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Abstract 

Humans have an enormous capacity to act prosocially, yet global trends indicate a decline 

in such behaviors. Considering the importance of prosocial behaviors for individuals and society, 

it is crucial to explore the various factors and contexts influencing prosocial behaviors. Existing 

gaps in the literature limit a deeper understanding of the contributors to prosocial behaviors. 

Studies on prosocial behaviors have typically focused on emotional contributors, while cognitive 

and social factors like the principle of care and social trust have been less examined. In addition, 

few studies have treated prosocial behaviors as a multidimensional construct, while the majority 

of studies on prosocial behaviors have utilized youth samples from Western, Educated, 

Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) backgrounds.  

The current study utilizes data from 1,339 participants in the 2004 National Opinion 

Research Center General Social Survey. This study examines the relationships between empathic 

concern, the principle of care, social trust, and the frequency of low- and high-cost prosocial 

behaviors across various sociodemographic contexts. Additionally, this study examined the 

similarities and differences in these relationships across the sociodemographic contexts of racial 

and ethnic background, gender, socioeconomic status, and age.  

A series of One-Way Welch ANOVAs revealed significant sociodemographic differences 

in contributors and types of prosocial behaviors. A path analysis showed that while the principle 

of care was associated with both high- and low-cost prosocial behaviors, social trust was 

associated with only high-cost prosocial behaviors, and empathic concern was associated with 



 

x 
 

only low-cost prosocial behaviors. Furthermore, the results of a series of multigroup path 

analyses demonstrated the stability of the principle of care's importance on prosocial behaviors 

across sociodemographic contexts, while the degree of relationship between empathic concern, 

social trust, and prosocial behaviors varied significantly across racial and ethnic background, 

gender, socioeconomic status, and age.  

These findings highlight the importance of considering emotional, cognitive, and social 

contributors, different types of prosocial behaviors, and various sociodemographic contexts when 

researching prosocial behaviors. Furthermore, professionals who are designing programs and 

interventions to promote prosocial behaviors need to tailor their approaches based on the 

participants’ sociodemographic backgrounds and influences of different emotional, cognitive, 

and social factors. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Humans are, in many ways, a prosocial species. Prosocial behaviors are any voluntary 

behavior meant to benefit others (Eisenberg et al., 2016). Prosocial behavior represents a diverse 

range of acts ranging from smaller, daily examples of prosociality, such as sharing a ride, to 

more structured and costly prosocial behaviors, such as volunteering or engaging in charity 

work, and even more costly prosocial behaviors that may risk one’s own well-being (Padilla-

Walker et al., 2015). The importance of prosocial behaviors for individuals and societies is 

obvious and well documented as it enhances human relationships, well-being, and the healthy 

functioning of society (see Hui et al., 2020 for review). While humans have an enormous 

capacity to act prosocially, they don’t always act in prosocial ways. Given its importance in 

individual life and society, exploring various factors that contribute to prosocial behaviors could 

be significant. These findings could provide valuable information on further cultivating prosocial 

behaviors among individuals and society. 

Humans have a remarkable capacity to act in a way that benefits others. Throughout 

history, whenever there were major challenges and tragedies such as wars, natural disasters, and 

atrocities in the world, countless individuals and groups demonstrated prosocial behaviors. Even 

during times of hardship, people tend to seek ways to help others, primarily to improve the lives 

of those around them, especially those most in need (Tekin et al., 2021). The COVID-19 

pandemic is a recent example of the prevalence of prosocial behaviors within humanity. Within a 

qualitative study of 104 stories of altruism during the pandemic, researchers found that support
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was mainly given to the elderly, those who were medically vulnerable, frontline workers, and 

those from marginalized communities who were at greater risk of hardship due to economic 

downturns associated with lockdown (Tekin et al., 2021). These helping behaviors were 

demonstrated by volunteer groups and communities and everyday individuals who stepped up to 

help others during the pandemic (Tekin et al., 2021). Interestingly, these helping behaviors were 

primarily driven by selfless reasons, such as a sense of community, gratitude, and allyship for the 

disadvantaged (Tekin et al., 2021).  

Research suggests that prosocial behaviors are deeply rooted in human evolution and 

development. These prosocial behaviors may play an important role in human survival as a 

species and the well-being of individuals. Evolutionary perspectives theorize that prosocial 

behaviors serve a vital survival function for humans, and their continued existence throughout 

our evolutionary history stands as evidence for this theory (Barclay & Van Vugt, 2015). Studies 

in developmental psychology found evidence of early development of prosocial behaviors. In the 

first three years of life, children develop their prosocial abilities rapidly, demonstrating their 

importance to proper functioning (Brownell, 2013). Children were able to discern the distress of 

others within the first year of life (Roth-Hanania et al., 2011) and showed efforts to reduce 

distress in others around 30 months of age (Svetlova et al., 2010). Further, a study reported that 

children as young as 18 months old are willing to share their toys or food in response to a direct 

request from a stranger and will even offer to do so spontaneously by the age of 2 years 

(Brownell 2013). These findings of children beginning to act prosocially so early in their lives 

indicate just how vital prosociality is to human nature.  

Presently, the world is grappling with formidable global and regional challenges, 

including climate change, armed conflicts, poverty, inequality, violence, discrimination, 
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incivility, loneliness, mental health crises, and escalating political polarization. It is suggested 

that the US is now more divided politically than ever before (Coleman & Godwin, 2023; Dimock 

& Wike, 2020; Woodruff & Carlson, 2023), potentially even more so than during the American 

Civil War (Jackman, 2022). Just a few individuals cannot solve these enormous challenges. It 

requires a collaborative effort from everyone. More than ever, the world needs more prosocial 

behaviors such as cooperation, teamwork, helping, and sharing to help bridge divides and solve 

issues.  

However, recent trends indicate a concerning decline in prosocial activities in the United 

States. A 2023 AmeriCorps survey reported a 7% drop in formal volunteer participation from 

2019 to 2021, marking the largest decrease since 2002 (Beaty & Gamboa, 2023). While factors 

like limited volunteer opportunities and economic concerns during the COVID-19 pandemic may 

have contributed to this decline, a decade-long downward trend in volunteerism is evident in 

both the U.S. (Kiersz, 2016) and the U.K. (Office for National Statistics, 2017). Additionally, 

Giving USA reports a 10.4% decrease in charitable donations in the U.S. for 2022, adjusted for 

inflation, representing only the fourth decline in forty years of data collection (Gamboa, 2023). 

This decline raises significant concerns, given the crucial role of prosocial behaviors in 

addressing contemporary societal challenges. 

Although economic uncertainty has been identified as a potential driver behind the 

decline in prosocial behaviors (Gamboa, 2023), other psychological and social factors, such as 

social trust and empathy, may also contribute to this trend. Survey results on donation trends in 

the United States revealed that almost half of individuals who ceased charitable donations did so 

because they believed affluent individuals should bear more responsibility (Herschander, 2023). 

Additionally, resentment towards wealthier individuals has been suggested as a partial 
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explanation for decreased donations (Gamboa, 2023). In the U.S., distrust in the government and 

others has increased (Rainie et al., 2019), and a global survey spanning 28 countries, including 

the U.S., reported declining trust in government, business institutions, and individuals from 

different states, regions, and countries (Fischer, 2022). Furthermore, studies indicate a substantial 

drop in empathy among college students from 1979 to 2009 (Konrath et al., 2011). Given these 

observations, there is concern among the American people that a deficit of empathy may 

negatively impact the country (Hall & Leary, 2020; Luna & Konrath, 2019; Rubin, 2023). 

In the existing research on individual, social, and cultural factors influencing prosocial 

behaviors, one of the most researched areas pertains to other-regarding emotions, particularly 

compassion and empathy (Carlo et al., 2010; Eisenberg et al., 2006; Jensen & Silk, 2013). 

Empathy, considered a major predictor of prosocial behaviors, involves both emotional and 

cognitive components related to understanding and responding to others' emotional states 

(Morelli et al., 2014). One of the most studied of these components is that of empathic concern, 

defined as the feelings of concern for another individual perceived as being in distress (Einolf, 

2008). Empathic concern has been examined as a mediator between predictors of prosocial 

behaviors such as mindfulness, prosocial media, and prosocial behaviors. These studies suggest 

that increased empathic concern from other sources may increase prosocial behavior (Berry et 

al., 2018; Padilla-Walker et al., 2015). In addition, the direct effects of empathic concern on 

prosocial behavior have been investigated, revealing that empathic concern ratings are positively 

associated with prosocial behaviors among children and adults (Light et al., 2015; Williams et 

al., 2014). A plausible explanation for the relationship between empathic concern and prosocial 

behaviors could be alleviating distress experienced when witnessing another individual in need, 

which can be mitigated by acting prosocially (Decety et al., 2016). Although the relationship 
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between empathic concern and prosocial behaviors is well documented, many of these studies 

were conducted among children and youth. Less is known about the role of empathic concern on 

prosocial behaviors among adults. 

The principle of care, another component of empathy subject to scholarly research, 

emphasizes the endorsement of the moral importance of assisting others (Ottoni-Wilhelm & 

Bekkers, 2010). While it bears similarities to empathic concern—both involve the well-being of 

others—these two constructs are distinct. The principle of care is considered a moral cognition 

rather than an emotional state and is theorized to be a higher developmental stage stemming from 

an individual's capacity for empathic concern (Bekkers & Ottoni-Wilhelm, 2016). This principle 

has demonstrated a positive correlation with prosocial behaviors, even when accounting for the 

influence of empathic concern (Kim & Kou, 2014; Ottoni-Wilhelm & Bekkers, 2010). However, 

as a more recent conceptualization, the relationship between the principle of care and prosocial 

behaviors is far from fully understood.  

Less understood is the relationship between social trust and prosocial behavior. Social 

trust, defined as a person’s belief that people in society are treated fairly and treating others 

fairly, is an additional variable that may contribute to prosocial behaviors (Delhey & Newton, 

2005). The reciprocal-altruism hypothesis suggests that this relationship may result from people's 

trust and expectation that their supportive actions will be reciprocated or compensated for in the 

future (Hawley, 2014). Despite a lack of extensive research on the relationship between social 

trust and prosocial behavior, existing research finds that higher social trust is associated with 

higher rates of contributions to religious and secular causes (Wang & Graddy, 2008). 

Interestingly, research also finds that instances where social trust diminishes, potentially due to 

negative news reports, may lead to reduced helping behaviors, reflecting declining faith in the 
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inherent goodness and fairness of others (Han et al., 2019). Understanding the interplay between 

social trust and prosocial behaviors is crucial for promoting prosocial behaviors effectively, 

especially in addressing societal disparities, divisions, and ongoing conflicts. Therefore, this 

study aims to explore the relationship between empathic concern, the principle of care, and social 

trust in influencing different types of prosocial behaviors. 

Further, researching prosocial behaviors is important not just because they help others 

and our society but also for their potential benefits to the helper. In prior decades, psychologists 

have largely focused on studying why, how, and when people help or do not help. Researchers 

were instead interested in studying motivation, personality, social situations, developments, and 

individual variations in prosocial behaviors (Eisenberg, 2000). In recent decades, researchers 

have begun to pay attention to contributors to prosocial behaviors and the positive consequences 

of acting prosocially for the helper (Padilla-Walker & Carlo, 2014). Accumulating research 

documents multiple benefits for the person who engages in prosocial behaviors. The benefits of 

prosocial behavior include improved well-being (Layous et al., 2012), enhanced relationship and 

friendship quality (Dryburgh et al., 2022; Stavrova & Ehlebracht, 2015), better mental and 

physical health, and even longevity (Brown & Brown, 2015; Raposa et al., 2016). Additionally, 

prosocial behaviors are associated with improved performance in children's education and adult 

work environments (Caprara et al., 2014; Reizer et al., 2020). Prosocial behaviors may also 

enhance the welfare of communities and neighborhoods by fostering cohesion and safety. Recent 

studies indicate that when prosocial behaviors are exhibited by individuals outside of one's 

immediate social group, they can play a significant role in uniting communities, underlining the 

further need for a deeper comprehension of prosocial behavior, its impacts, and contributing 

factors (Baldassarri & Abascal, 2020). Although studies on the benefits of prosocial behavior on 
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the helper have accumulated, more research is needed to clarify how relevant factors contribute 

to these prosocial behaviors so we can better understand how to promote them.  

