being 
unfairly denied a deserved bonus therefore justifies one in “balanc-
ing the scales” by subsequently taking more from others (Zitek et al., 
2010; see also Nisan, 1990, 1991). Most relevant for the current re-
search, this perspective predicts that those who have benefited from 
unfair treatment—by, for example, receiving an overpayment or un-
deserved bonus—should subsequently act more generously, because 
they have received an undeserved benefit that must now be “balanced 
out.” Some evidence supporting this hypothesis comes from a study 
in which people were led to believe that based on their qualifications 
they were either being over-paid or equitably paid for an interview-
ing job. When pay was hourly, the over-paid completed more inter-
views per hour than the equitably paid; when pay was piece-rate (i.e., 
per interview), the over-paid conducted fewer interviews per hour 
(Adams & Rosenbaum, 1962). The authors argued that the over-paid 
participants were motivated to reduce the discomfort of iniquitous 
overpayment by working faster (in the hourly-pay condition) or 
more thoroughly (in the piece-rate condition). However, there is as 
yet no evidence that—as the equity with the world account would 
predict—over-rewarding leads to generalized prosocial behavior 
in addition to attempts to directly compensate the over-rewarding 
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party. Here, we report such evidence. In three studies, we examine 
the effect of two different manipulations of over-rewarding on three 
different prosocial behaviors and consistently observe that people 
seek to “balance out” undeserved rewards by acting more prosocial-
ly. In Study 1, we tested the effect of over-rewarding on prosocial 
behavior by giving all participants the same €3 bonus, which they 
received in addition to the research credit that they had been prom-
ised for participating in the study. The circumstances under which 
they received this bonus, however, varied. Some participants were 
told that the reward was based on their superior performance on a lab 
task, some were told that the reward was distributed randomly, and 
a final group was told that due to a technicality they would receive 
the reward despite their poor performance. We expected the final 
group—those who had received their rewards despite supposedly 
poor performance—to subsequently give more generously when 
asked to make a charitable donation. Indeed, participants in the over-
rewarded condition donated more than those in the fairly-rewarded 
condition, and more than those in the randomly-rewarded condition. 
The latter two conditions did not differ significantly from each other. 
Study 2 used the same paradigm but omitted the randomly-rewarded 
condition. Conceptually replicating Study 1, participants were more 
willing to volunteer their time for a good cause when they had been 
over-rewarded rather than fairly rewarded. Finally, in Study 3 we 
used a different over-rewarding paradigm: participants were told that 
a “gender correction” would be applied to their scores (purportedly 
because gender was related to performance on the task). Those in 
the over-rewarded condition were told that without the gender cor-
rection they would not have qualified for the full reward, whereas 
those in the fairly-rewarded condition were told that they earned 
the full reward regardless of the gender correction. As in Study 1, 
we also included a randomly-rewarded condition. Consistent with 
Studies 1 and 2, over-rewarded participants were more helpful when 
the experimenter “accidentally” knocked a cup full of pencils off 
the desk at the end of the study. Across the three studies, we also 
tested (and ruled out) a variety of possible alternative explanations 
for this effect, including more positive mood (Isen & Levin, 1972), 
reduced feelings of entitlement (Zitek et al., 2010), gratitude to the 
experimenter (Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006; DeSteno et al., 2010), and 
fear of being envied (van de Ven, Zeelenberg, & Pieters, 2010). We 
believe most plausible explanation for our findings is that people feel 
motivated to “balance out” their unearned good fortune by behaving 
more prosocially towards the world at large. That is, they attempt 
to maintain “equity with the world” (Austin & Walster, 1975)—an 
equitable balance of burdens and benefits between themselves and 
other people in general.
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Selfish or Selfless? On the Signal Value of Emotion in 
Altruistic Behavior

EXENDED ABSTRACT
Emotions are both a motivating force and a consequence of con-

sumer prosocial behavior. The debate over whether people are truly 
altruistic has often focused on the direction of emotion that someone 
feels when engaging in prosocial behavior. While some argue that 
the emotions people feel can genuinely involve empathic concern 
(e.g. Batson 1987), others argue that emotion-driven prosocial be-
havior is at odds with altruism because emotional actors reap intra-
psychic rewards, such as a boost in positive affect (Andreoni 1990), 
or a reduction in negative affect (Cialdini, Darby, and Vincent 1973). 

In the current research, we find that naïve theories run counter 
to theories that decry emotions as selfish. We predict that because 
emotions are perceived as spontaneous and natural (Tiedens 2001) 
and reflective of an actor’s true motives (Ames and Johar 2009), ex-
pressing emotion in the context of prosocial behavior signals infor-
mation about a consumer’s true character. Our results demonstrate 
that lay people view emotion as reflecting genuine altruism despite 
recognizing that those who feel good about doing good reap intra-
psychic rewards. 

