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Reluctant altruism: Underlying mechanisms and

global variations
Linh Vu' and Catherine Molho®*

Altruistic decisions are central to civic engagement and hu-
manitarian efforts. However, altruistic behavior is often
context-dependent rather than consistent—the same in-
dividuals who act generously in one situation may behave
selfishly in another. Here, we review research on this phe-
nomenon, which we label reluctant altruism. We outline its
various forms, from willful ignorance to the strategic avoidance
of morally challenging decisions. We examine three key psy-
chological drivers of reluctant altruism: (i) cognitive inatten-
tiveness, (ii) guilt and self-image concerns, and (iii) shame and
social-image concerns. We also review cross-cultural findings,
highlighting robust evidence for willful ignorance across na-
tions. Taken together, this literature offers a cautiously opti-
mistic outlook: by thoughtfully designing decision-making
environments, we can encourage reluctant individuals to act
altruistically.
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With increasing governmental financial cuts, various
humanitarian programs are under stress. Organizations
like Gavi—providing vaccines to poor communities
to prevent the spread of deadly diseases—or
USAID—supporting the livelihood of people in some of
the world’s most vulnerable regions—are struggling [1].
Charities and particularly citizens are stepping up to fill
this gap. US Americans alone have donated $3740.40
billion to charity in 2023 [2]. Given the potential of
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citizen contributions to sustain critical funding for hu-
manitarian aid, understanding when and why people act
altruistically is essential.

Cain, Dana, and Newman highlighted that altruistic
choices—personal sacrifices made for the benefit of
others [3]—can take two forms [4]. While giving refers to
the genuine desire to increase the wellbeing of others
[5]1, groing in refers to altruistic behaviors that are driven
by image concerns—the desire to view oneself [6—8] or
be viewed by others [9—11] in a positive light. When
people give only due to internal or external pressures,
they may behave altruistically in some environments but
selfishly in others. Such inconsistency in altruistic
behavior, which we label reluctant altruism, hinders the
stability and development of a truly engaged,
civic society.

Reluctant altruism through the lens of
willful ignorance

Why do consumers, while declaring great concern for the
protection of rainforests, ignore information about how
the products they purchase are sourced [12]? Why do
people avoid learning how much their friends donated to
a charity campaign [13*]? Why do people sometimes
seek, rather than resolve, uncertainty about the conse-
quences of their actions for others? Such wilful ignorance
is a behavioral strategy that exemplifies reluctant
altruism and sheds light on its underlying motives.

Studying the phenomenon, Dana and colleagues [14]
introduced a paradigm in which decision-makers choose
between a selfish and an altruistic option, that deter-
mine their own and a recipient’s payoffs. In the full
information condition, participants are fully informed of
the payoffs associated with each option. In the hidden
information condition, the recipient’s payoffs are
initially hidden but can easily be revealed (Figure 1).

If all participants who make altruistic choices in the full
information condition have the intention to give, the
level of altruistic choices in the hidden information
condition should not change. That is, a person who is
motivated to give should (a) choose the altruistic option
in the full information condition and (b) reveal the
(hidden yet important) information about the re-
cipient’s payoffs in order to choose altruistically in the
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Figure 1

Full information private

Hidden information

Full information public

Decision maker chooses

[ 4 [ 4
S N
A B

Decision maker chooses

A B

6 5 6 5

1 5 ? ?
Recipient Recipient

Decision maker chooses

Conflict —50% | ®
a 8 | P9 Observers
i o O o
615 ]! A B - - -
1|5 |1 6|5 ®e 0 o
i dh &b &b
_______________________________ J 1 5
- ® 0 O
Recipient & & &b
Alignment — 50% ‘
A8 _—
6 5
5 1

Current Opinion in Psychology

The Original Willful Ignorance Paradigm [14] and the Full Information Public Condition [15].

Note. The green numbers represent payoffs for the decision-maker, and the orange numbers represent the payoffs for an anonymous recipient. The two
possible states of the world—conflict and alignment—have equal likelihoods of occurring in the hidden information condition. The state of conflict
demonstrates a conflicting scenario, where option A maximizes the profits for self, at the expense of the recipient. The state of alignment on the right
demonstrates a nonconflicting scenario, where option A maximizes the profits for both parties. Without getting additional information, decision makers
only see the question marks that represent the recipient’s payoffs. In the full information public condition, the decision maker’s choice is publicized online

under a pseudonym that can be observed by other participants.

hidden information condition. A person who gives in,
however, will choose the altruistic option when given
full information, but remain willfully ignorant to make
the selfish choice when possible.

