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Building on previous research in economics and psychology, we propose that the costliness of initial prosocial
behavior positively influences whether that behavior leads to consistent future behaviors. We suggest that

costly prosocial behaviors serve as a signal of prosocial identity and that people subsequently behave in line
with that self-perception. In contrast, costless prosocial acts do not signal much about one’s prosocial identity,
so subsequent behavior is less likely to be consistent and may even show the reductions in prosocial behavior
associated with licensing. The results of a laboratory experiment and a large field experiment converge to
support our account.
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Introduction
Before he was arrested in June of 2005 for fraud
charges, Wall Street financier Alberto Vilar seemed to
have it all. Just a few years earlier, Vilar was lunch-
ing with the Prince of Wales and having his name
engraved in marble at London’s Royal Opera House.
Given these facts, Vilar’s story may seem to be just
another tale of an investor falling from grace, except
for the fact that his $200 million fortune was not spent
on either sports cars or yachts, but charity—the fraud
charges brought against Vilar were based on donation
commitments that he did not have the money to ful-
fill. In fact, Alberto Vilar gave away so much money
that just a week before his arrest, he had agreed to
pay university tuition for his barber’s daughter, after
he had already covered her wedding costs.

Although such pathological addiction to charitable
giving is uncommon, it remains plausible that a little
charitable giving might lead to a little bit more. When
does a little prosocial behavior cause someone to see
herself as a prosocial type, spurring subsequent simi-

lar behavior? A number of factors likely influence the
emergence of such consistency, but we propose one
crucial factor: whether the initial prosocial behavior
is costly to the individual. We define costly prosocial
behavior as any action aimed at benefiting others that
involves some cost to the agent—which frequently
comes in the form of a contribution of time or money
to benefit others (Liu and Aaker 2008). We define cost-
less prosocial behavior as any behavior that similarly
benefits others but does not impose any costs on the
agent. Specifically, we propose that when prosocial
behavior comes at a cost, it serves as a temporary sig-
nal to the self regarding one’s prosocial identity and
to increased prosocial behavior.

Cost and Consistency
Why would one’s behavior serve as a signal of one’s
identity? Studies in psychology and economics have
demonstrated that individuals “consult” with their
identities when making choices, preferring to act con-
sistently with the norms prescribed by those identi-
ties (Charness et al. 2007, Chen and Li 2009, LeBoeuf
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et al. 2010) and avoiding information that may tar-
nish their self-image (Dana et al. 2007). Similarly,
several recent economic models incorporate identity
and self-image concerns into decision making, par-
ticularly in the context of prosocial behavior. Akerlof
and Kranton (2000, 2005) allow for identity to enter
as an input into the agent’s payoff functions, showing
that behavior that clashes with identity decreases the
agent’s utility, whereas behavior that bolsters identity
results in positive payoffs. Bodner and Prelec (2003)
propose a multiple-self model where self-image is
represented as a probability distribution over possi-
ble moral types. Individuals value a secure self-image,
where a high probability is placed on possessing qual-
ities that are in line with social norms and personal
beliefs. In this framework, agents are unsure of their
true moral type and must therefore infer the likeli-
hood of being a particular type from past behavior
(see also Bénabou and Tirole 2006, 2011).

Research in psychology has similarly explored
cases in which people ascertain their own iden-
tity by observing their own behavior (Ariely and
Norton 2008, Bem 1972). In a classic study (Bem and
McConnell 1970), participants were induced to write
essays in favor of issues that were opposed to their
previously reported attitudes; subsequently, partici-
pants’ attitudes regarding those topics were elicited.
Importantly, writing essays against their viewpoints
led participants to change their attitudes to match
their essays. When participants were then asked
to recall their original attitudes, their reported atti-
tudes were nearly identical to those reported post-
manipulation—and significantly different than those
recorded before the essays were written. This sug-
gests that participants lacked perfect recall of their
previously held attitudes and formed new attitudes
through inference based on recent behavior (see also
Goethals and Reckman 1973, for a similar result).
Indeed, these specific cases are examples of a general
tendency to view the self in the present as similar
to the self in the past—to see oneself as consistent
over time (Greenwald 1980, Ross 1989). In the spe-
cific domain of prosocial behavior, these results sug-
gest that people may lack perfect information as to
their moral type, such that prosocial behavior may
lead them to update their view of themselves: If I
behaved prosocially, I must be a prosocial kind of
person—someone for whom prosocial behavior pro-
vides greater utility—and therefore I will behave
more prosocially in the future (see Bénabou and
Tirole 2011).