There are major limitations in existing research on prosocial behaviors. First, existing 

research is lacking in accounting for contexts seriously. Research evidence suggests that cultural 

or social contextual factors may influence how often and in what ways children show prosocial 

behaviors (Jensen et al., 2014). However, there are limited studies that account for contextual 

variables in the prosocial behavior literature. Numerous publications indicate a significant 

problem with sampling in psychological research, particularly with an overreliance on Western, 

Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (WEIRD) samples— those who are 

predominantly Western (usually White), Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic (Arnett, 

2016; Henrich et al., 2010; Cheon et al., 2020: Muthukrishna et al., 2020; Thalmayer et al., 

2021). Further studies noted that many studies are disproportionately skewed toward the 

experiences of Western undergraduate students. While valuable for research related to higher 

education, this demographic carries distinct traits, such as progressive beliefs and higher SES 

backgrounds, that differentiate them from broader contexts within the United States and even 

more so when compared to global populations (Henrich et al., 2010). Although there has been 

slight improvement—such as a decrease from 70% to 60% of published psychology studies 

featuring U.S. samples—progress remains to be made for adequate representation of global 

populations within psychology (Thalmayer et al., 2021). Prosocial behavior research is not 

exempt from this sampling issue, as many of these studies lean heavily on WEIRD samples or 

use measures not designed for perspectives outside of these WEIRD samples (Armstrong-Carter 

& Telzer, 2021). Those studies that do branch out from reliance on WEIRD samples often utilize 

relatively small sample sizes (Harris & Kruger, 2022; Streit et al., 2020). However, researchers 
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have recently begun noting this trend in their work and making strides to rectify it (see Aknin et 

al., 2015; Armstrong-Carter & Telzer, 2021; Shi et al., 2020). While this study will not fully 

address the imbalance of WEIRD sampling, this study aims to contribute towards a better 

comprehension of prosocial behavior and its contributors in a broader racial, ethnic, and 

socioeconomic context by examining a large, diverse sample from the National Opinion 

Research Center's General Social Survey (NORC GSS).  

Second, existing prosocial behavior research has focused on understanding prosocial 

behaviors in mostly childhood and adolescent settings. While much of the existing research on 

prosocial behavior focuses on younger samples, more limited research on prosocial behaviors in 

adult populations highlights the importance of considering adults and age when examining 

prosocial behavior, its outcomes, and its contributors (Bailey et al., 2021; Mayr & Freund, 2020). 

One such study found that older adults acted more prosocially within their sample than younger 

adults, partly due to their higher levels of empathy from an identical situation (Beadle et al., 

2015). The reasons for these differences remain unclear, furthering the importance of research on 

adult prosociality. Our study seeks to partially address this by including a sample of participants 

from ages 18-89.  

Third, a further limitation of existing prosocial behavior research is the absence of 

viewing prosocial behavior as a multidimensional construct. Though existing research has 

explored some contributing factors of prosocial behaviors, this research does little to differentiate 

between different types of prosocial behavior, though it is understood that prosocial behaviors 

can differ regarding their conceptualizations, impacting the likelihood of performing some 

behaviors over others and even influencing the benefits to be derived from performing them 

(Eisenberg et al., 2016; Padilla-Walker & Carlo, 2014). Recent prosocial behavior research 
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conceptualizes prosocial behaviors by their context (compliance-based, dire, emotional, public, 

anonymous, and altruistic prosocial behaviors), the type of action enacted (helping, sharing, or 

comforting), and their relative cost (generally categorized as high- and low-cost). Our study 

addresses this limitation in part by examining how contributing factors such as empathic 

concern, the principle of care, and social trust may differentially impact high-cost and low-cost 

prosocial behaviors.  

Although significant scientific progress has been made in understanding the 

development, contributors, and consequences of prosocial behavior, there are many research 

questions that have not been answered, and some of the findings are inconsistent across studies. 

Further research is necessary to address gaps in the existing literature and further clarify and 

deepen our understanding of the contributors to prosocial behaviors. This study allows us to 

examine both high- and low-cost prosocial behaviors in a large, nationally representative adult 

sample. Furthermore, there exists a lack of comparative research on prosocial behavior with 

diverse and non-WEIRD samples. This study will not only examine the contributing factors of 

two types of prosocial behavior but will also be able to compare across different racial and ethnic 

groups, socioeconomic groups, and both income and age. It will enrich our understanding of how 

these relationships differ and are similar across contexts. Finally, this study further explores the 

roles that the principle of care and social trust may play in influencing prosocial behaviors. These 

constructs are less researched within existing prosocial behavior research but may help us better 

understand how social factors and deeper moral conceptualizations may influence both high-cost 

and low-cost prosocial behaviors.  

 To better realize these goals, this exploratory dissertation aims to expand our knowledge 

of how prosocial behaviors are influenced by emotional, cognitive, and social factors such as 
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empathic concern, the principle of care, and social trust. Furthermore, this study examines 

similarities and differences in these associations across racial/ethnic and socioeconomic groups. 

By examining these factors, this study has the potential to inform future research and enrich our 

understanding of how we can promote prosocial behaviors across diverse communities. 

Furthermore, this study may allow us to better understand complex relationships among 

contributing factors to prosocial behavior. People have the capacity and skills to act prosocially, 

and this study may help further realize that potential. 
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Chapter 2: Background and Literature Review 

 This exploratory study examines the relationship between emotional, cognitive, and 

social factors such as empathic concern, principle of care, and social trust, and different types of 

prosocial behaviors in the context of race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status. Though existing 

research has long examined the factors contributing to prosocial behaviors, there are gaps in the 

existing literature that this study seeks to address. The majority of these studies utilize children 

and youth samples, which limits the generalizability of the findings to the adult population. 

Existing research has not fully explored the role of the principle of care in contributing to 

prosocial behaviors as a further developed dimension of empathy utilizing moral cognitions 

(Bekkers & Ottoni-Wilhelm, 2016). In addition, studies on the importance of social trust on 

prosocial behavior are rare (Han et al., 2019; Wang & Graddy, 2008). This study seeks to 

examine the contributing factors to both high-cost and low-cost prosocial behaviors, which 

existing research suggests may have differences in their motivational basis and associated 

contributing factors (Coyne et al., 2018; Dakin et al., 2021; Eisenberg & Shell, 1986; Padilla-

Walker et al., 2018). Finally, while considering the broader sociodemographic contexts, we first 

discuss the existing literature and the gaps we aim to address in this study with the following 

literature review.  

Types of Prosocial Behaviors 

 Various conceptualizations exist for categorizing different types of prosocial behaviors, 

with this study opting to focus on the distinctions between high-cost and low-cost prosocial 
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behaviors. This choice is particularly relevant in light of recent research indicating that the costs 

associated with prosocial behaviors may yield distinct outcomes, influenced by variations in 

contributing factors (Coyne et al., 2018; Gneezy et al., 2011; Padilla-Walker & Fraser, 2014). 

Our literature review explores the role of cost in shaping the performance of prosocial behaviors, 

underscoring how a range of contributing factors contribute differentially to high-cost and low-

cost prosocial behaviors. This emphasis serves as a crucial step in highlighting the significance 

of considering cost as a relatively underexplored dimension within the realm of prosocial 

behavior. 

Prosocial Behavior Cost as a Contributor to Prosocial Behaviors 

An integral factor influencing the enactment of prosocial behaviors is the cost associated 

with these behaviors. Generally, the existing literature indicates that people are less likely to 

engage in high-cost prosocial behaviors as compared to low-cost prosocial behavior (Bell et al., 

1995; Bohm et al., 2018; Hedge & Yousif, 1992; Imai, 1991). Beyond the effect of the higher 

cost itself, there is research examining the role of mental health processes as well, with 

researchers finding that anxiety symptoms are associated with decreased high-cost prosocial 

behaviors, perhaps through a decrease in mental resources to help others in those experiencing 

anxiety symptoms (Maiya et al., 2023). Experiences of acculturative stress and discrimination 

likewise exhibit associations with reductions in altruistic and high-cost prosocial behaviors, 

likely indicative of a similar diminishment in available mental resources (Davis et al., 2016; 

Davis et al., 2018). The following sections will discuss existing research that encompasses the 

effects of cost on an individual's prosocial behaviors. 
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Salience, Identity, and Cost of Prosocial Behaviors. A potential explanation for the 

influence of cost on the performing of prosocial behaviors may be attributed to the salience of 

that cost. One exploratory study examined individuals’ decision-making process and donation 

decisions and discerned that participants who were primed to contemplate money spent longer 

deciding whether to donate under high-cost circumstances (Li et al., 2021). This extra time for 

thinking, however, was absent under low-cost conditions. An additional study noted that 

monetary and cost salience could be triggered in participants witnessing others making high-cost 

donations. Researchers reported that when individuals observed what to them was a costly 

donation by another person, they were more likely to donate money in turn, in part because they 

viewed the other person as acting more intrinsically and appearing more socially desirable (Wu 

et al., 2022). The implications of these findings are crucial and somewhat counterintuitive, 

suggesting that ‘low-cost’ messaging – emphasizing minimal required time or effort – may 

potentially undermine prosocial behavior promotion. Instead, an organization may be better 

served by letting donations be perceived as high-cost due to the observed tendency for other 

people to donate subsequently (Wu et al., 2022).   

An additional salience source could stem from one’s prosocial self-identity.  Results 

indicated that when confronted with a costly prosocial donation request, participants proved 

more likely to view themselves as embodying prosocial characteristics or possessing a prosocial 

self-identity (Gneezy et al., 2011). This was subsequently coupled with increased honesty in 

subsequent tasks (Gneezy et al., 2011). In a second field experiment study, the researchers 

discovered that individuals who purchased a personal photograph, with the proceeds donated to 

charity, exhibited a higher tendency to purchase items for others than control condition 

participants. This financial expenditure was conceptualized as a costly prosocial behavior and 
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seemed to make participants act more generously to others immediately afterward (Gneezy et al., 

2011). 

Contributors to Low-Cost Prosocial Behavior. Despite their relative ease of execution, 

low-cost prosocial behaviors can yield substantial benefits for the performer and recipient. To 

better understand how to foster these behaviors, researchers have investigated several 

contributing factors. For instance, research on sympathy found that broad feelings of sympathy 

can predict low-cost prosocial behaviors (Padilla-Walker & Fraser, 2014). Interestingly, their 

research suggests a positive association between these increased low-cost prosocial behaviors 

and sympathy a year later, hinting at a potential bi-directional relationship. Within the same 

study, the researchers found that adolescent moral values were associated with both low and 

high-cost prosociality, underscoring the significance of moral values when studying prosocial 

behaviors in general (Padilla-Walker & Fraser, 2014). Prosocial media consumption has also 

been linked to a rise in low-cost prosocial behaviors, albeit without a significant predictive effect 

on high-cost prosocial behaviors like charity donations and volunteering (Coyne et al., 2018). 

The researchers posit that this could be attributed to the higher exposure to certain low-cost, 

more straightforward prosocial behaviors inside of media than their high-cost counterparts 

(Coyne et al., 2018). Interestingly, a unique form of low-cost, low-risk activism, termed 

'slacktivism,' was associated with a higher propensity to donate to a cause and engage in activist 

actions such as writing letters or signing petitions. Notably, this correlation did not extend to 

high-cost activities such as protest attendance (Lee & Hsieh, 2013). While seemingly easy to 

engage in, researchers are still examining what factors may specifically promote low-cost 

helping, as much of the existing research does not differentiate between high- and low-cost 
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prosocial behaviors. This study intends to address this gap by delineating these distinctions, 

thereby contributing to the current body of knowledge. 

Contributors to High-Cost Prosocial Behavior. The general assumption among 

researchers is that high-cost prosocial behaviors, due to their extensive demands on the helper, 

occur less frequently, an assertion that is broadly supported by existing research (Bell et al., 

1995; Bohm et al., 2018; Hedge & Yousif, 1992; Imai, 1991). Nevertheless, this perspective has 

spurred investigations into the determinants of high-cost prosocial behaviors. One contributing 

factor may be individuals' pursuit of meaning in their lives, or “meaning-seeking.” An 

exploratory series of five studies found an association between meaning-seeking and high-cost 

prosocial behaviors, with a stronger association than between meaning-seeking and lower-cost 

prosocial behaviors (Dakin et al., 2021). Furthermore, they found that individuals who reported 

higher rates of meaning-seeking had undertaken more costly prosocial behaviors before any 

exposure to or involvement in the study (Dakin et al., 2021).  

Additional research focuses on empathy as an attribute promoting high-cost prosocial 

behaviors. A research study probing the influences of trait narcissism, self-sacrificing, and 

empathy on prosocial behaviors found no association between trait narcissism and self-

sacrificing with high-cost prosocial behaviors. In contrast, trait empathy emerged as the sole 

measure associated with high-cost prosocial behavior, indicating a positive correlation between 

increased trait empathy and high-cost prosocial behaviors (Harris et al., 2023). The target of 

prosocial behavior, predominantly family and friends, has also been noted as a determinant of 

high-cost prosocial acts. One longitudinal study on high-cost prosocial behaviors across the 

transition to adulthood discovered that participants tended to perform high-cost behaviors more 

frequently for family and friends (Padilla-Walker et al., 2018). Notably, the pattern shifted 
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toward friends becoming the more frequent recipients of these behaviors as participants 

transitioned into emerging adulthood (Padilla-Walker et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, moral reasoning, such as that found with the principle of care, has been 

associated with high-cost donating and prosocial behaviors in children, indicating that more 

emotionally mature children (who have a more developed sense of moral reasoning) may engage 

with more high-cost prosocial behaviors (Eisenberg & Shell, 1986). A contemporary study 

paralleled these findings in an adult cohort, with individuals possessing a more pronounced 

awareness of societal morality norms demonstrating a higher tendency for high-cost prosociality 

(Greitemeyer et al., 2006). Although current research has provided intriguing pointers regarding 

the influences on high-cost prosocial behaviors, this study area remains relatively under-

researched. This project aims to expand on this field of research by examining the contributors of 

both high- and low-cost prosocial behaviors. 