A recent meta-analysis (N = 6531) showed strong evi-
dence of people giving in. Forty percent of participants
across 22 studies willfully ignored information, and the
level of altruistic choices dropped by 16 percentage
points in the hidden compared to the full information
condition [6**]. This finding provides a refined under-
standing of human altruism. Past research on altruism
has extensively relied on self-reports [16,17], measures
of social value orientation [18,19], or simple experi-
ments [18,20—22]—all of which have one thing in
common: they measure altruism in the full information
setting. The significant impact of a minor uncertainty in
the environment on altruistic choices suggests that
much apparently altruistic behavior observed when
people have full information is in fact reluctantly
committed, that is, a result of groimg in.

Underlying motives of reluctant altruism
Why do people engage in reluctant altruism, such that
they behave altruistically in one setting but selfishly in
another? Below, we discuss the empirical evidence for
three possible mechanisms.

Cognitive inattentiveness

One stream of research suggests that people are simply
inattentive to the demands of the situation, leading
them to act in their self-interest without any ulterior
motive. Exley and Kessler, for instance, found that par-
ticipants avoid information about others’ payoffs, even
when their decision did not affect their own earnings
[23]. Grossman showed that when participants had to
request ignorance rather than information, the level of
ignorance dropped substantially [24]. Vu and colleagues
found that when there was a default setting, that is,
either the selfish or the altruistic option would be
chosen automatically for participants if they did not
choose within a time limit, 25 percent of participants
simply stuck to the default option [25*]. At first glance,
these results suggest that lowering the effort to acquire
information has a sizable impact on the level of igno-
rance, and many participants just choose the simplest
course of action.

Guilt and self-image concern

Another stream of evidence, however, indicates that
reluctant altruism in general and willful ignorance in
particular is partly a strategic behavior. In this view,
willful ignorance allows individuals to behave in self-
serving ways, while avoiding guilt and preserving their
self-image as an altruistic person. Meta-analytic results
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of the willful ignorance paradigm showed that partici-
pants who actively sought information regarding the
recipient’s payoff gave more than those who were given
full information by default [6**]. These people give:
they acquired information and made a decision that
benefited the recipient at a cost to themselves. The two
key meta-analytic results— (i) people are less altruistic
on average when they can avoid information but (ii)
people who acquire information are more altruistic than
those receiving information by default—suggest that
information seeking is motivated by the desire to do
right. By the same token, it also means choosing igno-
rance has value for people who need an excuse to be
selfish. These results are consistent with the theoretical
account that ignorance is driven by the desire to shield
oneself from one’s own judgment, and cognitive inat-
tentiveness a/one cannot be the only driver of will-
ful ignorance.

Studies departing from the willful ignorance paradigm
provide further evidence of self-image concerns driving
reluctant altruism. Consider the case of people recycling
their cans and bottles to get their deposit back. Some
may convince themselves that beyond the monetary
benefits, they recycle to protect the environment. Yet,
in a study where the recycling machine offered the op-
portunity to donate the deposit to charities, recycling
behaviors declined [26]. The potential donation request
led people to avoid recycling altogether, suggesting they
did not want to face the dilemma of whether to give up
their money when asked by a recycling machine—an
insentient object. In another experiment, Vu and col-
leagues found that selfish defaults serve to alleviate the
guilt associated with donating less—much like the un-
certainty provided in the willful ignorance paradigm
does. Interestingly, people with a prosocial value orien-
tation were the most likely to let the default settings
dictate their choice. That is, for the same set of choices,
they change their choice from altruistic to selfish
depending on the default setting, suggesting their
prosocial tendencies are context-dependent [25*]. In
another experiment, researchers found people to will-
fully ignore instances of unfairness to avoid the re-
sponsibility of altruistic punishment. When forced to
observe unfairness, however, those who typically avoid
witnessing such instances were inclined to apply pun-
ishment [27%].