This drive toward consistency between attitudes
and behavior, however, is in seeming conflict with
other research suggesting that behavior in one direc-
tion can license behavior in the opposite direction
(Miller and Effron 2010, Monin and Miller 2001), so

that someone who behaves prosocially may feel liber-
ated to subsequently behave antisocially in the future.
We propose one critical moderator of when previ-
ous behavior leads to either consistency or licensing
effects: the costliness of that behavior, which serves
as a signal of the informative value of that behavior
to one’s identity. In short, we suggest that a person
engaging in costly moral behavior is likely to infer
that she is a moral person: “Why else would I incur
a cost to be moral unless I am that kind of person?”

Building on previous literature, we posit that cost
induces consistency by making past behavior more
diagnostic about oneself. In the context of economic
models of prosocial behavior, where the act serves as
a signal of one’s moral type, the logic of Bénabou and
Tirole (2004) suggests that the lower the cost of the
signal, the less informative it is regarding one’s moral
type. Indeed, in two classic consistency paradigms—
the foot in the door paradigm and the original cog-
nitive dissonance paradigm—the cost of engaging in
some moral behavior is crucial in producing subse-
quent consistency, though these theorists have not
explicitly identified cost as a key mechanism in their
findings.

Freedman and Fraser’s (1966) foot in the door
paradigm—in which inducing someone to agree to
perform a small prosocial act is used to facilitate
agreement to a larger one—had the goal of getting
homeowners to agree to allow five or six men into
their homes for two hours to classify all of their
household products by going through their cupboards
and closets. In one version, the caller merely asked if
the homeowners were willing to answer eight ques-
tions about consumer goods; in the other, the home-
owners actually had to answer these questions. In
our view, the first condition is relatively costless—
agreeing to do the caller a favor and answer ques-
tions in the future—whereas the second is more
costly—actually taking the time to answer those ques-
tions. Our account would suggest that only in the
latter case would homeowners be more likely to
help further by assenting to the larger request. The
results of Freedman and Fraser (1966) are consis-
tent with our proposition: Whereas just 33.3% com-
plied in the former condition, some 52.8% did in
the latter—when the initial prosocial behavior was
costly. In addition, a meta-analysis of studies examin-
ing the foot in the door paradigm showed a signifi-
cant positive relationship between the level of cost—
or involvement—required of the participant by the
initial task and the rate of compliance in agreeing to
a second task (Burger 1999). Similarly, in Festinger
and Carlsmith’s (1959) dissonance paradigm, an actor
who behaved immorally by telling an unsuspecting
person that a boring task (turning wooden knobs)
was quite fun subsequently professed enjoyment of
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that task to bring preferences in line with otherwise
antisocial behavior. Later theorists explicitly defined
such aversive consequences to the self—the cost of
one’s poor behavior—as a critical factor for produc-
ing the kinds of consistency observed in dissonance
paradigms (Cooper and Fazio 1984, Steele 1988, Stone
and Cooper 2001, Thibodeau and Aronson 1992).

Importantly for our account, many of the para-
digms used to demonstrate licensing effects have
utilized initially costless tasks—often via hypotheti-
cal scenarios—and then observed changes in subse-
quent behavior. For instance, people asked to imagine
engaging in community service were subsequently
more likely to treat themselves to frivolous products
(Khan and Dhar 2006), people first asked to allo-
cate hypothetical money to a charity subsequently
allocated less real money to charity than did those
in a control condition (Falk and Zimmermann 2010),
people given an opportunity to express their endorse-
ment of Barack Obama subsequently allocated more
money to an organization serving Whites (Effron et al.
2009), people who wrote positive stories about them-
selves subsequently pledged less money to charity
(Sachdeva et al. 2009), and people who purchased
green products using house money were less altruis-
tic in a subsequent dictator game (Mazar and Zhong
2010). Because these paradigms involve hypothetical
or costless initial decisions, our account would not
predict the emergence of consistency; instead, we pro-
pose that the presence of cost in the initial behavior
is critical for consistency to emerge.