Emotional, Cognitive, and Social Contributors to Prosocial Behaviors 

 Within the study of prosocial behaviors, numerous emotional, cognitive, and social 

factors are found to be associated with the performance of prosocial behaviors. One’s own 

concern for others, one’s moral ideas of when to help, and the extent to which one feels safe and 

trusting of others are just some of the many factors explored in existing research (FeldmanHall et 

al., 2015; Gülseven et al., 2022; Ottoni-Wilhelm & Bekkers, 2010; Wang & Graddy, 2008). The 

following sections discuss a selection of these factors that are relevant to our existing study on 

the consequences of prosocial behaviors while also establishing our studies' additions to research 

on these topics.  

Empathic Concern and Prosocial Behaviors 
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 Empathic concern, sometimes referred to as empathy, is a persistent subject in scholarly 

investigations relating to the contributors and consequences of prosocial behaviors. Defined as a 

feeling of concern for an individual perceived to be in need, empathic concern is studied as both 

a situational and dispositional emotional construct (Davis, 2015; Einolf, 2008). The relationship 

between empathic concern and prosocial behaviors has undergone rigorous examination at 

various life stages – from toddlers and infants (Paulus, 2014) through adolescence (Litvack-

Miller et al., 1997; Van der Graaf et al., 2017) and stretching into adulthood and late adulthood. 

The development and demonstration of empathic concern are suggested to be influenced by 

multiple elements, such as the alleviation of distress and the impacts of perspective-taking. 

Taken altogether, empathic concern is thought to be a largely emotional contributor to prosocial 

behaviors. This study seeks to further expand research on the topic of empathic concern and 

prosocial behavior by exploring group differences in a sociodemographic context, as well as by 

distinguishing between empathic concern and the principle of care (see Bekkers & Ottoni-

Wilhelm, 2016).  

Empathic Concern, Prosocial Behavior, and Distress. The association between 

empathic concern and prosocial behavior is attributed to the potential alleviation of distress 

experienced when recognizing another person's need (Paulus, 2014). Altruism research provides 

compelling support for this assertion, with studies demonstrating that situational distress, such as 

one might experience from empathic concern, was associated with increased prosocial behaviors, 

though trait distress was not (FeldmanHall et al., 2015). Participants observed individuals in pain 

and had an opportunity for prosocial action - offering monetary aid. It should be emphasized that 

participants had the option to avoid the situation, implying that the choice to stay and assist was a 

truly prosocial decision and not just their only option to get away from the distress. The data 
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ultimately suggested that those with heightened empathic concern were the most generous 

contributors and exhibited significant activation in brain regions associated with social 

attachment and caregiving (FeldmanHall et al., 2015).  

Notably, research finds that distress is not uniformly linked to increases in prosocial 

behavior. In a 2013 study, researchers sought to examine how distress and empathic concern may 

influence helping someone in need of assistance when viewed as two distinct constructs (Carrera 

et al., 2013). They found that participants whose feelings of distress outweighed their feelings of 

empathic concern were less likely to help a person in need, partly due to an egoistic motivation 

to preserve one’s well-being by escaping a stressful situation (Carrera et al., 2013). One 

exception to this is when a situation is perceived as inescapable, where the only means of 

alleviating distress is to help the person in need (Carrera et al., 2013). Adding to these findings, 

further research involving an extensive study composed of one thousand and thirty-seven 

Chinese college students assessed how various facets of empathic concern, including distress, 

might influence prosocial behaviors (Pang et al., 2022). These researchers found that while 

gratitude mediated the connection between distress and prosocial behaviors, distress was 

negatively associated with prosocial behaviors (Pang et al., 2022). While the findings of existing 

research on distress and prosocial behaviors may seem contradictory, they also highlight the 

importance of considering the factors that may influence empathic concern when studying its 

relationship to prosocial behaviors and further cement the importance of better understanding the 

role that empathic concern plays regarding prosociality. 

Perspective Taking, Empathic Concern, and Prosocial Behaviors. Perspective-taking, 

often researched alongside prosocial behaviors within the sphere of empathic concern research, 

is defined as the capability to comprehend others' emotions and thoughts, serving as a precursor 
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to empathic concern (Mestre et al., 2019). Existing research has demonstrated the relationship 

between perspective-taking, empathic concern, and prosocial behaviors in multiple ways. In their 

1996 study, Oswald found that, when induced in an experimental setting, those participants in 

the cognitive or affective perspective-taking conditions (taking on another’s thoughts vs. taking 

on another’s feelings) were rated as having higher empathy and higher altruistic tendencies 

(Oswald, 1996). Interestingly, Oswald also found that these associations were strongest for those 

in the affective perspective-taking condition (Oswald, 1996). One potential explanation for these 

findings is that those in the cognitive perspective-taking group may help less often and feel less 

empathic because they may consider that those in need may not need help or may also think of 

reasons not to render aid (Oswald, 1996). Expanding these findings beyond a Western context, 

researchers scrutinized the relationships between empathic concern, perspective-taking, and a 

variety of prosocial behaviors within a study encompassing Filipino and Turkish participants 

(Gülseven et al., 2022). Their research demonstrated a positive association between perspective-

taking and empathic concern, with empathic concern also correlating positively with compliant 

and emotional prosocial behaviors (Gülseven et al., 2022). Additionally, perspective-taking 

exhibited a positive association with prosocial moral reasoning, which was subsequently 

positively related to anonymous prosocial behaviors (Gülseven et al., 2022). Despite the 

differences that can arise between different cultures regarding prosocial behavior tendencies, this 

study provides further evidence that perspective-taking and empathic concern are important 

considerations when studying prosocial motivation and that they are relevant across cultures.   

Further research, such as a study on life history, perspective-taking, and prosocial 

behavior (Davis et al., 2019), adds to the body of research linking perspective-taking to empathic 

concern and subsequent prosocial behaviors. Utilizing a sample of two hundred and two young 
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adults, these researchers found that stressful life history events interacted with perspective-taking 

in contributing to empathic concern, with those high in stressful life history and perspective-

taking seeing the highest rates of empathic concern (Davis et al., 2019). Empathic concern was 

then found to be positively associated with emotional, dire, compliant, anonymous, and altruistic 

prosocial behaviors. Taken together, these findings further support the role of perspective-taking 

in helping to explain the relationship between empathic concern and prosocial behavior while 

also demonstrating that other factors, such as life history, may play a role in the relationship 

(Davis et al., 2019).  

Principle of Care and Prosocial Behaviors 

 Advancing the concepts of empathy and empathic concern, researchers sought to 

formulate a concept that referred to the influences that moral principles could exert on individual 

behaviors, notably prosocial behaviors. Researchers identified the effects of these moral values 

as the Principle of Care, which they further defined as the degree to which one identifies with the 

moral importance of helping others (Ottoni-Wilhelm & Bekkers, 2010). Distinctively described 

as a moral cognition as opposed to an emotional state, the Principle of Care is conceptualized as 

an advanced developmental stage based upon the capacity for empathic concern but maintaining 

discrete boundaries from it (Bekkers & Ottoni-Wilhelm, 2016). Subsequent research 

demonstrated that the Principle of Care is associated with prosocial behaviors. In their 2010 

study, Ottoni-Whilelm and Bekkers found that not only was the principle of care associated with 

increased prosocial behaviors, but that the principle of care may mediate the relationship that is 

also found between empathic concern and prosocial behaviors, as many associations between 

empathic concern and prosocial behaviors became non-significant when the effects of the 

principle of care were removed (Ottoni-Wilhelm & Bekkers, 2010). This finding supports the 



 

21 
 

idea that the principle of care may serve as a further development of trait empathy (Ottoni-

Wilhelm & Bekkers, 2010).  

Further expanding on these findings, Bekkers and Ottoni-Wilhelm conducted a 2016 

series of studies looking at the principle of care in self-report settings (studies 1 and 2), through 

observational research (study 3), and in an experimental setting (study 4). This series of studies 

focused on examining the role that the principle of care may play in contributing to prosocial 

behaviors in the form of charitable donations. Study 1 examined a large U.S. population in 

regard to the principle of care and prosocial behaviors in the form of charitable donations. Study 

2 used the same methods and analyses but used a large Dutch sample. Both studies found that not 

only was the endorsement of the principle of care positively associated with charitable giving, 

but that the principle of care mediates the relationship between empathic concern and charitable 

giving (Bekkers & Ottoni-Wilhelm, 2016). The researchers noted that these studies were limited 

in part through their reliance on self-reporting behaviors and the reporting of the principle of care 

values within the same survey as reporting on helping behaviors, where post-helping justification 

may have been inaccurate (Bekkers & Ottoni-Wilhelm, 2016). Study 3 addressed these 

limitations and utilized longitudinal and observational methods to understand better how 

prosocial behaviors contribute to charitable donations. The researchers found that not only was 

the principle of care positively associated with reported charitable giving, but also that the 

principle of care predicted charitable giving that was observed by researchers at the conclusion 

of the study (Bekkers & Ottoni-Wilhelm, 2016). Study 3 had limitations as well, with researchers 

identifying the low amount of money to donate and the simple 3-item principle of care measure 

as possible issues with their study design. Study 4 further addressed the identified limitations by 

utilizing an experimental study and the larger, 8-item principle of care measure. Bekkers and 
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Ottoni Wilhelm found that across the conditions of different donation amounts, all but one 

participant donated money. Furthermore, the principle of care was found to be positively 

associated with donations and mediated the positive relationship between empathic concern and 

charitable donations (Bekkers & Ottoni-Wilhelm, 2016). With everything considered, the 

researchers asserted that not only was the principle of care an important factor in explaining why 

people choose to donate but that the principle of care, through its mediation, provides an 

explanation for how empathic concern may contribute to an increase in prosocial behaviors while 

having direct effects on donation as well (Bekkers & Ottoni-Wilhelm, 2016). This study aims to 

provide a greater understanding of these relationships by further examining the principle of care 

as it relates to prosocial behaviors alongside factors such as empathic concern and social trust.  

Social Trust and Prosocial Behaviors 

An additional factor potentially influencing prosocial behaviors and tendencies is the 

concept of social trust, which is defined as an individual's belief that people in society are treated 

fairly and treating others fairly (Delhey & Newton, 2005). One potential explanation for this 

relationship lies in people’s trust in others and belief that their helping behaviors will be 

reciprocated in the future, as is discussed in the reciprocal-altruism hypothesis (Hawley, 2014). 

Though few studies examine the link between social trust and prosocial behavior, available 

research suggests that social trust fosters increased philanthropy towards religious and secular 

entities (Wang & Graddy, 2008). Interestingly, research also indicates that diminishing social 

trust, fueled by negative news narratives, can result in a reduction in prosocial behavior, 

potentially attributable to eroding faith in the goodness of others (Han et al., 2019).  
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A further study scrutinized the influence of institutional and social trust (conceptualized 

as general trust) on participants' prosocial behaviors (Irwin, 2009). The study found that while 

not significantly associated with prosocial behaviors in collectivist countries, social trust was 

associated with prosocial behaviors in individualist countries (Irwin, 2009). The study further 

found that in individualist countries, social trust was associated with prosocial behaviors even 

when institutional trust was accounted for (Irwin, 2009). The study researcher discusses that one 

potential explanation for these findings is that collectivist societies prioritize cooperation and 

prosociality by default, while more individualistic societies may not, leading social trust to have 

its potential associations take effect in these less socially cooperative societies (Irwin, 2009).  

Adding to these findings, researchers conducted a secondary analysis employing the 

Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey (SCCB) data, revealing a positive association 

between social trust and prosocial behaviors (Wang & Graddy, 2008). The analysis, including 

more than nineteen hundred participants, affirmed that social trust was associated with both 

religious and secular-based philanthropy, underscoring the need for a more sophisticated 

understanding of social trust's impact on helping behaviors due to its connection with both 

donation forms (Wang & Graddy, 2008).  