Shame and social reputation

Can shame or the fear of damaging one’s social reputa-
tion drive reluctant altruism? Whereas guilt tracks how
an individual behaves in relation to their own moral
compass in private settings [28,29], shame tracks social
devaluation in others’ eyes in public settings [30—33]. A
meta-analysis of 117 studies (V = 788,164) suggests
that others’ judgments indeed have a small but positive
effect on altruistic behaviors [34]. People donated more

to charity when they knew their donation would be
visible to a peer compared to when it was kept private
[35]. But the presence of others not only increases
altruistic behaviors; it also increases the motivation to
avoid situations where one is pressured to act altruisti-
cally in front of others. A field experiment found that
shoppers avoided a shopping mall’s entrance where they
could see fundraisers asking for donations [21]. When
given the option, people requested solicitors to “do not
disturb” them with fundraising requests [11]. When
participants had to split $10 with a recipient in a dictator
game and could choose to exit the game for $9, 40 %
exited—taking $9 instead of the full $10 just to prevent
the recipient from knowing the game existed. When the
recipient could receive money (if any) but were unaware
they were a part of the dictator game, however, virtually
no dictators exited [36]. In sum, these studies illustrate
that the presence of others and their ability to pass
judgment can lead people to give in.

Global variation in guilt-driven vs. shame-
driven reluctant altruism

Recent studies have examined the robustness of guilt-
driven altruism in anonymous settings and shame-
driven altruism in public settings across different cul-
tural contexts. In a cross-national decision-making
experiment, Molho and colleagues implemented the
willful ignorance paradigm and further assessed the
importance of guilt over shame at the individual and
country levels [15%*]. This within-subjects experiment
was the first to demonstrate the inconsistency in altru-
istic behaviors across different settings among a diverse
sample of 7978 individuals from 20 countries. Results
revealed that willful ignorance is globally prevalent, with
an average altruism gap of 20 percentage points between
the full and hidden information conditions. Further, the
authors found that the more guilt-prone (over shame-
prone) the participants were, the more likely they
were to choose altruistically in all conditions. Interest-
ingly, guilt-prone individuals also demonstrated larger
altruism gaps between the full and hidden information
conditions, suggesting that while they were generally
more altruistic, their giving was also more context-
dependent and reluctantly altruistic. The researchers
did not find country-level differences in the relative
importance of guilt versus shame to moderate altruistic
behavior across conditions.

Turning to shame-driven altruism, an experiment in 42
nations by Romano and colleagues [37] found people to
cooperate more when their decision was publicized
among other participants in the study, compared to
when it was kept private. Molho and colleagues used a
similar full information public condition in their 20-
nation experiment, where donation decisions were
publicized online and were accessible by all. However,
publicizing participants’ decisions had a negligible
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effect on donations in their study [15%*]. These
contrasting findings further illustrate the context-
dependent nature of shame-driven altruism, and sug-
gest that a fruitful direction for future research is to
clarify the conditions under which observability in-
fluences (reluctantly) altruistic behavior.

The situational and personal nature of
altruism: concluding remarks

Opverall, the research we reviewed here suggests that
reluctant altruism represents a fundamental aspect of
human social behavior and is shaped both by internal
psychological mechanisms and external social factors.
The evidence points to reluctant altruism being guilt-
driven. While guilt motivates people to behave altruis-
tically [28,38—40], providing individuals with the op-
portunity to alleviate the anticipated guilt associated
with selfish decisions drastically reduces the level of
altruistic decisions.' Shame and social reputation, on the
other hand, have a smaller impact on altruism especially
when the presence of others is not clearly salient and the
potential judgment remains abstract [34]. Recent evi-
dence indeed shows that personal norms (constructed of
one’s personal moral values) are more predictive of
altruistic behaviors in both private and public settings,
while social norms (constructed of societal standards)
are only predictive of altruistic behaviors in public set-
tings [42*].

The consistent pattern of willful ignorance across cul-
tures points to the possibility of a distinct individual
type—reluctant altruists—whose altruistic behaviors
vary across different situations. More research is needed
to validate the existence of this type, for example, by
testing how people’s choices in an experiment correlate
with their behavior in real-world settings. The null
effect of the importance of guilt at the country-level in
moderating altruistic behavior is also intriguing. Future
research should investigate the socio-ecological, cul-
tural, and institutional factors that may underlie varia-
tions in guilt-driven, reluctant altruism. Kin-based
institutions [43], cultural logics of dignity, face, or honor
[44], and cultural tightness versus looseness [45] can
shape a culture’s moral system and influence the extent
to which guilt shapes altruistic behavior within a society.

