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We examine whether observing a helping behavior leads to more (or less) helping depending on the goal underlying that behavior.

Participants in our studies became less altruistic upon observing a helping behavior that was assumed to be driven by self-interest.

Furthermore, this effect was moderated by independent self-construal.

 
 
[to cite]:

Francesca Righetti and Ioannis Evangelidis (2014) ,"Behavioral Versus Goal Modeling: When Exposure to Helping Models

Decreases Helping", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 42, eds. June Cotte and Stacy Wood, Duluth, MN :

Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 465-465.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1016952/volumes/v42/NA-42

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1016952/volumes/v42/NA-42
http://www.copyright.com/


465 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 42, ©2014

Behavioral versus Goal Modeling: When Exposure to Helping Models Decreases Helping
Ioannis Evangelidis, Rotterdam School of Management, Netherlands

Francesca Righetti, VU University, Netherlands

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Imagine that the Red Cross is designing a new campaign to pro-

mote helping. For the purposes of this campaign, the organization 
considers recruiting a person that recently helped people in need. 
There are two potential candidates: 1) Justin Bieber, a Canadian pop 
musician who donated food supplies to a school, and 2) Ed Denst, 
a homeless man who donated money to a charity providing rental 
assistance. Which candidate would be more effective in promoting 
helping? We suspected that although both Bieber’s and Denst’s acts 
can be classified as prosocial, people might be more likely to help 
after being exposed to Ed Denst’ s example.

Literature on prosocial behavior has claimed that an individual 
might act prosocially either because of a genuine concern for another 
being’s hardship or because that individual expects to attain a posi-
tive outcome for him or herself (Penner et al., 2005; Batson, Fultz, 
and Schoenrade 1987). In the example described above, while Ed 
Denst’s behavior may be perceived unequivocally driven by altruis-
tic goals, Justin Bieber’s prosocial act may be interpreted as a self-
serving behavior used to enhance his popularity. In the present work, 
we investigated whether the inferences about the benefactor’s goals, 
in turn, influence the observer’s willingness to behave prosocially.

 According to behavioral modeling, simply observing a person 
engaging in helping behavior should enhance one’s own tendency to 
engage in prosocial behavior (e.g., Bryan and Test 1967; Solomon 
and Grota 1976). Research on mimicry also show that merely per-
ceiving another’s behavior increases the probability of engaging in 
that behavior oneself (e.g., Bargh, Chen, and Burrows 1996; Char-
trand and Bargh 1999). Therefore, behavioral modeling and mimick-
ing theory would predict that people will behave prosocially upon 
witnessing a prosocial act.

More recent research, however, reports that people do not mere-
ly observe behaviors but also tend to make spontaneous inferences 
about the goal underlying those behaviors (Hassin, Aarts, and Fer-
guson 2005). It has further been shown that people tend to adopt the 
goal that others are perceived to pursue, an effect which has been 
coined “goal contagion,” (Aarts, Gollwitzer, and Hassin 2004; Aarts 
and Hassin 2005). Thus, although it has never been empirically test-
ed, goal contagion theory would predict that observing a prosocial 
act is not sufficient in eliciting prosocial behavior; rather inferences 
about the goal underlying that act should influence the observer’s 
behavior. According to goal contagion, if observers infer that altru-
ism is the goal underlying another person’s helping behavior, they 
should be likely to adopt that goal and act in a prosocial manner. 
On the contrary, if observers infer that satisfying self-interest is the 
goal underlying a helping behavior they should be likely to become 
less prosocial than if they did not observe any behavior. Therefore, 
behavioral modeling and goal contagion research make competing 
predictions with respect to observers’ response to an actor’s proso-
cial behavior when it is assumed to be driven by selfish goals. In the 
present research we empirically test for the first time these competing 
predictions.

In Study 1 we examined whether inferences about an actor’s goal, 
rather than an actor’s behavior, may influence the observer’s behavior. 
Participants observed an actor’s donation behavior but were previ-
ously exposed to information about the actor’s dispositions described 
as altruistic (altruistic condition), individualistic (individualistic con-
dition) or neither of the two (control condition). Subsequently, we 

assessed participants’ prosocial behavior towards an unknown other. 
Participants in the individualistic condition inferred that Richard was 
more individualistic compared to the other two conditions. In sharp 
contrast, participants in the altruistic condition inferred that Richard 
was more altruistic compared to the other two conditions. Further, 
participants in the individualistic condition were less prosocial rela-
tive to the other two conditions.  A mediation analysis showed that al-
truistic and individualistic inferences mediated the observed effect of 
exposure to an individualistic goal on point allocation. This analysis 
provides support for a goal contagion account. 

In Study 2 we examined whether individuals become more or 
less prosocial relative to a control condition in which no donation 
behavior is observed. This way we sought to show that observing a 
prosocial behavior enhances prosocial tendencies, among those who 
are exposed to a prosocial actor, and reduces prosocial tendencies, 
among those who are exposed to an individualistic actor, compared 
to not observing such behavior.

Furthermore, we sought to identify an important moderator of 
our effects. In specific, we hypothesized that goal contagion effects 
may be moderated by independent self-construal.  Independent peo-
ple are less likely to take the perspective of another person (Wu and 
Keysar 2007) and they also tend to prioritize their own goals and 
strive to preserve their personal identity while being unique from 
others (Markus and Kitayama 1991). Therefore, we predicted that 
highly independent individuals would not exhibit the goal contagion 
phenomenon, whereas individuals characterized by low level of in-
dependent self-construal would be susceptible to goal contagion.

Replicating previous findings, participants in the individualistic 
condition were less prosocial than participants in the other two con-
ditions. Importantly, these effects were qualified by a significant two-
way interaction between the experimental condition and the inde-
pendent self-construal. In accordance with our predictions, we found 
significant goal contagion for those scoring low on independence. 
There was both a significant negative effect of individualistic model 
and a significant positive effect of altruistic model on prosocial be-
havior. These effects indicate that, for those scoring low on indepen-
dence, exposure to an altruistic helping model increases prosocial 
behavior, while exposure to an individualistic helping model de-
creases prosocial behavior, compared to the control condition where 
no prosocial behavior is observed. The effects of the individualistic 
and altruistic models on prosocial behavior were not significant for 
those scoring high on independence. 

Our findings may have important implications for charitable or-
ganizations. Charitable organizations often recruit models who dis-
play prosocial behavior to foster contributions to their causes. Our 
data suggest that using models to promote prosocial behavior may 
backfire when the model appears to be self-interested. Any ambiguity 
or skepticism about the underlying motivation of the model can have 
detrimental effects on potential donors’ willingness to contribute.
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