Further recent research has demonstrated that social trust could affect an individual’s 

behavior (Han et al., 2019). One important component of their research was looking at how 

experiences of viewing the news may play a role in increasing or decreasing social trust, 

particularly in situations where the news viewed was negative or bad news. Researchers 

suggested that this fits into the larger social cognitive theory (SCT) by way of negative news 

affecting one’s cognitions and making them view future information and experiences as negative 

(Han et al., 2019). For the negative news in their study, they focused especially on news 
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depicting immoral acts that could change one’s trust in others, such as crime, scandals, and forms 

of violent crime. While experiment one established that participants did, in fact, focus more on 

negative news, experiments two and three examined the effect negative news had on social trust 

and helping behaviors. Experiment two utilized negative content news articles (with neutral as a 

control), while experiment three only utilized negative and neutral headlines with no article 

content. In both cases, participants in the negative news conditions were found to have 

significantly lower rates of helping behaviors (Han et al., 2019). Furthermore, experiment two 

found that social trust mediated this relationship, indicating that a decrease in social trust 

partially explained the decrease in helping behaviors after viewing negative news (Han et al., 

2019). Experiment three demonstrated that negative news headlines were similarly and 

negatively associated with helping behaviors and that both cognitive bias and social trust 

mediated this relationship, supporting the researcher’s hypothesis that the viewing of negative 

news would not just decrease social trust but could introduce a cognitive bias that has an induvial 

focus more on negative news as they intake new information (Han et al., 2019). This study has 

many interesting findings, not the least of which is the relationship it shows between social trust 

and helping behaviors. Despite the limited research on social trust and prosocial behaviors, these 

findings underscore social trust's potential influence on prosocial behavior and its susceptibility 

to individual experiential influences. This study aims to add to the literature on the impact of 

social trust on high- and low-cost prosocial behaviors while also examining the relationship 

between other empirically supported variables and the same outcomes.  

Social Contextual and Demographic Contributors to Prosocial Behaviors 

Racial and Ethnic Background and Prosocial Behavior 
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 While various factors contributing to prosocial behaviors have been investigated, 

including personal and social aspects, there has been comparatively less emphasis on the roles of 

racial and ethnic backgrounds. Nevertheless, preliminary evidence suggests that these variables 

might contribute to prosocial behaviors and may affect other contributing factors. The 

subsequent sections will delve into broader cultural contexts and values that might foster 

prosocial behaviors. 

Cultural Contexts and Prosocial Behaviors. Existing research illustrates the influence 

of cultural contexts on prosocial behaviors. Key among these is the spectrum of individualism 

and collectivism. In individualist cultures, personal desires and needs supersede those of the 

group. Conversely, in collectivist cultures, the needs of the 'in-group' or collective take 

precedence (Triandis, 2001). Despite the apparent difference in these values, existing research 

has found that individuals can exhibit high or low values in both dimensions simultaneously 

without needing to diminish one value to elevate the other (Oyserman et al., 2002). Though our 

study is not equipped to capture cultural differences in a cross-national sense, these dimensions 

are worth considering to the extent they may appear within different racial and ethnic groups 

within the U.S. 

Both individualism and collectivism are found to influence prosocial behaviors. Though 

less frequently linked than collectivist norms, individualism has a bearing on certain prosocial 

behaviors in specific contexts. Research on ethnic group attachment and cultural values among 

Latino adolescents found an association between individualist ideals encapsulated in mainstream 

American values and reports of public prosocial behaviors (Armenta et al., 2011). These 

prosocial behaviors might enhance social recognition and need not be performed exclusively for 

in-group members (Armenta et al., 2011). Additional research identified individualism as a 
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catalyst for high-cost prosocial behaviors such as volunteering - motivated often by personal 

gains like career opportunities (Finkelstein, 2010). Recent research examining prosocial 

behaviors and cultural values showed that horizontal individualism (autonomy with regard to 

others) was related to increased prosocial behaviors toward family members across 14 countries, 

alongside collectivist values (Padilla-Walker et al., 2022). 

A more comprehensive body of work exists regarding collectivism and prosocial 

behaviors across several countries. Collectivist values have been linked with higher instances of 

prosocial behaviors (Chopik et al., 2017; Kemmelmeier et al., 2006; Lampridis & Papastylianou, 

2014; Marti-Vilar et al., 2019; Padilla-Walker et al., 2022). Research on the aftereffects of 

disasters found that one mechanism explaining these findings may be that of psychological 

closeness, which mediated the relationship between collectivist values and prosocial behaviors 

(Lee & Kim, 2021). Psychological closeness explains why those endorsing collectivist values act 

more prosocially, as a more collectivist-minded individual may feel closer to those suffering and 

feel some of that discomfort themselves (Lee & Kim, 2021). In the modern context of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, it was found that those with higher collectivist values were more prone to 

behaviors that mitigate the spread of COVID-19 - for instance, avoiding social gatherings and 

getting vaccinated (Cavojova et al., 2022; Leonhardt & Pezzuti, 2022; Mo et al., 2021). 

However, our understanding of the association between collectivism and prosociality 

remains incomplete. Luria et al.'s (2015) study across 66 countries highlighted that 

individualism, not collectivism, was positively associated with prosocial behaviors in their 

sample. Surprisingly, collectivism bore no significant relationship with volunteering, donating, 

or helping strangers, while individualism did. This study further alludes to the importance of 

recognizing potential racial and ethnic discrepancies when evaluating the contributors to 
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prosocial behaviors. While the United States predominantly leans towards individualism, racial 

and ethnic minorities exhibit distinct tendencies. African and Asian Americans have been found 

to display greater collectivist tendencies than their European American counterparts, while 

Latinos and Asian Americans were described as less individualistic (Coon & Kemmelmeier, 

2001). These differences within the larger American culture could differentially impact prosocial 

behavioral tendencies and warrant further research on the basis of within-culture differences in 

the U.S.  

Cultural Values and Prosocial Behaviors. Racial and ethnic backgrounds associated 

with specific cultural values may also contribute to prosocial behaviors (Guzman et al., 2014). 

Despite limited research on this subject, the relationship between Hispanic cultural values and 

prosociality, particularly the cultural value of familism, is a notable exception. Familism, a 

cultural value promoted in Hispanic communities, emphasizes the significance of responsibility 

towards, respect for, and support of one's family. This has been positively correlated with 

prosocial behaviors in multiple studies that explored Hispanic prosociality (Calderon-Tena et al., 

2011; Carlo & Padilla-Walker, 2020; Knight et al., 2015; Zhao et al., 2022). Interestingly, 

familism has also shown potential to guard against the negative impacts of acculturation on 

prosocial behaviors. In the face of acculturative stress and discrimination, Mexican-American 

cultural values, including familism, have demonstrated a partial ability to protect prosocial 

behaviors via mediation (Brittian et al., 2013). 

While this study does not specifically address the role of cultural values, the potential 

implications of these values highlight the importance of examining potential racial and ethnic 

differences in factors contributing to prosocial behaviors. To this end, this study is one step 
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toward exploring this topic with more nuanced and in-depth methods by considering participants' 

racial and ethnic backgrounds as one source of potential differences in this study.  

Racial and Ethnic Discrimination and Prosocial Behaviors. Experiences of racial 

discrimination are associated with numerous negative psychological consequences, such as 

increases in stress and anxiety (Busse et al., 2017; Hopkins & Shook, 2017), depression (Britt-

Spells et al., 2018; Paradies et al., 2015), and thoughts of hopelessness and loneliness (Priest et 

al., 2014). The implications of racial discrimination extend beyond the psychological sphere, 

having been associated with negative outcomes in physical health, such as increased blood 

pressure, substance use, and obesity rates (Paradies et al., 2015; Benner et al., 2018; Gilbert & 

Zemore, 2016; Bernardo et al., 2017). The frequency of reported discomfort and pain in medical 

settings among racial and ethnic minorities is a testament to this, as they are commonly not 

treated with the same gravity and accuracy as their European-American counterparts (Trawalter 

& Hoffman, 2015). With this host of costly and adverse outcomes, some researchers have asked 

how these negative experiences that are tied to one’s racial and ethnic background may influence 

their prosocial behaviors. Theoretical perspectives, like the “stress and coping theory,” postulate 

that racial and ethnic background-related negative experiences could deplete individuals 

emotionally and cognitively, often deterring them from performing prosocial behaviors (Hicken 

et al., 2014; Lorenzo-Blanco & Unger, 2015). Existing research endorses this theory, 

documenting how experiences of discrimination diminish prosocial behavior. Longitudinal 

studies even suggest that such experiences have a negative correlation with altruistic behavior 

(Brittian et al., 2013; Davis et al., 2016). In their study of Latino/ adolescents, researchers 

identified an important relationship between discrimination experiences, depressive symptoms, 

and adolescent prosocial behaviors (Davis et al., 2016). Specifically, the researchers found that 
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perceived discrimination was positively associated with depressive symptoms, which were then 

negatively associated with altruistic prosocial behaviors (Davis et al., 2016). Further 

demonstrating the importance of this finding, researchers identified altruistic prosocial behaviors 

as being protective against future depressive symptoms (Davis et al., 2016). This indicated that 

altruistic prosocial behaviors might serve a protective role for those experiencing the negative 

mental effects of discrimination experiences and negative life experiences more broadly. Davis 

and colleagues discussed that their findings may be somewhat exaggerated when compared to 

other minority populations since many of the participants in their study were recent immigrants, 

who may be experiencing higher levels of discrimination since they have had less time to adjust 

than other Latino/a individuals (Davis et al., 2016).  

One additional pathway for how discrimination may reduce prosociality is through its 

negative effect on an individual’s cognitive reappraisal, or the ability to re-evaluate emotions to 

better cope with an event. In their study of African-American university students, researchers 

found that experiences of discrimination were associated with less reappraisal, while reappraisal 

was positively associated with civic engagement attitudes (Riley et al., 2021). Interestingly, there 

was a gender difference in the relationship between discrimination, reappraisal, and civic 

engagement behaviors. Furthermore, while lower reappraisal was associated with decreased civic 

engagement behaviors in men, they were associated with increased civic engagement in women 

(Riley et al., 2021). Researchers suggested that this may be because experiences with 

discrimination see women engage in community activities as a way to cope with the experience, 

while men disengage from the process entirely (Riley et al., 2021). Further supporting the stress 

and coping theory, recent research conducted by Davis and Clark (2022) found that in their 

longitudinal study of racial and ethnic minority young adults, experiences of racial 
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discrimination negatively predicted empathic concern, which then was negatively associated 

with altruistic prosocial behaviors (Davis & Clark, 2022). Davis and Clark explained that 

discrimination may be a toxic form of stress that leads to negative outcomes for ethnic 

minorities. The pervasive nature of discrimination drains individuals of the emotional resources 

they may need to identify with and help others in need (Davis & Clark, 2022). Beyond not 

receiving the positive health benefits of acting prosocially, Davis & Clark point out that the 

stress of discrimination and its lessening of empathic concern can cause individuals to miss out 

on opportunities to help others in a way that strengthens their social ability and position, further 

compounding the negative outcomes of experiencing discrimination (Davis & Clark, 2022).  

Interestingly, existing research finds that experiences of racial discrimination are 

associated with increases in public prosocial behaviors, or those prosocial behaviors likely to be 

seen by others (Brittian et al., 2013; Davis et al., 2016). Despite this leading to an increase in 

prosocial behaviors, researchers theorize this may be due to the stress of discrimination and the 

need to act in ways that improve one’s public perception and promote harmony (Davis et al., 

2021). With recent survey data showing that as manover half of Hispanic/Latino Americans and 

African Americans experienced racial and ethnic discrimination since the onset of the Covid-19 

pandemic (Daniller, 2021; Ruiz et al., 2020), the importance of considering racial and ethnic 

discrimination in our literature review is clear. Though this study does not capture experiences of 

racial and ethnic discrimination, this remains an important consideration due to the prevalence of 

these experiences in the lives of the racial and ethnic groups that exist within this study.  

Theories on Racial and Ethnic Background and Prosocial Behaviors. An alternative 

theory stands counter to the stress and coping models, coined as the “altruism born of suffering” 

hypothesis (Staub & Vollhardt, 2008). In this theory, adversity, suffering, and trauma may lead 
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to increased empathy and perspective-taking, consequently leading to increased prosociality. 

Extant research substantiates this theory both within a wider trauma context (Davis et al., 2019; 

Frazier et al., 2013; Vollhardt & Staub, 2011) and concerning racial discrimination as a traumatic 

incident (Aydinli-Karakulak et al., 2021). Aydinli-Karakulak et al. (2021) reported a positive 

correlation between experiences of discrimination and prosocial behaviors among ethnic 

minorities, which were associated with enhanced feelings of loneliness, self-esteem, and life 

satisfaction. While these findings indicate the potential for posttraumatic growth following 

perceived discrimination encounters, the researchers established no significant impact of 

prosocial behavior in mitigating negative effects. Consequently, this suggests that prosocial 

tendencies might work in tandem with other factors to diminish the detrimental effects of 

discrimination. However, some evidence contradicts this theory. For instance, researchers in a 

different study found no significant association between experiences of racial discrimination and 

prosocial behaviors among their religiously involved African-American male participants (Fike 

et al., 2022).  