In Study 1, participants were asked to evaluate the survey re-
sponses of a fictitious donor who had supposedly given to the Af-
rican Children’s Fund. The donor filled out a post-donation survey 
that included his answer to the following question: “When you think 
about children in Africa, how emotional do you feel?” Participants 
were randomly assigned to view one survey that had one of the five 
possible responses to that question (not at all emotional, slightly 
emotional, moderately emotional, very emotional, or extremely 
emotional). Participants then rated the donor on a 12-item Chari-
table Credit scale (altruistic, moral, sincere, etc.), a 6-item Authentic 
Prosocial Motivation scale (e.g., “The donor sincerely cares about 
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children in Africa,”), and a 2-item Emotional Benefits scale (e.g., 
“How much will donating improve the donor’s mood?”). All α’s > .7.

Regression results demonstrate that the more emotional the do-
nor felt, the more participants granted him charitable credit (β = .34, 
t(211) = 5.19, p < .001), the more he was judged as authentically 
motivated (β = .31, t(211) = 4.72, p < .001), and the more he was 
thought to reap emotional benefits from donating (β = .35, t(211) = 
5.45, p < .001). Thus, the signal of emotional benefits did not lead to 
any discounting of charitable credit. 

In Study 2, we examine whether reason-based motives can sub-
stitute for emotion by comparing emotional donors to those moti-
vated by utilitarian concerns. In Study 2, the post-donation survey 
included the additional question: “Please tell us more about why you 
donated.” Participants were randomly assigned to one of three condi-
tions. In the emotion condition, the donor checked “very emotional.” 
In the no-emotion condition, the donor checked “not at all emo-
tional.” Finally, in the no-emotion-utilitarian condition, the donor 
checked “not at all emotional,” but responded to the question with: 
“I donated because I wanted to help as many people as possible.” 

Consistent with our predictions, we find a significant effect of 
emotion condition on charitable credit, authentic prosocial motiva-
tion, and emotional benefits (all F’s > 17, p’s < .001). Participants 
viewed the donor as significantly more charitable in the emotion con-
dition compared to the no-emotion condition and no-emotion-utili-
tarian condition. Participants also viewed the donor as more chari-
table in the no-emotion-utilitarian condition than the no-emotion 
condition. This pattern of results also held for measures of authentic 
prosocial motivation and emotional benefits. These results show that 
reason does not substitute for emotion. Once again, participants in 
the emotion condition were given the most credit, despite being per-
ceived as reaping intrapsychic benefits from giving. 

In Study 3, we directly manipulate emotional benefits by manip-
ulating how happy the donor felt after their donation. Specifically, on 
the fictitious survey, donors responded to the question, “How much 
did donating make you feel happy?” We also replaced the African 
Children’s Fund with Nothing But Nets (an organization which dis-
tributes mosquito nets to families in Africa) to examine robustness 
across charities. In addition, we investigate whether or not charitable 
credit is conferred upon donors who describe their motivation for do-
ing good explicitly in terms of emotional benefits to the self. Partici-
pants were assigned to one of three conditions: no-emotion, emotion, 
and emotion-benefits-motive. In the no-emotion condition, the donor 
checked “not at all” while in the emotion and the emotion-benefits-
motive conditions, the donor checked “very”. Finally, when asked 
about why they donated, in the emotion-benefits-motive condition 
the donor wrote, “I donated because I wanted to feel better.” 

Consistent with our predictions, we find a significant effect of 
emotion condition on charitable credit, authentic prosocial motiva-

tion, and emotional benefits (all F’s > 14, p’s < .001). Participants 
viewed the donor as significantly more charitable in the emotion con-
dition compared to the no-emotion and emotion-benefits-motive con-
dition. There was no difference in charitable credit between the no-
emotion condition and the emotion-benefits-motive condition. This 
pattern of results also held for authentic prosocial motivation, except 
that the emotion-benefits-motive condition was seen as less authentic 
than the no-emotion condition. In other words, feeling happy as a 
result of donating led to increased credit, unless a donor explicitly 
stated that they donated in order to feel happier. 

In all studies, we predicted that authentic prosocial motivation 
would mediate the effect of emotion level on charitable credit. Us-
ing bootstrap analyses, we find a significant indirect effect across all 
studies, suggesting that emotional donors were given the most credit 
because they were seen as having a more authentic motivation to 
donate to charity. 

The present research offers novel insights into psychological 
lay theories of prosocial consumer behavior. Whereas people are of-
ten suspicious and discount charitable credit if they suspect a selfish 
motive, emotion fails to elicit suspicion even when the consumer 
attains hedonic benefits. Moreover, by articulating the mediating role 
of authenticity in evaluations of moral character, our findings pro-
vide a deeper understanding of how others make attributions about 
traits from behaviors. 
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