How do behavior, costliness, and identity work in
concert to produce either licensing or consistency?
Consider the following highly stylized example of an
individual with a medium level of prosocial iden-
tity, who engages in either costless or costly prosocial
behavior. If she is a “5” on a 10-point scale of proso-
cial identity and behaves like a “7” person, the classic
licensing prediction would be that she is likely to sub-
sequently behave in a “3” fashion to net an overall
“5.” In our view, however, that prediction is contin-
gent on the initial behavior being costless and there-
fore not influencing her prosocial identity. In contrast,
if she behaves like a “7” person and that behavior
is costly, she may update her view of herself (to,
in this stylized example, a “6” person) and match
her subsequent behavior to this new more prosocial
identity—leading to consistency. Taken together, our
account makes two predictions: Costless behavior
should not change one’s prosocial identity and there-
fore should lead to licensing effects, whereas costly
behavior should both change one’s prosocial identity
and lead to subsequent behavior consistent with that
prosocial identity.

We present the results of a laboratory experiment
and a field experiment that test these predictions. We

designed Experiment 1 to test whether costly proso-
cial behavior is more likely to lead to subsequent
moral behavior than similar costless behavior and to
see if this pattern of behavior is driven by a positive
shift in individuals’ perceptions of their prosociality.
In Experiment 2 we move to a field setting, examin-
ing how purchasing products with a prosocial com-
ponent impacts subsequent other-regarding behavior;
because purchasing products is by definition a costly
behavior, we expected to observe consistency rather
than licensing.

Experiment 1—Costly and Costless
Prosocial Behavior in the Lab
We sought to test the idea that costly forms of altru-
ism would lead to subsequent increases in prosocial
behavior, whereas less costly forms of altruism would
lead to licensing effects and subsequent decreases in
prosocial behavior. In addition, as outlined above, we
expected costly prosocial behavior to send a signal
to the self regarding one’s altruistic preferences, lead-
ing to an increase in self-reported prosocial identity.
In contrast, because costless altruism does not send
a strong signal, we expected no change in prosocial
identity.

To manipulate the cost of altruism, some partic-
ipants had part of their payment donated to char-
ity (costly altruism); other participants learned that a
similar donation had been given on their behalf, but
that it was not deducted from their payment (costless
altruism).

To measure subsequent prosocial behavior we cre-
ated a task in which people could either lie to benefit
themselves or tell the truth to benefit an unspec-
ified other. In addition, we measured participants’
perceived prosocial identity to examine the effect
that one’s initial prosocial behavior has on her self-
perceptions of prosociality. We predicted that those
engaging in costly altruism would rank higher on this
measure, relative to participants in the control and
costless prosocial treatments.

Participants played a two-player game and were
assigned the role of either Sender or Receiver (Gneezy
2005). In this game the Sender has private informa-
tion. The Receiver needs to make a choice based on
a message conveyed by the Sender. Payoffs for both
players depend on a choice made by the Receiver.
We designed the game such that the Sender had a
monetary incentive to deceive the Receiver by send-
ing a false message. To measure the effect of costly
and costless altruism on such deceptive behavior,
Senders made a mandatory donation to the Make-a-
Wish Foundation that was either deducted from their
payment (costly treatment) or was made independent
of their payment (costless treatment). Receivers did
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Table 1 Payoff Scheme by Treatment

Treatment Option Sender $ Receiver $ Thank you $ Donation $ Sender net $ N

Control X 30 25 5 — 35 62
Y 25 30 5 — 30

Costly Donation X 30 25 3 2 33 49
Y 25 30 3 2 28

Costless Donation X 30 25 5 2 35 57
Y 25 30 5 2 30

Notes. Summary of treatment parameters (Experiment 1). The “Option” column refers to the Option, X or Y, that determines the payments to the Sender and
Receiver. The “Sender $” and “Receiver $” columns denote the total amount each player would gain, respectively, depending on the option used for payment,
not including the donation or “thank you” payment. The “thank you $” column refers to the payment enclosed in the Senders’ envelopes at the start of the
experiment. The “Donation $” column lists the donation made on behalf of the Senders. The “Sender net $” column denotes the net amount the Sender
would gain after accounting for the donation and “thank you” payment, depending on the option used for payment. The column “N” denotes the number of
participants per treatment.

not have this option and were not informed of its
availability to Senders.