Further research examining the interrelationships among experiences of discrimination, 

prosocial behaviors, and decision-making processes demonstrates one potential explanation of 

how altruism born of suffering may still fit into this process. Harris and Kruger (2022) explored 

the perceptions of a group of African-American high-school-aged adolescents to gain deeper 

insights into their views about their identities and their potential influence on their behaviors. 

Though they did not find experiences of discrimination to increase or decrease prosociality in 

their sample, they reported that all participants discussed how their identities and interactions 

with racism were considered when choosing to act prosocially, regardless of whether they were 

in the high or low prosociality groups (Harris & Kruger, 2022). Participants in the group reported 
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how they had to achieve a balancing act between being kind but not too kind so they would not 

be taken advantage of or seen as weak. Despite this, motivations for helping, even those tied to 

experiences of racism, were still discussed. Some participants discussed how, while experiencing 

someone locking their door when they walk by, an easy solution would be to act nicer towards 

them, so they felt foolish for ever being racist in the first place (Harris & Kruger, 2022). The 

participants further discussed how prosocial behaviors could aid others from the community, 

both so they do not look like they do not care and also so others from their community can see 

how to act and get ahead as they have. The hope is that by serving as a model of generosity and 

learned experiences, others in their community can avoid some of the negative experiences they 

have dealt with (Harris & Kruger, 2022). Finally, the participants illuminated that they could 

express their vulnerability and prosocial tendencies without apprehension around family 

members, such as their mothers (Harris & Kruger, 2022). The researchers could not ascertain a 

definitive relationship between discrimination and prosocial behaviors, but they posited that 

understanding the nexus between discrimination, prosociality, and racial identity could offer 

substantive insights into the repercussions of discrimination on prosocial behaviors. Despite the 

difficulty of addressing these complex relationships, comprehending the relationship between 

racial discrimination and prosocial behaviors is pivotal for promoting prosocial behaviors more 

effectively. 

Socioeconomic Status and Prosocial Behavior 

 Prosocial behaviors, fundamentally determined and shaped by numerous social contexts, 

may also be associated with the socioeconomic status (SES) of an individual, a factor that has 

been significantly examined in previous research. The relevance and potency of SES in prosocial 

behavior inquiries can be attributed to various causes, among them the escalating wealth 
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disparity and the stagnation of household income within the United States (Horowitz et al.,  

2020). The exploration of this topic is further complicated by its inherent inconsistencies and 

complexities, highlighting the value of continued research on the topic.  

Furthermore, focusing on SES as one possible contributor to prosocial behaviors helps us 

to more comprehensively understand how to promote prosocial behaviors while also helping to 

address the tendency to focus on WEIRD samples, which do not often include a wider variety of 

socioeconomic statuses (Henrich et al., 2010).  

Higher Socioeconomic Status and Increased Prosocial Behaviors. In the domain of 

prosocial behavior research, the influence of socioeconomic status (SES) on prosocial acts is 

evident across many studies. The most prominent point of contention is this relationship's exact 

nature and directionality. A substantial segment of existing literature suggests that individuals of 

greater SES are more inclined to carry out prosocial behaviors (Andreoni et al., 2021; Hermanni 

& Tutic, 2019; Korndorfer et al., 2015; Macchia & Whillans, 2022; Wang et al., 2021). One 

explanation for this relationship could be traced back to childhood experiences. Existing research 

has scrutinized the role of income in the development of a child’s prosocial behaviors, 

investigating the link between household income during childhood and subsequent charity giving 

and volunteer rates (Bandy & Ottoni-Wilhelm, 2012). The results revealed that the rates of 

volunteering and charitable giving were significantly lower among low-income adolescents once 

they transitioned into early adulthood, signifying that formative backgrounds may play a 

significant influence in the relationship between SES and prosocial behaviors, and in particular 

that lacking the resources to act prosocially may lead to less prosocial behaviors in later life, 

even when available resources may be higher (Bandy & Ottoni-Wilhelm, 2012).  
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Global studies have delved into the interplay between SES and prosocial behaviors 

(Korndorfer et al., 2015). These scholars found a positive correlation worldwide between higher 

SES and increased charitable donations and volunteering, though the underlying mechanisms 

remain elusive (Korndorfer et al., 2015). However, additional research by Macchia and Whillans 

provides a potential insight into these mechanisms. Their usage of data from 133 nations 

revealed that high-income individuals contributed more to charitable organizations and 

volunteered more extensively than their counterparts with lower incomes (Macchia & Whillans, 

2022). Notably, their analysis also correlated higher wealth inequality with increased prosocial 

activity among high-income individuals. There was, however, no such relationship identified for 

individuals with low income. Researchers posit that high-income individuals, perceiving 

donating their wealth as a societal obligation, could be more likely to demonstrate prosocial 

behavior. This propensity may be even more prominent in societies with heightened wealth 

inequality, where socioeconomic differences may be more apparent, thereby making the needs of 

others more conspicuous (Macchia & Whillans, 2022). 

Lower Socioeconomic Status and Increased Prosocial Behaviors. Contrary to the 

aforementioned results, another body of research underscores an increased frequency of 

prosocial behaviors among individuals of lower socioeconomic status (SES) (Chen et al., 2013; 

Miller et al., 2015; Piff et al., 2010). Some scholars attribute this pattern to higher levels of 

agreeableness exhibited by lower SES individuals (Chapman et al., 2010), in addition to a 

propensity for cooperative traits such as reduced tendencies for deception and manipulation (Piff 

et al., 2012; Wang & Murnighan, 2014). 

In their research scrutinizing the impact of SES on prosocial behaviors, researchers 

conducted four exploratory studies. They found that participants of lower SES across their 
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samples consistently showed heightened generosity, trustworthiness, charitableness, and 

helpfulness. Mediating this relationship was an adherence to egalitarian values and expressions 

of compassion, suggesting these factors as possible explanations for the link between lower SES 

and increased prosocial behaviors (Piff et al., 2010). 

Nevertheless, the complexity of these discussions is further heightened by more recent 

studies employing similar methodologies to the previously discussed research, yet yielding 

contrasting conclusions (Andreoni et al., 2021; Stamos et al., 2020). These studies fail to 

establish a notable correlation between SES and prosocial behaviors using similar 

methodologies, further obfuscating the clarity of understanding this complex topic. 

Explanations for Conflicting Findings on Socioeconomic Status and Prosocial 

Behavior. A potential explanation for these differential findings might lie in the specific type of 

prosocial behaviors executed and the resulting impact on an individual's reputation. Ongoing 

research offers robust evidence that a prosocial reputation can benefit an individual and that 

making these benefits salient can increase prosocial actions (Eisenberg et al., 1996; Penner et al., 

2005). As would be expected then, prosocial behaviors, particularly those that are visible to 

others, can positively influence an individual's reputation (Andreoni, 1990). However, this 

tendency can be counteracted by concerns over appearing greedy or self-serving, with observers 

demonstrating acute sensitivity towards potentially egotistical motives (Exley, 2018; Newman & 

Cain, 2014; Silver et al., 2021). To this end, researchers explored the social benefits inherent in 

charitable giving across four individual studies (Yuan et al., 2018). Their findings found that 

individuals of lower SES tend to be perceived as more authentically altruistic, thereby accruing 

reputational benefits more readily. Nevertheless, highlighting the percentage of income donated 

by higher SES individuals facilitated similar reputational enhancements once it was clear they 
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were donating a similar portion of their income (Yuan et al., 2018). Further emphasizing the 

social dynamics of prosocial behaviors, researchers discovered a tendency among lower SES 

individuals towards private, rather than public, prosocial behavior (Kraus & Callaghan, 2016). 

Conversely, higher SES individuals demonstrated tendencies towards public prosocial behaviors, 

underscored by feelings of pride (Kraus & Callaghan, 2016). While the exact interplay between 

SES and prosocial behavior proves challenging to ascertain, one reason for variation in the 

findings regarding SES and prosocial behavior variations may stem from the distinct public and 

private nature of measured prosocial behaviors and the associated reputational considerations 

(Kraus & Callaghan, 2016). 

Gender and Contributors of Prosocial Behavior. In recent studies investigating 

prosocial behavior within the gendered context, findings suggest that males and females exhibit 

more similarities than differences (Xiao et al., 2019). However, extant literature consistently 

reports that girls and women tend to display higher levels of prosocial behavior compared to 

boys and men (Fabes & Eisenberg, 1998; Kamas & Preston, 2021; Jaffee & Hyde, 2000; Kindap-

Tepe & Aktas, 2021). This pattern may be attributed, in part, to the elevated levels of empathy 

and empathic concern observed in girls and women, both recognized as influential contributors 

to prosocial behaviors (Archer, 2019; Baron-Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004; Van der Graaf et al., 

2014; Willer et al., 2015). Recent empirical support for this explanation comes from a study 

involving 180 U.S. college students, where researchers utilized various prosocial laboratory 

games to investigate these dynamics (Kamas & Preston, 2021). Notably, the study revealed that 

women exhibited empathy ratings 11% higher than men's, and their empathic concern was 14% 

higher than men's (Kamas & Preston, 2021). Consistent with prior research, women in the 

sample tended to engage in more prosocial behaviors, with both empathy and empathic concern 
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positively correlated with such behaviors, and women scoring significantly higher on both 

dimensions in this sample (Kamas & Preston, 2021). Interestingly, when controlling for ratings 

of empathy and empathic concern, gender differences in prosocial behavior ceased to be 

significant, suggesting that individuals with similar levels of empathy and empathic concern, 

regardless of gender, demonstrate comparable prosocial behaviors (Kamas & Preston, 2021). 

Despite these recent findings attempting to understand gendered differences in prosocial 

behaviors, there remains a gap in understanding how other concepts, such as the principle of care 

or social trust, may predict prosocial behaviors within the context of gender differences. 

Consequently, this study seeks to contribute to the existing literature by investigating potential 

gender differences in the relationship between factors influencing prosocial behaviors and the 

manifestation of such behaviors at both high and low costs. 

Age and Contributors of Prosocial Behavior. In addition to other sources of variation 

in prosocial behaviors, existing research demonstrates that age can also impact our willingness to 

act prosocially through its relationship with other contributing factors. Studies consistently find 

that elderly individuals exhibit higher levels of prosocial behavior compared to their non-elderly 

counterparts, particularly in domains such as donations and volunteering (Gong et al., 2019; 

Matsumoto et al., 2016; Roberts & Maxfield, 2019; Sze et al., 2012). A potential explanatory 

factor for these findings lies in the well-documented correlation between age and empathic 

concern. Research investigating empathic concern across early, middle, and elderly adults 

reveals that the latter group reports elevated levels of trait empathy and empathic concern when 

exposed to distressing stimuli, such as a film depicting a distressing situation (Sze et al., 2012). 

Moreover, elderly participants demonstrate increased prosocial behavior, particularly in the form 

of charitable donations, with age partially mediating the relationship between empathic concern 
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and donation behavior (Sze et al., 2012). Contrary to the notion that empathy declines with age, 

the researchers propose that elderly individuals may be more attuned to situations of distress or 

instances requiring assistance, possibly due to a shift towards other-oriented emotions in later life 

or heightened salience of loss due to aging and accumulated experience with the deaths of others 

(Charles, 2005; Gurven & Kaplan, 2007; Palmore & Manton 1974). Supporting this, existing 

research indicates that, while both elderly and non-elderly individuals recognize the association 

between empathic concern and prosocial behavior, older adults exhibit higher levels of empathic 

distress, suggesting a heightened desire to engage in prosocial actions (Bailey et al., 2020). 

Further corroborating this point, it is found that even when younger and older participants 

demonstrate equal willingness to engage in prosocial behavior, older individuals invest more 

effort into their prosocial actions. This was exemplified in a study where older participants 

exerted greater effort in assembling medical pamphlets on pain research and management, 

potentially indicative of prioritizing social bonds over monetary rewards, a tendency more 

prevalent in elderly populations (Bailey et al., 2020). While these findings contribute valuable 

insights into the age-related dynamics of empathic concern and prosocial behavior, certain gaps 

persist, particularly regarding the relationship between age and other contributing factors to 

prosocial behavior, such as the principle of care and social trust. This study addresses these gaps 

by examining age-based variations in the relationships between these contributing factors and 

prosocial behaviors. 

Summary of Study Aims 

The objective of this exploratory study is to address existing gaps in the research by 

examining the factors that contribute to performing both high-cost and low-cost prosocial 
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behaviors. Specifically, this study further examines the contributing factors of social trust, the 

principle of care, and empathic concern in both low-cost and high-cost prosocial behaviors. 