While human altruism is not absolute, there is an opti-
mistic outlook: the reviewed research shows that human
altruism can be nurtured and supported—not by
expecting perfection—but by shaping contexts where
altruistic actions become the intuitive choice. The
reviewed evidence sheds light on the many possibilities
we can seize to design environments that encourage

! Grossman & Van der Weele provided proof that even when self-chosen ignorance
slightly reduces the agent’s positive self-image, it is still the preferred strategy as
people can claim to themselves that they could have acted virtuously have they had full
information [41].

altruistic behaviors for the betterment of all, such as how
to design effective charitable appeals [13%,46] and
public policy interventions [25%]. Strategies such as
increasing transparency of impact, increasing the
observability of behaviors (especially among relevant
audiences), and reducing the costs of altruistic choices
through mechanisms like defaults and subsidies can
encourage altruistic behavior. By acknowledging the
sensitive situational and personal nature of human
altruism, we can develop structural solutions that
empower individuals to act more generously and foster
stronger, more compassionate societies.

Credit author statement

1 Linh Vu: Conceptualization; Writing — Original Draft;
Writing — Review & Editing; Visualization

2 Catherine Molho: Conceptualization; Writing —
Review & Editing

Declaration of competing interest
None.

Acknowledgments

L.V. acknowledges funding form the European Research
Council (ERC-Cog-865931) and the Dutch Research
Council (NWO; Vi.Vidi.195.137).

C. M. acknowledges funding from the French National
Research Agency under the Investments for 784 the
Future (Investissements d’Avenir) program, grant ANR-
17-EURE-0010.

We thank Joél van der Weele for helpful comments.

References
References of particular interest have been highlighted as:

* of special interest
** of outstanding interest

1. Mandavilli A: How foreign aid cuts are setting the stage for
disease outbreaks. The New York Times [Internet] 2025 Mar 7
[cited 2025 Mar 11]; Available from: https://www.nytimes.com/
2025/03/07/health/usaid-funding-disease-outbreaks.html; 2025
Mar 7.

2. Lilly Family School of Philanthropy [Internet]. Giving USA 2024:
news & media: news & events: Lilly family school of philanthropy:
Indiana University Indianapolis. [cited 2025 Mar 11]; Available
from: https://philanthropy.indianapolis.iu.edu/news-events/
news/_news/2024/giving-usa-us-charitable-giving-totaled-557.
16-billion-in-2023.html.

3. Pfattheicher S, Nielsen YA, Thielmann |: Prosocial behavior
and altruism: a review of concepts and definitions. Curr Opin
Psychol 2022 Apr 1, 44:124—129, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
copsyc.2021.08.021.

4. Cain DM, Dana J, Newman GE: Giving versus giving in. Acad
Manag Ann 2014, 8:505-533, https://doi.org/10.1080/
19416520.2014.911576.

5. Batson CD: Empathy-induced altruistic motivation. In Proso-
cial motives, emotions, and behavior: the better angels of our
nature. Edited by Batson CD, Washington (DC): American Psy-
chological Association; 2010:15-34.

6. Vul, Soraperral, Leib M, Van Der Weele J, Shalvi S: Ignorance
by choice: a meta-analytic review of the underlying motives

Current Opinion in Psychology 2025, 66:102107

www.sciencedirect.com


https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/07/health/usaid-funding-disease-outbreaks.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/07/health/usaid-funding-disease-outbreaks.html
https://philanthropy.indianapolis.iu.edu/news-events/news/_news/2024/giving-usa-us-charitable-giving-totaled-557.16-billion-in-2023.html
https://philanthropy.indianapolis.iu.edu/news-events/news/_news/2024/giving-usa-us-charitable-giving-totaled-557.16-billion-in-2023.html
https://philanthropy.indianapolis.iu.edu/news-events/news/_news/2024/giving-usa-us-charitable-giving-totaled-557.16-billion-in-2023.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2021.08.021
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2021.08.021
https://doi.org/10.1080/19416520.2014.911576
https://doi.org/10.1080/19416520.2014.911576
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(25)00120-4/sref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(25)00120-4/sref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(25)00120-4/sref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(25)00120-4/sref5

10.

11.

12.

14.

15.