Methods
Undergraduates (N = 168) participated in this exper-
iment as part of a course in intermediate economics.
The sample included all students attending class the
day of the experiment. Neither the instructor of the
course nor students taking it had any information
regarding the objective of the experiment. In addi-
tion, students were informed that their decisions and
responses would be kept confidential and analyzed at
the aggregate level.

Those assigned to the role of Sender were part of
a single class, and those assigned the role of Receiver
were part of another. Senders were then randomly
assigned to one of three treatments: Costless Dona-
tion, Costly Donation, and Control. In all three treat-
ments, participants were first given an envelope con-
taining a brief introduction and a note indicating
their $5 “thank you” payment for participating in
the experiment. In the Control treatment, five $1 bills
were enclosed in the envelope. Participants in the
Costly Donation treatment were informed that $2 had
been automatically deducted from their payment and
would be donated to charity—three $1 bills were
enclosed in their envelopes. Participants in the Cost-
less Donation treatment were told that $2 would be
donated on their behalf independently of their pay-
ment and that this donation would not affect their
final earnings; as in the Control treatment, five $1 bills
were enclosed in their envelopes.1 The charity in both

1 This forced-compliance design—where every participant in a
given treatment is either obligated to donate or not—was used to
avoid issues pertaining to self-selection and is analogous to those
typically employed in investigations of altruism (Andreoni 1990,
Dunn et al. 2008). Neuroeconomic studies demonstrate that reward
regions are activated when individuals donate to charity whether
by choice or not (e.g., Harbaugh et al. 2007, Moll et al. 2006).

donation treatments was the Make-a-Wish Founda-
tion. At the end of the experiment, we made the dona-
tions on the behalf of Senders via the Make-a-Wish
Foundation website.

Once participants had familiarized themselves with
the first set of instructions, a second envelope was
passed out. To assess whether our costliness manipu-
lation impacted participants’ self-perceptions, as our
account predicts, Senders in all three treatments then
completed two items on 5-point scales (1: not at
all to 5: very much) assessing the extent to which
they saw themselves as “helpful” and “selfish”—
measuring their perceived prosocial identity (Aquino
and Reed 2002, Batson et al. 1978, Grant et al. 2008).
The two items were significantly correlated, r41685 =

−0032, p < 00001; we therefore reverse-coded “selfish”
and averaged the two items to create a composite
measure of prosocial identity.

Next, Senders were given the Sender–Receiver
game instructions in which we informed them that 1
in 10 participants would be randomly chosen to be
matched with a Receiver in another class and paid
according to the instructions.2 Participants assigned
to the role of Receivers did not receive a first
envelope with the donation manipulation nor the
prosocial identity measures; they were simply told
that they would be paid based on their decisions.
Both sets of instructions (see the online appendix,
available at http://rady.ucsd.edu/faculty/directory/
ayelet-gneezy/) specified that there were two possi-
ble payment outcomes to the experiment: Option X
and Option Y. Senders had full information about the
monetary payoffs for each option, whereas Receivers

2 The practice of randomly selecting participants for payment has
been used in several investigations in both psychology and eco-
nomics (e.g., Erat and Gneezy 2012, Mazar and Zhong 2010) and is
conceptually similar to alternate schemes that have been used suc-
cessfully (Laury 2006). The intent of this practice is to induce par-
ticipants to treat every decision as consequential, precisely because
any decision might be so—thereby creating an incentive-compatible
environment.
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had no information about the payoffs.3 We informed
Senders that if the Receiver chose a number that
corresponded to the last digit of the Sender’s per-
sonal identification number, both players would be
paid according to payment Option Y. If the Receiver
chose any other number, both players would be
paid according to Option X. Importantly, Option Y
meant that the Receiver gets more money than the
Sender, whereas Option X resulted in the opposite
payoff scheme, such that the Sender gets more money
than the Receiver (see Table 1 for a complete payoff
scheme).