While the relationship between empathic concern and prosocial behaviors is well established, the 

relationship between the principle of care, social trust, and prosocial behaviors is less 

understood. The principle of care, defined as the degree to which one identifies with the moral 

importance of helping others, has been found not just to be associated with prosocial behaviors 

but to stand separately from empathic concern (Ottoni-Wilhelm & Bekkers, 2010). Furthermore, 

despite research suggesting that social trust could be an important factor to consider when 

looking at contributors' top prosocial behaviors, few studies have examined this potential 

relationship (Han et al., 2019; Wang & Graddy, 2008). Finally, existing research on the 

contributing factors to prosocial behaviors has rarely examined similarities and differences 

across racial and ethnic groups and socioeconomic groups. This is a significant limitation to 

address, as existing research shows that one's racial and ethnic background may promote 

prosocial behaviors in specific contexts (Armenta et al., 2011; Harris & Kruger, 2022; Triandis, 

2001). Though existing findings on socioeconomic status and prosocial behaviors are somewhat 

contradictory, researchers do agree that socioeconomic status, either historically or in the 

present, is another important contributing factor to one’s decision to act prosocially and perhaps 

even to engage in low-cost or high-cost prosocial behaviors specifically (Bell et al., 1995; Bohm 

et al., 2018). Despite its exploratory nature, this study will allow us to better understand the 

nuances of prosocial behaviors beyond a unidimensional construct while also considering 

previously understudied contributing factors.  
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Research Questions 

RQ #1 What differences do we see among our study variables across our 

sociodemographic groups? 

- RQ#1a What sociodemographic differences do we see across empathic concern? 

- RQ#1b What sociodemographic differences do we see across the principle of care?   

- RQ#1c What sociodemographic differences do we see across social trust? 

- RQ#1d What sociodemographic differences do we see across low-cost prosocial 

behaviors? 

- RQ#1e What sociodemographic differences do we see across high-cost prosocial 

behaviors? 

RQ #2 What is the relationship between empathic concern, the principle of care, social 

trust, and high-cost and low-cost prosocial behaviors? 

- RQ#2a What association is there between empathic concern and both low- and high-

cost prosocial behaviors?  

- RQ#2b What association is there between the principle of care and both low- and 

high-cost prosocial behaviors? 

- RQ#2c What association is there between social trust and both low- and high-cost 

prosocial behaviors? 

RQ #3 What similarities and differences do we see in the relationship between these 

variables and high-cost and low-cost prosocial behaviors across sociodemographic contexts?   

- RQ#3a What similarities and differences do we see in the relationship between 

prosocial contributors and prosocial behaviors across racial and ethnic backgrounds?  
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- RQ#3b What similarities and differences do we see in the relationship between 

prosocial contributors and prosocial behaviors across genders?  

- RQ#3c What similarities and differences do we see in the relationship between 

prosocial contributors and prosocial behaviors across socioeconomic groups?  

- RQ#3d What similarities and differences do we see in the relationship between 

prosocial contributors and prosocial behaviors across age groups?  
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Chapter 3: Data and Methods 

In this study, we are conducting a secondary analysis of an existing national dataset. 

Specifically, we are utilizing the 2004 National Opinion Research Center General Social Survey 

(NORC GSS, or GSS). This survey contains a broadly representative sample of 2807 participants 

from across the United States in the year 2004. Our final sample includes 1,339 participants who 

had responses on at least one of our mains study variables. These participants range in age from 

18-89, with an average age of 46 years old.  %4.5 % of the sample is Female, while 45.5% of the 

sample is Male. Participants have a racial and ethnic group composition of 75% European 

American, 12% African American, and 9% Hispanic American. The socioeconomic breakdown 

of our final sample is 31.1% low income, 41.3% middle income, and 17.4% high income. The 

GSS includes multiple questions attempting to ascertain Americans’ beliefs and ideas on society 

and their own lives. This includes questions relevant to prosocial behaviors, empathic concern, 

the principle of care, and social trust, as well as multiple demographic questions gathering 

information on race and ethnicity, socioeconomic status, education, and more. 

The GSS was chosen due to its relatively large sample size, relative representation of US 

Citizens by demographic makeup according to US census figures, and the inclusion of 

participants from across the United States, as broken up into 8 geographic regions (Smith et al., 

2014). In addition to this, the GSS includes a number of questions that many surveys do not have 

available, such as questions on multiple types of prosocial behaviors or questions relevant to the 

principle of care and social trust. Though many more recent years of the study have these 
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questions, the year 2004 was the last year that the GSS included questions measuring empathic 

concern, namely the Davis Interpersonal Reactivity Index’s empathic concern subscale (Davis, 

1980). Though we believe from existing research that other factors contribute to prosocial 

behaviors, the importance of empathic concern as a contributor must still be considered. Because 

of this, we opted to use data not just from the GSS, but from the 2004 dataset specifically.  

Measures 

Prosocial Behavior. To assess prosocial behaviors in our sample, this study utilized a 

conception of prosocial behaviors based on the prosocial behavior measure in Ottoni-Wilhelm 

and Bekker's 2010 study (Ottoni-Wilhelm & Bekkers, 2010). Similar to their study, this study 

utilized ten items measuring helping behaviors from the GSS survey items, which was divided 

into low-cost helping (seven items) and high-cost helping (three items). Low-cost helping 

behaviors included how often one gave food to people experiencing homelessness, offered their 

seat to someone else, or carried someone’s belongings, among other behaviors. High-cost 

helping behaviors included giving money to a charity, volunteering for a charity, or donating 

one’s blood. For each item, participants were asked to respond using a six-point Likert scale for 

how many times they engaged with each behavior in the past year, ranging from one (not at all in 

the past year) to six (more than once per week).  

Social Trust. Social trust is measured using a single item created by the GSS for their 

1981 World Values Survey (Davern et al., 1972-2022). This survey item asks the following 

question: “Would you say that people can be trusted or that you can't be too careful in dealing 

with people?” Responses on this item range from always trusted (1) to always not trusted (4), 

with higher scores indicating lower levels of social trust.  
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Empathic Concern. Empathic concern is measured using the empathic concern subscale 

of the Davis Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Davis, 1980). This measure asks participants to rate 

their responses to seven empathic concern-related questions such as: “(1) I often have tender, 

concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me; (2) Sometimes I don't feel very sorry for 

other people when they are having problems; (3) When I see someone being taken advantage of, 

I feel kind of protective towards them; (4) Other people's misfortunes do not usually disturb me a 

great deal; (5) When I see someone being treated unfairly, I sometimes don't feel very much pity 

for them; (6) I am often quite touched by things that I see happen; and (7) I would describe 

myself as a pretty soft-hearted person.“ Responses on these measures range from does not 

describe me well (1) to describes me very well (5), with items two, four, and five being reverse-

scored. Scores on all responses are then added, with the sum indicating the final empathic 

concern score. Higher scores are indicative of higher levels of empathic concern.  

The Principle of Care. The principle of care measure is used as it was conceptualized in 

Ottoni-Wilhem and Bekker's 2010 study on helping behaviors and the influence of the principle 

of care (Ottoni-Wilhem & Bekker, 2010). This measure was constructed to measure moral 

positions and cognitions specifically, pulling from questions used by the NORC GSS to assess 

attitudes on general helping behaviors. The researchers further noted that these measures were 

very similar to those used by researchers attempting to measure prosocial personality traits, an 

idea that conceptually may be considered a predecessor to the principle of care (Penner et al. 

1995). The principle of care measure consists of three questions from the GSS altruism module, 

including: “(1) people should be willing to help others who are less fortunate; (2) personally 

assisting people in trouble is very important to me, and (3) these days people need to look after 

themselves and not overly worry about others.” Responses to these items range from strongly 
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disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). The third measure is reverse scored, with the sum of all 

responses creating a final principle of care score, with higher scores indicating higher personal 

identification with the principle of care.  

Racial and Ethnic Background. This study's racial and ethnic background was 

constructed from the GSS racial background and Hispanic identity items. The racial background 

questionnaire only asked if participants were European-American, African-American, or other. 

In addition, a separate question asked participants to indicate if they were Hispanic or not. To 

construct one measure for our racial and ethnic background measure, this study first took stock 

of which participants said they were Hispanic or not before then combining it in SPSS with the 

existing racial background measure in such a way that each participant was labeled as Hispanic if 

they indicated “yes” on the Hispanic identity item, and all other participants were labeled as 

European American, African American or other. This methodology was chosen to maximize the 

Hispanic population, as this seemed to be the smallest of the three groups and accounts for many 

Hispanic identities.  

Socioeconomic Status. As a simple proxy for socioeconomic status, this study uses the 

GSS total family income measure to create three groups based on total income. Using Pew 

Research’s definition of middle income as a household income of two-thirds to double that of the 

median income (Pew Research Center, 2015) and 2004 Federal Census data showing the median 

income to be $44,686, we calculate our low-income group as being any family income of less 

than $30,000 a year, our middle-income group as $30,000 to $90,000 a year, and our higher-

income group as any household making over $90,000 a year.  
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Gender. Within the GSS study sample, gender was conceptualized as male and female. 

Respondents provided their gender information when responding to the GSS survey. The 2004 

sample used in this study is 54.5% Female and 45.5% Male.  

 Age. Within the GSS study sample, age was measured by asking the respondent their age 

at the time of data collection. In the 2004 sample, ages ranged from 18 to 89 (or older), with no 

option to specify age over 89. The median age in our sample is 46 years of age, with a standard 

deviation of 16.8 years. Then, the age groups were further divided, in our sample, into three age 

groups of earlier adulthood (18-39 years of age), middle adulthood (40-59 years of age), and 

elderly adulthood (60 years of age and over).  

Analysis Plan 

Our analysis begins with a descriptive analysis to better understand relationships among 

the variables in this study. Next, a series of One-Way Welch ANOVAs are performed to 

examine potential demographic differences among our main study variables. Following this, I  

proceed to test the theoretical path model, as shown in Figure 1.1, by conducting a path analysis. 

With the model finalized, I conduct a series of multigroup path analyses based on the final full-

sample model to examine model differences and differences in significant paths by demographic 

variable groups. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

Statistical Analysis 

For this study, our analysis begins with a set of descriptive analyses to better understand 

the relationships among the variables in this study. This includes calculating reliability for 

measures, examining means and standard deviations, and examining correlations among the 

study variables. Finally, we checked for the presence of multicollinearity among independent 

variables and found no issues related to multicollinearity. These descriptive analyses are 

performed in SPSS, version 29.   

We proceeded to perform a set of one-way Welch ANOVAs to investigate whether there 

were any significant differences in the mean values of study variables across demographic 

variables. We then employed Games-Howell post-hoc testing to further clarify the differences 

among our demographic variables and the extent of these differences. These statistical analyses 

were carried out using SPSS version 29.  

Utilizing path analysis, we tested the theoretical model (shown in Figure 1.1). We 

trimmed any non-significant paths from the model to attain a final version. Afterwards, we 

examined significant differences between groups based on demographic variables using 

multigroup path analyses, informed by our previous Welch ANOVA analyses and the final path 

model. These path analyses were conducted in SPSS AMOS version 29. 
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Missing Data Analysis 

 To examine the impact of missing data in our study, we performed a Missing Values 

Analysis before conducting multiple imputations using the Markov Chain Monte Carlo method 

in SPSS version 29. Our initial missing values analysis utilizing Little’s MCAR test suggested 

that our missing data may not be Missing Completely at Random (x2(30) = 59.01, p = .001). 

Separate Variance t-tests were then conducted to examine differences in response for those who 

did not respond to a variable with the most missing data, Social Trust. These T-tests found no 

significant difference in response on other variables for those who did and did not respond to the 

social trust question, suggesting that our data is missing at random (MAR). Additionally, we 

performed multiple imputations using the Markov Chain Monte Carlo method in order to 

understand better the impact of missing data in the study sample. We chose this method over 

other missing data estimation methods as they provide more accurate estimations and results and 

work best with path analysis, our intended final method of analysis (Little & Rubin, 2002) We 

created five imputed datasets using this method and reran the Welch ANOVA series. The 

imputed datasets had similar relationships to those identified in the Welch ANOVA’s performed 

with the original dataset, suggesting the missing data had a minimal impact on our findings. 

Considering the minimal impact of the missing data in our sample, we used the original sample 

and pairwise deletion for our Welch ANOVA analyses and full information maximum likelihood 

estimation (FIML) for our path analyses.  