* %

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

Reluctant altruism

of willful ignorance and its consequences. Psychol Bull 2023
Sep, 149:611-635, https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000398.

Cialdini RB, Goldstein NJ: Social influence: compliance and
conformity. Annu Rev Psychol 2004 Feb 1, 55:591-621, https://
doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.55.090902.142015.

Shalvi S, Handgraaf MJJ, De Dreu CKW: Ethical manoeuvring:
why people avoid both major and minor lies. Br J Manag
2011, 22:516—S27, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
8551.2010.00709.x.

Andreoni J, Bernheim BD: Social image and the 50-50 norm: a
theoretical and experimental analysis of audience effects.
Econometrica 2009, 77:1607—-1636, https://doi.org/10.3982/
ECTA7384.

Ariely D, Bracha A, Meier S: Doing good or doing well? Image
motivation and monetary incentives in behaving prosocially.
Am Econ Rev 2009 Feb 1, 99:544—-555. http://www.aeaweb.org/
articles.php?doi=10.1257/aer.99.1.544.

DellaVigna S, List JA, Malmendier U: Testing for altruism and
social pressure in charitable giving. Q J Econ 2012 Feb 1,
127:1-56, https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjr050.

Ehrich KR, Irwin JR: Willful ignorance in the request for
product attribute information. J Mark Res 2005 Aug, 42:
266—-277, https://doi.org/10.1509/jmkr.2005.42.3.266.

Chan TY, Liao L, Martin X, Wang Z: Avoiding peer information
and its effects on charity crowdfunding: a field experiment.
Manag Sci 2024 Apr, 70:2272—-2293, https://doi.org/10.1287/
mnsc.2023.4807.

Dana J, Weber RA, Kuang JX: Exploiting moral wiggle room:
experiments demonstrating an illusory preference for fair-
ness. Econ Theory 2007, 33:67—80. https://www.jstor.org/stable/
27822583.

Molho C, Soraperra |, Schultz J, Shalvi S. Guilt- and shame-
driven prosociality across societies. Nat hum behav.
Forthcoming.

Rushton JP, Chrisjohn RD, Fekken GC: The altruistic person-
ality and the self-report altruism scale. Pers Indiv Differ 1981
Jan 1, 2:293-302, https://doi.org/10.1016/0191-8869(81)90084-
2.

Carlson RW, Zaki J: Belief in altruistic motives predicts
prosocial actions and inferences. Psychol Rep 2022 Aug, 125:
2191-2212, https://doi.org/10.1177/00332941211013529.

Balliet D, Wu J, De Dreu CKW: Ingroup favoritism in cooper-
ation: a meta-analysis. Psychol Bull 2014, 140:1556—1581,
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037737.

Murphy RO, Ackermann KA, Handgraaf MJJ: Measuring social
value orientation. Judgm Decis Mak 2011, 6:771-781. https://
edepot.wur.nl/193453.

Andreoni J, Rao JM, Trachtman H: Avoiding the ask: a field
experiment on altruism, empathy, and charitable giving.
J Polit Econ 2017 Jun, 125:625-653, https://doi.org/10.1086/
691708.

Fehr E, Fischbacher U: The nature of human altruism. Nature
2003 Oct, 425:785—791, https://doi.org/10.1038/nature02043.

Piff PK, Stancato DM, Cété S, Mendoza-Denton R, Keltner D:
Higher social class predicts increased unethical behavior.
Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 2012 Mar 13, 109:4086—4091, https://
doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1118373109.

Exley CL, Kessler JB: Information avoidance and image con-
cerns. Econ J 2023 Oct 6, 133:3153—-3168, https://doi.org/
10.1093/ej/uead058.

Grossman Z: Strategic ignorance and the robustness of
social preferences. Manag Sci 2014 Nov, 60:2659—2665,
https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2014.1989.

Vu L, Leib M, Hausfeld J, Shalvi S: Prosocial by default: setting
prosocial defaults increases overall prosociality even when
a fraction of people are unresponsive. SSRN 2025 [Preprint],
https://ssrn.com/abstract=5311362; 2025.

: underlying mechanisms and global variations Vu and Molho 5

26.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

43.

Knutsson M, Martinsson P, Wollbrant C: Do people avoid
opportunities to donate? A natural field experiment on
recycling and charitable giving. J Econ Behav Organ 2013
Sep 1, 93:71-77, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2013.