Senders sent a single message to the Receiver
phrased as: “Choosing ___ will earn you more money
than any other number.” The Sender chose which
number to write in the blank. If the Sender indi-
cated the correct number then the message was hon-
est, and if followed, would benefit the Receiver to
the detriment of the Sender. If the Sender chose any
incorrect number then the message was dishonest,
and the Sender would benefit to the detriment of the
Receiver.4 Given the payoff scheme, the Senders had
a monetary incentive to deceive their counterparts.

We informed all participants that neither the Sender
nor Receiver would ever know the identity of the
player with whom they were matched.

Results and Discussion
Prosocial Identity. The three treatments differed in

the extent to which people reported feeling prosocial,
F 4211675 = 8090, p < 00001. Specifically, we observed
the predicted effect of cost on self-perceptions: Partic-
ipants in the Costly treatment reported feeling more
prosocial (M = 3085, SD = 0086) than those in the
Control treatment (M = 3027, SD = 00825, z = 3060,
p < 00001, and those in the Costless treatment (M =

3026, SD = 00755, z = 3060, p < 00001.5 Participants in
the Control and Costless treatments did not differ in
their reports of prosocial identity, z= 0037, p = 0071.

Truth Telling. Our model suggests that the dif-
ferences observed in participants’ prosocial identity
should be accompanied by shifts in prosocial behav-
ior. A comparison of the percentage of participants
who told the truth in each treatment revealed a sig-
nificant difference, Pearson’s �2425 = 18035, p < 00001
(Figure 1). More importantly and consistent with our
predictions, participants in the Costly Donation treat-
ment were substantially more likely to send a truth-
ful message (71%) than participants in the Control

3 This procedure helps avoid the type of message deterioration
observed in Blume et al. 2001 (see also Brandts and Charness 2003).
4 To minimize the potential for sophisticated deception, we used a
richer message space composed of 10 possible messages in order
(Sutter 2009).
5 The z-values and corresponding p-values were calculated using
the nonparametric Mann-Whitney test.

Figure 1 Percentage of Participants Who Told the Truth in
Experiment 1
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treatment (52%), z = 2011, p = 0004, and the Costless
treatment (30%), z = 4025, p < 00001. In addition, par-
ticipants in the Control treatments were more likely
to tell the truth than those in the Costless treatment,
z= −2040, p = 0002.6

As predicted, participants in the Costly treatment
ranked significantly higher on the prosocial iden-
tity measure than Control and Costless participants.
Costly participants were more likely to subsequently
engage in prosocial behavior, relative to Control and
Costless participants. Participants in the Costless con-
dition did not experience an increase in their prosocial
identity despite having been associated with the same
charitable organization and donation size. In addi-
tion, Costless participants’ behavior in the Sender–
Receiver game was consistent with moral licensing—
they were significantly more likely to deceive their
counterparts than Control and Costly participants.

Mediation Analysis. We next examine whether the
effect of cost on truth-telling behavior is mediated by
a shift in prosocial identity in the Costly and Costless
Donation treatments, using the technique proposed
by Baron and Kenny (1986) in conjunction with the
bootstrapping method of Shrout and Bolger (2002).
Significance coefficients were calculated using bias-
corrected confidence intervals, as these have been
shown to provide more accurate estimates for small
samples (Efron and Tibshirani 1993). First, costliness
predicted both prosocial identity (� = 0035, p < 00001)
and truth telling (� = 0042, p < 00001). The effect of

6 This experiment was conducted as a follow-up to a previous
experiment that used a very similar paradigm but with larger
incentives to lie. Given these incentives, we found that in gen-
eral participants lied more often, but that Costly participants were
substantially more likely to send a truthful message (41%) than
Costless participants (18%) and Control participants (21%) (z= 2060,
p = 01; z= 2026, p = 0002, respectively). Costless and Control partic-
ipants were equally truthful, z = −0038, p = 0070. In short, because
lying was so common, the ceiling effect allowed us to detect the
presence of consistency but not licensing. As a result, we adjusted
the incentives before conducting Experiment 1.
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costliness on truth telling was reduced (to � = 0036,
p < 00001) when prosocial identity was included in
the equation, and prosocial identity was a significant
predictor of truth telling (�= 0017, p = 0002). The 95%
bias-corrected confidence intervals for the size of the
indirect effect excluded zero (0.015, 0.114), suggest-
ing a significant indirect effect; as predicted, prosocial
identity mediated the effect of cost on truth telling.