Descriptive Analyses   

 To begin our descriptive analyses, the means, standard deviations, and alpha levels, 

where applicable for our main study variables, are examined (see Table 1.1 for Cronbach’s alpha 
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and descriptives). Two of our main variables, empathic concern (α = .72) and low-cost prosocial 

behaviors (α = .66) showed acceptable reliability in our study (Vaske et al., 2017). Other variables 

such as the principle of care (α = .41) and high-cost prosocial behaviors (α = .48), were found to 

have relatively low reliability. Partially explaining this may be the fact that both of these scales 

have relatively few items, with both being only 3-item measures. Existing literature discusses 

that Cronbach’s alphas are impacted by the number of items, such that fewer item measures may 

have artificially low alpha values (Cortina, 1993; Streiner, 2003a). In these cases, scholars 

suggest average item intercorrelation as another way to examine the reliability of a scale with an 

acceptable range of  .15 to .50 (Briggs & Cheek, 1986). This method is also suggested to be 

better for examining behavioral scales, such as prosocial behaviors (Streiner, 2003b). Both the 

principle of care (r = .37) and high-cost prosocial behaviors (r = .20) showed average item 

intercorrelations within the acceptable range.  

Next, the correlations among the main study variables, including the contributing factors 

as well as high- and low-cost prosocial behaviors, were examined (for all correlations and p-

values, see Table 1.2). These analyses found there was a significant correlation between high- 

and low-cost prosocial behaviors (r = .37, p < .001), such that higher levels of high-cost 

prosocial behaviors are associated with higher levels of low-cost prosocial behaviors. 

Furthermore, analyses found that empathic concern was positively correlated with both low-cost 

(r = .18, p < .001) and high-cost prosocial behaviors (r = .17, p < .001). The principle of care was 

also positively correlated with both low-cost (r = .24, p < .001) and high-cost prosocial behaviors 

(r = .28, p < .001). Interestingly, we found no significant correlation between social trust and 

low-cost prosocial behaviors (r = .02, p = .56), though social trust was significantly associated 

with high-cost prosocial behaviors (r = .14, p < .001). Social trust was only significantly and 
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positively associated with one other contributing factor, the principle of care (r = .10, p < .01), 

such that higher levels of the principle of care were correlated with higher ratings of social trust. 

The principle of care and empathic concern were found to be significantly and positively 

correlated (r = .45, p < .001), supporting existing research suggesting that the two are separate 

but related constructs (Ottoni-Wilhelm & Bekkers, 2010). Taken together, these analyses help to 

shape our understanding of the relationships between our study variables as we begin to test our 

hypothesized path model.  

Multicollinearity was assessed among our independent variables due to their strong 

correlations. This assessment was conducted by examining variance inflation factors (VIF), a 

common indicator of multicollinearity (Kim, 2019; Olivoto et al., 2017). The results indicated 

that there were no concerns of multicollinearity among our independent variables. All VIF scores 

were in the range of 1-5, indicating correlation but no concern of multicollinearity (Kim, 2019).  

We analyzed the descriptive statistics of our study's demographic variables, including 

racial and ethnic background, socioeconomic status, gender, and age. Please refer to Table 1.3 to 

view our study variables' means and standard deviations by demographic variable groups. We 

conducted a series of one-way Welch’s ANOVAs to assess differences in our study variables by 

demographic variable groups. As our data had issues with variance homogeneity, we used 

Welch’s ANOVA, which examines mean differences like a regular ANOVA, but assumes 

unequal variances (Delacre et al., 2019).  

One-Way Welch ANOVA for examining Group Differences 

Our first series of one-way Welch’s ANOVAs examined potential group differences 

among our main study variables as a function of racial and ethnic background. The results of 
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these analyses can also be seen in Table 2.1 and Figures 2.1-2.5. Of the five Welch ANOVAs, 

four indicated a significant difference by racial group, namely differences in empathic concern 

scores (Welch ANOVA test; p = .029), principle of care scores (Welch ANOVA test; p  = .024), 

social trust scores (Welch ANOVA test; p  < .001), and high-cost prosocial behaviors (Welch 

ANOVA test; p  < .001).  Post-hoc testing using Games-Howell testing provides a better 

understanding of the specific differences. Pot-hoc testing of empathic concern scores found no 

significant pairwise differences. Post-hoc testing for the principle of care scores found a 

significant difference between European American and Hispanic American participants, such 

that European Americans' mean scores were higher than Hispanic Americans (p = .039). Post-

hoc testing for social trust scores found that European Americans had significantly higher mean 

social trust scores than both African American (p < .001) and Hispanic American participants (p 

= .002). Finally, post-hoc testing for high-cost prosocial behaviors found that European 

Americans engaged in significantly more high-cost prosocial behaviors than Hispanic American 

participants (p = .002).  

Our next series of one-way Welch’s ANOVAs examined potential group differences 

among our main study variables as a function of gender. Of the five ANOVAs performed, three 

indicated significant differences by gender, namely differences in empathic concern scores 

(Welch ANOVA test; p < .001), principle of care scores (Welch ANOVA test; p < .001), and 

low-cost prosocial behaviors (Welch ANOVA test; p = .003). Because there are only two 

categories for gender here, post-hoc testing could not be conducted, but the results of the Welch 

ANOVA combined with our means in Table 1.3 indicate that women had significantly higher 

empathic concern and principle of care scores, while men had significantly higher rates of 

engaging in low-cost prosocial behaviors.  
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A third series of one-way Welch’s ANOVAs examined potential group differences 

among our main study variables as a function of socioeconomic status. Of the five ANOVAs 

performed, three indicated significant differences by socioeconomic status, namely differences in 

principle of care scores (Welch ANOVA test; p = .006), social trust scores (Welch ANOVA test; 

p < .001), and high-cost prosocial behaviors (Welch ANOVA test; p < .001). ). Post-hoc testing 

using the Games-Howell test was then conducted to gain a better understanding of the specific 

differences among age groups and our main study variables. First, our post hoc test examining 

socioeconomic status and the principle of care scores found that high-income participants have 

significantly higher principle of care scores than both low-income (p = .004) and middle-income 

participants (p = .023). Next, our post hoc test examining socioeconomic status and social trust 

scores found that high-income participants have significantly higher ratings of social trust than 

both low-income (p < .001) and middle-income participants (p < .001). For our final post-hoc 

test, we examined socioeconomic status and high-cost prosocial behaviors and found that high-

income participants exhibited higher levels of high-cost prosocial behaviors than both low-

income (p < .001) and middle-income participants (p < .001).  

The final series of one-way Welch’s ANOVAs examined potential group differences 

among our main study variables as a function of age.  All five Welch ANOVAs indicated 

significant differences based on age, including empathic concern scores (Welch ANOVA test; p 

= .006), principle of care scores (Welch ANOVA test; p < .001), social trust scores (Welch 

ANOVA test; p  < .001), low-cost prosocial behaviors (Welch ANOVA test; p  < .001) and high-

cost prosocial behaviors (Welch ANOVA test; p  < .001). Post-hoc testing using the Games-

Howell test was then conducted to better understand the specific differences among age groups 

and our main study variables. Post-hoc testing examining age and empathic concern 
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demonstrated that early-adult participants had significantly lower scores than both middle (p 

= .013) and late-adulthood participants (p = .034). Post-hoc testing examining age and the 

principle of care found that early-adulthood participants had significantly lower scores than 

middle-adulthood participants (p < .001). Next, post-hoc testing examined age and social trust 

scores and found that early-adulthood participants had significantly lower ratings of social trust 

than both middle-adulthood (p < .001) and late-adulthood (p < .001) participants. Further post-

hoc testing examined age and low-cost prosocial behaviors and found that late-adulthood 

participants had significantly lower rates of low-cost prosocial behavior than both middle-

adulthood (p < .001) and early-adulthood participants (p < .001). Our final post-hoc test 

examining age and high-cost prosocial behaviors found that early-adulthood participants reported 

significantly less high-cost prosocial behaviors than middle-adulthood participants (p < .001) 

The findings of our one-way Welch ANOVAs suggest that there are multiple potential 

group differences within our data. This warrants further exploration utilizing multigroup path 

analysis after the hypothesized full model is finalized.  

Path Analysis  

 Next, we conducted a path analysis of our initial, full sample, theoretical model (Figure 

3.1) in order to examine the relationship between emotional, cognitive and social contextual 

factors, and both high-cost and low-cost prosocial behaviors. Our theoretical model was found to 

have excellent model fit according to multiple fit indices (χ2 = 1.127, df = 01, p = 0.29; CFI = 

1.0; TLI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.01, see Hooper et al., 2008). Of our six hypothesized paths, four 

were found to be statistically significant, with one approaching significance, and one being non-

significant. We found direct, significant associations between empathic concern and low-cost 
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prosocial behaviors (β = .09, p = .003), the principle of care and low-cost prosocial behaviors (β 

= .19, p < .001), the principle of care and high-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .25, p < .001), and 

social trust and high-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .11, p < .001). The path from empathic 

concern to high-cost prosocial behavior approached significance but remained non-significant at 

the p ≤ .05 level (β = .06, p = .063). The final path, from social trust to low-cost prosocial 

behaviors, was found to be non-significant (β = .00, p = .99). Due to the good model fit exhibited 

from this model, nonsignificant paths were retained to allow for possible variations in our 

multiple group path analysis. The full sample model with paths and regression coefficients is 

available in Figure 1.2.  

Multigroup Path Analysis 

 After establishing the finalized total-sample model, we retained the same model for 

conducting a series of multigroup path analyses. These analyses focused on exploring the impact 

of (1) racial and ethnic background, (2) gender, (3) socioeconomic status, and (4) age. The 

results of these analyses in terms of significant regression paths and pairwise parameter 

comparisons using z-score differences are presented in Table 4.1.  

 Racial and ethnic background: For this model, we first fully constrained the model to 

test the assumption that all regression paths were equal across groups. Doing so led to a 

statistically significant worsening of the model (Δχ2 = 142.43, Δdf = 38; p < .001). For the 

remainder of the analysis of the racial and ethnic background groups, the unconstrained model 

was retained, which demonstrated adequate fit to the data indices (χ2 = 1.03, df = 03, p = 0.79; 

CFI = 1.0; TLI = 1.0; RMSEA = 0.00). We then began to examine the significant paths for each 

of our three racial and ethnic background groups. For the European American group, three paths 
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were statistically significant. These paths were from the principle of care to low-cost prosocial 

behaviors (β = .22, p < .001), principle of care to high-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .27, p < 

.001), and social trust to high-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .08, p < .05). For the African 

American group, two paths were statistically significant. These paths were from the principle of 

care to high-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .20, p < .05), and from social trust to high-cost 

prosocial behaviors (β = .23, p < .05). Our final group, Hispanic Americans, had two significant 

paths, from the principle of care to low-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .21, p < .05), and from 

social trust to high-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .33, p < .001). Pairwise parameter comparisons 

using z-scores demonstrated that in addition to these similarities and differences in the regression 

coefficients, there were statistically significant differences in the magnitude of some of these 

relationships. Namely, though significant for both parties, Hispanic Americans in this sample 

had a stronger positive association between social trust and high-cost prosocial behaviors than 

did European Americans (Z = 2.43, p < .05). In addition, pairwise parameter comparisons found 

differences that approached significance on the path from social trust to high-cost prosocial 

behavior (Z = 1.77, p < .10)., and the path from the principle of care to low-cost prosocial 

behaviors (Z = 1.65, p < .10), between African Americans and European Americans, though they 

did not meet the p < .05 threshold. Furthermore, pairwise parameter comparisons on the path 

from principle of care to high-cost prosocial behaviors between European Americans and 

Hispanic Americans approached significance (Z = -1.66, p < .10).  

Gender: We began by fully constraining the model to test the assumption that all 

regression paths were equal across groups. Doing so led to a statistically significant worsening of 

the model (Δχ2 = 124.85, Δdf = 19; p < .001). For the remainder of the analysis of the gender 

groups, the unconstrained model was retained, which demonstrated adequate fit to the data 
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indices (χ2 = 4.46, df = 02, p = 0.11; CFI = .99; TLI = .94; RMSEA = 0.03).  We next began to 

examine the significant paths for each of our male and female groups. For male participants, 

there were significant paths between empathic concern and low-cost prosocial behavior (β = .10, 

p < .05), empathic concern and high-cost prosocial behavior (β = .09, p < .05), the principle of 

care and low-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .28, p < .001), and the principle of care and high-cost 

prosocial behaviors (β = .29, p < .001). For female participants, there were significant paths 

between empathic concern and low-cost prosocial behavior (β = .12, p < .01), the principle of 

care and low-cost prosocial behavior (β = .13, p < .01), the principle of care and high-cost 

prosocial behavior (β = .20, p < .001), and social trust and high-cost prosocial behavior (β = .13, 

p < .01). Pairwise parameter comparisons using z-scores demonstrated that in addition to these 

similarities and differences in the regression coefficients, there were statistically significant 

differences in the magnitude of some similar path relationships. While male and female 

participants both saw a positive association between principle of care scores and low-cost 

prosocial behaviors, this association was found to be significantly stronger for male participants. 