07.015.

Mitsuishi K, Kawamura Y: Avoidance of altruistic punishment:
testing with a situation-selective third-party punishment
game. J Exp Soc Psychol 2025 Jan 1, 116, 104695, https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jesp.2024.104695.

Cohen TR, Panter AT, Turan N: Guilt proneness and moral
character. Curr Dir Psychol Sci 2012 Oct 1, 21:355—-359, https://
doi.org/10.1177/0963721412454874.

Wolf ST, Cohen TR, Panter AT, Insko CA: Shame proneness
and guilt proneness: toward the further understanding of
reactions to public and private transgressions. Self [dentity
2010 Oct 1, 9:337-362, https://doi.org/10.1080/
15298860903106843.

Smith RH, Webster JM, Parrott WG, Eyre HL: The role of public
exposure in moral and nonmoral shame and guilt. J Pers Soc
Psychol 2002, 83:138—159, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-
3514.83.1.138.

Sznycer D, Tooby J, Cosmides L, Porat R, Shalvi S, Halperin E:
Shame closely tracks the threat of devaluation by others,
Even across cultures. Proc Nat/ Acad Sci U S A 2016 Mar 8,
113:2625—-2630. https://pnas.org/doi/full/10.1073/pnas.
1514699113.

Sznycer D, Xygalatas D, Agey E, Alami S, An XF, Ananyeva Kl,
et al.: Cross-cultural invariances in the architecture of
shame. Proc Nat/ Acad Sci U S A 2018 Sep 25, 115:9702-9707.
https://pnas.org/doi/full/10.1073/pnas.1805016115.

Fessler D: Shame in two cultures: implications for evolu-
tionary approaches. J Cognit Cult 2004 Jan 1, 4:207-262.
https://brill.com/view/journals/jocc/4/2/article-p207_1.xml.

Bradley A, Lawrence C, Ferguson E: Does observability affect
prosociality? Proc Biol Sci 2018 Mar 28, 285, 20180116, https:/
doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2018.0116.

Reyniers D, Bhalla R: Reluctant altruism and peer pressure in
charitable giving. Judgm Decis Mak 2013, 8:7—15, https://doi.
0rg/10.1017/S1930297500004447.

Dana J, Cain DM, Dawes RM: What you don’t know won’t hurt
me: costly (but quiet) exit in dictator games. Organ Behav
Hum Decis Process 2006 Feb, 100:193—-201, https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.0bhdp.2005.10.001.

Romano A, Sutter M, Liu JH, Yamagishi T, Balliet D: National
parochialism is ubiquitous across 42 nations around the
world. Nat Commun 2021 Jul 22, 12:4456. https://www.nature.
com/articles/s41467-021-24787-1.

Boster FJ, Cruz S, Manata B, DeAngelis BN, Zhuang J: A meta-
analytic review of the effect of guilt on compliance. Soc Influ
2016 Jan 2, 11:54—-67. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.
1080/15534510.2016.1142892.

Tangney JP, Stuewig J, Mashek DJ: Moral emotions and moral
behavior. Annu Rev Psychol 2007 Jan 1, 58:345-372. https://
www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/annurev.psych.56.091103.
070145.

Thielmann |, Spadaro G, Balliet D: Personality and prosocial
behavior: a theoretical framework and meta-analysis.
Psychol Bull 2020 Jan, 146:30—-90, https://doi.org/10.1037/
bul0000217.

Grossman Z, van der Weele JJ: Self-image and willful igno-
rance in social decisions. J Eur Econ Assoc 2017 Feb, 15:
173-217, https://doi.org/10.1093/jeea/jvw001.

Basic Z, Verrina E: Personal norms — and not only social
norms — shape economic behavior. J Public Econ 2024 Nov
1, 239, 105255. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/
pii/S0047272724001919.