Experiment 2—Costly Prosocial
Behavior in the Field
Having established the positive impact of an ini-
tial costly prosocial behavior on individuals’ self-
perceptions of prosocial identity and subsequent
prosocial behavior, we next ran a large field experi-
ment to test our predictions. We conducted the exper-
iment at a ride in a large American amusement park.
Visitors were photographed while on the ride and
were then given the opportunity to purchase their
photo. To test the effect of prosocial behavior on
subsequent prosocial choices, we randomly assigned
participants to one of two treatments that differed
with respect to whether the photo was sold with a
charitable-giving promotion. We interpret purchasing
a photo with a charitable-giving promotion as costly
prosocial behavior because individuals incur a mon-
etary cost to benefit a social cause. We then assessed
whether subsequent purchases made at that store
were more likely to be for oneself (a selfish behav-
ior) or gifts for others (a prosocial behavior; see Dunn
et al. 2008). This field setting allows us to test for the
emergence of consistency or licensing in a naturalis-
tic setting: Having behaved prosocially by buying a
product with a charitable component, will people feel
licensed to then buy subsequent products for them-
selves, or, as our account holds, will the act of engag-
ing in costly prosocial behavior spur them to behave
prosocially in their subsequent purchases?

Methods
The study was conducted at a popular ride within a
large U.S. amusement park over the course of nine
days. At the exit of the ride, visitors had the option
to purchase a 5 × 7 printed photograph taken during
their ride.

To test our proposition that an initial costly proso-
cial behavior will increase the likelihood that one
would subsequently behave prosocially, we manipu-
lated whether the photo was sold under a charitable-
giving promotion or under a similar promotion
without a charitable component. On some days the
photo was sold such that half of the price was
donated to a charity (a major patient-support orga-
nization); on others, photos were sold without the
charitable element. Participants chose whether to buy

the photo and then walked through a retail area that
contained other merchandise. Surveyors intercepted a
random sample of photo purchasers at the exit of this
retail area and asked them three yes/no questions:
“Did you buy a photo?,” “Did you buy any other
merchandise?,” and in reference to the latter, “Are
any of those purchases going to be gifts for others?”
Responses to the final question served as our primary
dependent measure; buying a gift for someone is a
prototypical prosocial behavior (Dunn et al. 2008).7

Our analysis is based on respondents who bought
merchandise in the retail area (N = 363) and who
fall into one of four groups depending on whether
they purchased a photo and whether the photo was
sold under a charitable or a standard promotion. The
experiment was conducted over nine days; each day
was randomly assigned to one of the two treatments.
Responses were collected by nine surveyors.

Results and Discussion
We analyzed the likelihood that a customer subse-
quently bought merchandise for someone else (ver-
sus for themselves) as a function of whether they
were exposed to the charity promotion and whether
they bought the initial photo (see Table 2). Our
binary dependent variable was Gift Purchases for
Others. Our independent variables, all binary, were
Photo Purchase (yes or no), Prosocial Promotion (yes
or no), and the interaction of the two. In addi-
tion, we controlled for surveyor effects by includ-
ing dummy variables for each individual surveyor.
Because we have a binary dependent variable and
multiple binary independent variables, we ran a logit
regression for our analysis. In addition, we ran two
more regressions to further explore the effect of
Photo Purchase on Gift Purchases for Others. Specifi-
cally, we separately regressed Gift Purchases for Oth-
ers on Photo Purchase conditional on (a) the Proso-
cial Promotion being present (Prosocial Promotion = 1),
as well as (b) not being present (Prosocial Promotion
= 0). Dummy variables for individual surveyors were
included in both regressions. Results are reported in
Table 3.