Enke B: Kinship, cooperation, and the evolution of moral
systems. Q J Econ 2019 May 1, 134:953—-1019, https://doi.org/
10.1093/qje/qjz001.

www.sciencedirect.com

Current Opinion in Psychology 2025, 66:102107


https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000398
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.55.090902.142015
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.55.090902.142015
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467%2D8551.2010.00709.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467%2D8551.2010.00709.x
https://doi.org/10.3982/ECTA7384
https://doi.org/10.3982/ECTA7384
http://www.aeaweb.org/articles.php?doi=10.1257/aer.99.1.544
http://www.aeaweb.org/articles.php?doi=10.1257/aer.99.1.544
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjr050
https://doi.org/10.1509/jmkr.2005.42.3.266
https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2023.4807
https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2023.4807
https://www.jstor.org/stable/27822583
https://www.jstor.org/stable/27822583
https://doi.org/10.1016/0191%2D8869%2881%2990084%2D2
https://doi.org/10.1016/0191%2D8869%2881%2990084%2D2
https://doi.org/10.1177/00332941211013529
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037737
https://edepot.wur.nl/193453
https://edepot.wur.nl/193453
https://doi.org/10.1086/691703
https://doi.org/10.1086/691703
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature02043
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1118373109
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1118373109
https://doi.org/10.1093/ej/uead058
https://doi.org/10.1093/ej/uead058
https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.2014.1989
https://ssrn.com/abstract=5311362
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2013.07.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2013.07.015
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2024.104695
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2024.104695
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721412454874
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721412454874
https://doi.org/10.1080/15298860903106843
https://doi.org/10.1080/15298860903106843
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022%2D3514.83.1.138
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022%2D3514.83.1.138
https://pnas.org/doi/full/10.1073/pnas.1514699113
https://pnas.org/doi/full/10.1073/pnas.1514699113
https://pnas.org/doi/full/10.1073/pnas.1805016115
https://brill.com/view/journals/jocc/4/2/article-p207_1.xml
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2018.0116
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2018.0116
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1930297500004447
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1930297500004447
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2005.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2005.10.001
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-021-24787-1
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-021-24787-1
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15534510.2016.1142892
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15534510.2016.1142892
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/annurev.psych.56.091103.070145
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/annurev.psych.56.091103.070145
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/annurev.psych.56.091103.070145
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000217
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000217
https://doi.org/10.1093/jeea/jvw001
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0047272724001919
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0047272724001919
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjz001
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjz001

6

44.

45.

46.

Willful Ignorance

Leung AKY, Cohen D: Within- and between-culture variation:
individual differences and the cultural logics of honor, face,
and dignity cultures. J Pers Soc Psychol 2011 Mar, 100:
507-526, https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022151.

Gelfand MJ, Raver JL, Nishii L, Leslie LM, Lun J, Lim BC, et al.:
Differences between tight and loose cultures: a 33-nation
study. Science 2011 May 27, 332:1100—1104, https://doi.org/
10.1126/science.1197754.

Vu L, Molho C, Soraperra |, Fiedler S, Shalvi S: Giving (in) to
help an identified person. J Exp Soc Psychol 2024 Jan, 110,
104557. hitps://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/
S0022103123001142.

Further information on references of
particular interest

6.

* %

13.

*

This paper presents the first meta-analysis on willful ignorance,
providing empirical evidence that willful ignorance is at least
partially driven by self-image concerns and that seemingly altruistic
behavior may not reflect a true concern for others.

This field experiment demonstrates that seeing how much a peer
has donated to charity has a positive effect on giving which pro-
motes charity giving among potential donors. Nonetheless, many
donors choose to avoid such information, reducing the giving rate

by 3.7%—4.7%, which translates to a reduction of 7.7% in the total
donation amount.

. This paper is the first to implement the willful ignorance paradigm

within-subjects on a culturally diverse sample from 20 different
nations and provides empirical evidence that willful ignorance is
prevalent worldwide. It further shows that guilt-prone individuals
are generally more altruistic, but their altruistic behaviors were
also more context-dependent and reluctantly performed.

. This empirical study demonstrates that defaults are a good tool to

promote altruistic behaviours, even when controlling for partici-
pants’ social preferences. It further shows that people with a
prosocial value orientation are the most likely to let the default
settings dictate their choice, indicating that their prosocial ten-
dency is context-dependent.

. This empirical study cleanly disentangles two groups of people:

(1) those who do not want to observe unfairness and (2) those
who avoid observing unfairness to escape the responsibility of
administering third-party punishment. Results from this study
suggest that the level of third-party punishment found in previous
studies is possibly elevated due to the lack of opportunities for
people avoid witnessing unfairness.

. This empirical study demonstrates that personal norms are

distinct from social norms, and they are highly predictive of
altruistic behaviors across various games and settings, even when
controlling for the effects of social norms.
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