Neither photo purchasing (� = −0018, p = 0067)
nor the prosocial promotion (� = −0020, p = 0062) in-
fluenced subsequent gift buying. Importantly, how-
ever, we observed a marginally significant interaction
(� = 1004, p = 0005). When participants were exposed
to the prosocial cue (Prosocial Promotion = 1), those

7 The survey also contained questions asking people how much
they enjoyed the ride, their likelihood of recommending a vaca-
tion to the amusement park, how participants found out about the
prices, how many people were in their traveling party, whether this
was their first visit to the amusement park, their home zip code,
their age, and their gender. None of these variables was determined
to be relevant to the analysis, so they were not included.
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Table 2 Percentage of Customers Purchasing Merchandise as a Gift
for Someone Else

No charity Charity
(N = 167) (N = 196)

Photo Purchaser (N = 185) 41% 56%
Non Photo Purchaser (N = 178) 45% 40%

Note. Average percentages of customers purchasing gifts for others in Exper-
iment 2, adjusted for surveyor effects.

who purchased a photo were more likely than non-
purchasers to buy subsequent merchandise for others
(�= 0082, p = 0004), consistent with our costly altruism
account. Although all participants were exposed to
the prosocial cue, only those who engaged in a costly
prosocial behavior demonstrated increases in subse-
quent prosocial behavior. When participants were not
exposed to the prosocial cue (Prosocial Promotion= 0),
photo purchasers and nonpurchasers were equally
likely to buy merchandise for others (� = −0045,
p = 0043).

It is possible, however, that rather than the costly
initial purchase of a charity photo causing subsequent
prosocial purchases, charity photo buyers were sim-
ply more dispositionally altruistic and therefore more
likely to purchase subsequent merchandise for others.
When we asked participants about their initial photo
purchase, those in the charity treatment were no more
likely to say it was for someone else than were peo-
ple in the noncharity treatment (32% versus 30%, �=

0003, p = 0073). It appears as though our observations
of consistent prosocial behavior are not due to a pre-
existing inclination for gift-buying but rather are a
direct result from the costly act of purchasing.

Table 3 Results of Logit Regression

�a �b �c

Photo Purchase −0018
400445

Prosocial Promotion −0020
400415

Photo Purchase×Prosocial 1004∗∗ 0

Promotion 400535
Photo Purchase : Prosocial 0082∗∗

Promotion= 1 400415
Photo Purchase : Prosocial −0045

Promotion= 0 400565

Note. Results from Experiment 2, beta coefficients from three logit regres-
sions with standard errors are in parentheses.

aLogit regression of Gift Purchases for Others on Photo Purchase, Proso-
cial Promotion, Photo Purchase×Prosocial Promotion and surveyor dummy
variables (N = 363).

bLogit regression of Gift Purchases for Others on Photo Purchase condi-
tional on Prosocial Promotion= 1 and surveyor dummy variables (N = 196).

cLogit regression of Gift Purchases for Others on Photo Purchase condi-
tional on Prosocial Promotion= 0 and surveyor dummy variables (N = 167).

∗∗Denotes significance of 5%.

Because of the field nature of this experiment, we
were unable to control for a number of additional
factors that might have influenced our results. One
potential factor worthy of consideration is the public
nature of purchase decisions. In Experiment 1 partic-
ipants made their decisions to behave prosocially (or
not) in relative privacy, but the nature of an amuse-
ment park suggests that many of our respondents
completed both their initial photo purchases and sub-
sequent merchandise purchases in the presence of
others—in particular, their spouses and children. Our
account is agnostic as to whether the presence of
others would make people more or less prosocial in
general, but we could imagine that having behaved
prosocially in public makes subsequent public proso-
cial behavior even more likely. Although we have
focused on the impact of incurring economic costs on
prosocial identity, the social costs of appearing incon-
sistent in the eyes of others may serve as another
source of “cost” that leads to consistency.

General Discussion
When do initial prosocial acts increase the likeli-
hood of subsequent prosocial acts? Drawing on self-
perception theory (e.g., Bem 1972, Goethals and Reck-
man 1973), we proposed that when recent proso-
cial behavior was personally costly, people would
interpret that behavior as a signal of their prosocial
identity; we predicted and demonstrated that having
drawn that inference, they would be more likely to
subsequently behave prosocially. Prosocial behavior
that comes at lower cost, in contrast, offers a more
ambiguous signal: prosocial behavior is clearly pos-
itive, yet because it came at no cost, it is less likely
to be judged as diagnostic of one’s prosocial disposi-
tion. Under these circumstances the positive act does
not affect individuals’ self-perceptions, resulting in a
reduction in subsequent prosocial behavior (“ 0 0 0 so I
am going to be a bit more greedy now.”).

Two experiments support this reasoning. In the
first experiment, we demonstrate that participants
who made a costly donation felt more prosocial and
behaved more honestly than did participants in con-
trol conditions. Furthermore, as predicted, those who
made a costless donation did not update their proso-
cial identity and behaved less honestly than partici-
pants in the Control treatment—a licensing effect. We
followed up with a field experiment in which visi-
tors to a large theme park could purchase a photo of
themselves. Visitors who purchased photos on days
in which half of the price was donated to charity were
more likely to purchase subsequent items in the store
as gifts for others than were visitors on days with-
out this charitable component, again suggesting that
costly prosocial behavior is likely to lead to further
prosocial behavior.
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These findings have implications for understanding
when and why consistency and licensing may emerge
in the real world. In our laboratory experiment, we
are able to demonstrate the isolated effect of caus-
ing a prosocial outcome without the incurrence of a
personal cost. We suggest that this carefully orches-
trated independence of cost from consequence makes
understanding how the phenomenon will operate in
a more naturalistic environment more complicated.
Indeed, initial prosocial behavior in the real world
often does come with an associated cost—we often
have to put our money and time where our mouth is
when behaving prosocially, from paying for prosocial
products, as in our field study, to donating our money
and volunteering our time to charities. Both earlier
research on licensing as well as the studies we report
here occur within very brief windows of time—even
the shoppers in our field study move fairly quickly
from their first purchase to their second, and in lab
studies the time between acts is even shorter. As a
result, more research is needed to examine the time
course of licensing and consistency, examining when
and why behaving prosocially leads people to behave
either poorly or well, not just over the course of an
hour but over the course of their lives.

We note that our instantiation of cost is always
both binary and monetary: participants either pay or
not. Treating cost as a dichotomous variable is use-
ful for our experiments, but cost clearly exists on a
continuum: actions are not either costless or costly,
but rather vary in their costliness. Our account sug-
gests that as actions become relatively more costly,
consistency is more likely to emerge. In addition,
although we have operationalized “cost” in purely
monetary terms in the present investigation, costs can
come in many forms—greater investment of time, for
instance, likely also serves as a costly signal to the
self. More abstractly, we would speculate that public
statements in support of some cause would be experi-
enced as more costly than similar private statements,
because of the potential reputational costs of failing
to behave in line with one’s public pronouncements.
In other words, our account suggests that any actions
that are perceived as costly by the actor—whether
or not those costs involve money—are more likely
to produce consistency than licensing. Again, future
research is needed to explore how relative costs, and
the form those costs take, lead to either licensing or
consistency.

Finally, the current work also informs a decades-
long theoretical dispute across both psychology and
economics over whether social preferences—selfless
behavior toward another—truly exist (Batson et al.
1997, Cialdini et al. 1997, Levitt and List 2007). It
appears that, in part, this debate is rooted in the

different orientations toward the study of proso-
cial behavior, with psychologists generally explor-
ing why people do not help enough and economists
exploring why, given a lack of incentives, people
help at all (Ariely and Norton 2007, Charness and
Haruvy 2002, Charness and Rabin 2002, Darley and
Batson 1973, Fehr and Schmidt 1999, Loewenstein
et al. 1989). Consequently, each discipline developed
distinct approaches to study social preferences. For
instance, psychologists have viewed the emergence
of consistent prosocial behavior primarily as a func-
tion of internal moral standards and processes such
as self-perception, where the self-concept is partially
inferred from past behavior, resulting in moral con-
sistency over time (Bem 1972, Festinger 1957, Heider
1958); economists, in contrast, have sought to view
the emergence and perpetuation of prosocial behavior
as driven by utility maximization, offering data and
models for how seemingly suboptimal selfless behav-
ior can in fact be explained as utility maximizing
(Andreoni 1990, Bénabou and Tirole 2011). By com-
bining both economic and psychological approaches
to the emergence of consistent prosocial behavior,
we show that the two approaches in fact converge:
When behavior is costly to the self—as in classic
psychology studies such as Freedman and Fraser
(1966)—that cost serves to make the behavior an infor-
mative input in the inference of one’s moral dispo-
sition, and that changed self-perception also changes
one’s expected utility for future similar behaviors,
leading to consistency.
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