(Z = -2.79, p < .01). Similarly, pairwise parameter comparisons for the path from the principle of 

care to high-cost prosocial behavior found a similar relationship that approached statistical 

significance at the threshold of p < .05 (Z = -1.69, p < .10). 

 Socioeconomic status (SES): Next, differences among socioeconomic status groups were 

explored. For this model, we first fully constrained the model to test the assumption that all 

regression paths were equal across groups. Doing so led to a statistically significant worsening of 

the model (Δχ2 = 186.86, Δdf = 38; p < .001). For the remainder of the analysis of the racial and 

ethnic background groups, the unconstrained model was retained, which demonstrated adequate 

fit to the data indices (χ2 = 3.51, df = 03, p = 0.32; CFI = 1.0; TLI = .99; RMSEA = 0.01). We 
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then began to examine the significant paths for each of our three socioeconomic groups. For 

participants in the low-income group, there were three significant paths from empathic concern 

to low-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .13, p < .01), the principle of care to low-cost prosocial 

behaviors (β = .14, p < .05), and from the principle of care to high-cost prosocial behaviors (β = 

.27, p < .001). Participants in the middle-income group had four significant paths from empathic 

concern to high-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .09, p < .05), the principle of care to low-cost 

prosocial behaviors (β = .21, p < .001), the principle of care to high-cost prosocial behaviors (β = 

.18, p < .001), and from social trust to high-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .10, p < .05). Finally, 

our participants in the high-income group had two significant paths from the principle of care to 

low-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .29, p < .001), and from the principle of care to high-cost 

prosocial behaviors (β = .37, p < .001). Pairwise parameter comparisons using z-scores 

demonstrated that in addition to these similarities and differences in the regression coefficients, 

there was one statistically significant difference in the magnitude of one similar path 

relationship. Specifically, our high-income participants had a stronger association between the 

principle of care and high-cost prosocial behaviors than did our middle-income participants (Z = 

2.27, p < .05). 

 Age: Fourth, we explored our final group model based on participant age. For this model, 

we first fully constrained the model to test the assumption that all regression paths were equal 

across groups. Doing so led to a statistically significant worsening of the model (Δχ2 = 174.75, 

Δdf = 38; p < .001). For the remainder of the analysis of the racial and ethnic background groups, 

the unconstrained model was retained, which demonstrated adequate fit to the data indices (χ2 = 

2.96, df = 03, p = 0.40; CFI = 1.0; TLI = 1.0; RMSEA = 0.00). Next, we examined the 

significant paths for each of our three age groups. Early adults saw four significant paths from 
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empathic concern to both low-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .13, p < .01) and high-cost prosocial 

behaviors (β = .16, p < .001), as well as from the principle of care to both low-cost prosocial 

behaviors (β = .18, p < .001) and high-cost prosocial behavior (β = .19, p < .001). For our middle 

adulthood participants, there were three significant paths from the principle of care to both low-

cost prosocial behaviors (β = .24, p < .001) and high-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .27, p < .001), 

as well as from social trust to high-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .11, p < .05). The late adulthood 

participants had three significant paths, from the principle of care to high-cost prosocial 

behaviors (β = .25, p < .001), as well as from social trust to both low-cost prosocial behaviors (β 

= .21, p < .01) and high-cost prosocial behaviors (β = .14, p < .05). Pairwise parameter 

comparisons using z-scores demonstrated that there were no significant differences in the 

strength of associations between similar significant paths between groups, though one 

relationship suggesting that the association between the principle of care and low-cost prosocial 

behaviors may be greater for participants in middle adulthood than those in early adulthood did 

approach significance at the p < .05 threshold (Z = 2.27, p < .10). 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Studies of prosocial behaviors have long documented the benefits of prosocial behaviors 

in the various domains of life, not only for receivers of help but also for helpers. Given the 

substantial benefits of prosocial behaviors for individuals and society and growing global and 

regional challenges and crises that require more prosocial behaviors among its members, 

researchers have continued exploring factors and conditions contributing to prosocial behaviors. 

Although significant scientific progress has been made in understanding the development, 

contributors, and consequences of prosocial behavior, many research questions have not been 

answered, and some of the findings are inconsistent across studies. In addition, gaps in the 

existing research limit a deeper understanding of the contributors of prosocial behaviors.  

Research on the determinants of prosocial behaviors has traditionally emphasized 

emotional constructs, particularly empathic concern (Berry et al., 2018; Davis et al., 2019; 

Padilla-Walker et al., 2015). However, cognitive and social factors have received comparatively 

less attention in existing literature. Recent research suggests the importance of considering a 

broader spectrum of contributors to prosocial behaviors, including the principle of care and 

social trust, to enhance our understanding of predictive factors (Ottoni-Wilhelm & Bekkers, 

2010; Han et al., 2019). Further, majority of studies on prosocial behaviors have predominantly 

utilized youth samples from mainly Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic 

(WEIRD) backgrounds (Armstrong-Carter & Telzer, 2021), which limit the generalization of 

research findings. In addition, most existing studies approach prosocial behaviors as a 
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unidimensional construct that lacks more nuanced ways to capture the diverse range of prosocial 

behaviors (Eisenberg et al., 2016; Padilla-Walker & Carlo, 2014). Additionally, the cost and 

efforts associated with prosocial behaviors has been identified as a potentially significant factor 

for people to behave prosocially, highlighting the multidimensional nature of prosocial behaviors 

(Maiya et al., 2023; Davis et al., 2016; Davis et al., 2018).  

Thus, further research is necessary to address gaps in the existing literature and further 

clarify and deepen our understanding of the contributors to prosocial behaviors. This study 

addresses these gaps in the existing research by investigating prosocial behaviors in a large, 

diverse, nationally representative adult sample within the United States while accounting for and 

examining potential differences across sociodemographic factors such as racial and ethnic 

background, gender, age, and income. Moreover, this study extends the existing studies by 

incorporating the principle of care (cognitive factor) and social trust (social factor) in addition to 

emphatic concern (emotional factor) as additional contributors to prosocial behaviors. In 

addition, in this study, we distinguish between low- and high-cost prosocial behaviors to better 

capture the complexity of prosocial behaviors. This study aimed to expand our knowledge of 

prosocial behaviors by examining how emotional, cognitive, and social factors across various 

sociodemographic contexts influence different types of prosocial behaviors. 

The following sections will present the main findings and implications of the current 

study, followed by a discussion of its limitations and suggestions for future research. 

Sociodemographic Differences on Social Trust, Empathic Concern, the Principle of Care and 

Prosocial Behaviors 

The results of current findings indicated similarities and noteworthy differences in 

participants' levels of social trust, empathic concern, and the principle of care. These variations 
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were observed across diverse sociodemographic contexts. Aligning with existing literature, 

social trust ratings were lower among both African Americans and Hispanic Americans in our 

study (Pew Research, 2007). Though our study does not address possible reasons for this, 

scholars posit that lower income, reduced opportunity for advancement, and experiences of racial 

discrimination, all of which disproportionately impact racial and ethnic minorities, may work to 

explain these findings (see Smith, 2010 for review). The differences in high-cost prosocial 

behaviors and principle of care ratings between European and Hispanic American participants 

may echo previous findings. Research has found that European Americans tend to endorse higher 

levels of altruistic tendencies than Hispanic Americans (Carlo et al., 2010). This may be linked 

to a heightened emphasis on family rather than a broader community focus among Hispanic 

Americans (Carlo et al., 2010). The principle of care measure used in this study included items 

that tend to focus on a broader sense of community and society rather than one's own family, 

which may contribute to a lower level of principle of care ratings among Hispanic Americans in 

this study. 

In our analysis of gender differences concerning the study variables, we identified three 

statistically significant findings worth highlighting. Women were found to have significantly 

higher ratings of empathic concern and the principle of care. This finding is consistent with the 

existing literature, as studies find that women tend to have higher empathic concern ratings 

(Andrews et al., 2021; Van der Graff et al., 2014) and higher principle of care ratings than men 

(De Wit & Bekkers, 2016). In both cases, researchers have suggested that these differences may 

be more reflective of traditional gender roles and expectations rather than inherent biological 

distinctions (Andrews et al., 2021; Kamas & Preston, 2021; Löffler & Greitemeyer, 2023; Mesch 

et al., 2011). Researchers have demonstrated that men can display higher levels of empathic 
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concern when empathy and caring are viewed as manly or appropriate, further suggesting that 

the observed differences may be due to social norms (Burris et al., 2015). We further found that 

men engaged in significantly more low-cost prosocial behaviors than women. However, there 

was no significant gender difference in high-cost prosocial behaviors. This is distinct from the 

existing literature, which finds higher rates of prosocial behavior among women than men 

(Eisenberg et al., 2006; Kamas & Preston, 2021; Willer et al., 2015). Interestingly, research 

reported that men tend to exhibit more public prosocial behaviors and more physical prosocial 

behaviors (Eagly, 2009; Nielson et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 2019). Items of low-cost prosocial 

behavior measures used in this study map onto more public, physical, and low-emotion helping 

behaviors, such as offering a seat or helping someone carry an item, which may explain our 

findings. By approaching prosocial behavior with a multidimensional focus, we can better 

explore gender differences in prosocial behaviors. Subsequently, we discovered noteworthy 

variations in the study variables depending on socioeconomic status. First, higher-income 

participants had higher principle of care ratings than low- and middle-income participants. 

Existing research demonstrates that high-income individuals tend to endorse the moral value of 

helping others when wealth inequality is high (Macchia & Whillans, 2022; Schmukle et al., 

2019). Interestingly, during the time when the GSS data was collected, research indicated that 

the U.S. exhibited the highest wealth inequality among developed nations. This observation may 

offer some insight into why participants with higher incomes tended to provide higher ratings for 

the principle of care (Smeeding, 2005). A plausible explanation is that individuals with higher 

incomes and possessing greater resources may be more inclined to notice people in need or feel a 

stronger urge to contribute when they are aware of heightened levels of inequality. (Macchia & 

Whillans, 2022). We next found that higher-income participants had higher levels of social trust 
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than our low- and middle-income participants, consistent with existing research and data (Brandt 

et al., 2015; Pew Research, 2007). This could be explained by these high-income individuals’ 

typically greater economic success. This, combined with higher levels of economic and social 

resources creates a situation where they can afford to be more trusting of those in their social 

sphere (Brandt et al., 2015). Third, higher-income participants reported engaging in more high-

cost prosocial behaviors than low- and middle-income participants. Research has previously 

reported mixed findings on the relationship between income and prosocial behaviors. However, 

more recent research reported that higher-income individuals donate and volunteer more often 

than lower-income individuals (Macchia & Whillans, 2022). A recent meta-analysis proposes 

that this pattern may be attributed to situational factors, given that individuals with higher 

incomes possess more resources for altruistic acts or experience greater social benefits from such 

actions (Korndörfer et al., 2015; Piff & Robinson, 2017). Individuals with lower incomes may 

face constraints in terms of both resources and time, making it challenging for them to engage in 

high-cost helping activities as frequently, even if they are inclined to do so.  

Additionally, we observed statistically significant differences in all of our study variables 

based on age. First, we found that participants in early adulthood exhibited lower ratings of 

empathic concern in comparison to those belonging to older age groups, aligning with existing 

research (O’Brien et al., 2013; Rosen et al., 2016; Sze et al., 2012). One mechanism for this can 

be the increase in available time and resources for being attentive to the needs and states of 

others. This is supported further by research finding that elderly participants may respond to 

situations with more empathic distress than younger adults do, perhaps a s function of having 

more idle time and resources or more life experience to recognize when others are in need 

(Bailey et al., 2020). Second, late adulthood participants had higher social trust ratings than 



 

64 
 

middle and early adulthood participants. Current research supports two theories that help explain 

this finding in combination. The first is a lifespan development theory, suggesting that as people 

age, they have more positive and varied interactions with others, which may allow them to 

become more trusting in others as they have more good interactions than bad ones (Rotenberg, 

2010). Additionally, cohort theories suggest that some groups within a sample may have been 

exposed to life-shaping events that increased trust in others for a common goal, such as World 

War two (Robinson & Jackson, 2001). Third, we found that early adulthood participants had 

lower ratings of the principle of care than did middle-adulthood participants. However, there was 

no difference when compared to later-adulthood participants. Recent research has found that, 

compared to early adults, middle adults have higher levels of internal moral identity and lower 

levels of external moral motivation (Krettenauer & Victor, 2017). The distinction is that 

individual moral identity motivations encompass a desire to act in ways congruent with one's 

ideas of what is morally correct, similar to the principle of care. Fourth, our findings regarding 

prosocial behaviors found that late-adulthood participants engaged in low-cost prosocial 

behaviors less than both early and middle-aged adults. Existing research finds that prosociality 

tends to increase with age, though many of these studies examine monetary donations, 

volunteering, or other high-cost prosocial behaviors (Byrne et al., 2023; Gong et al., 2019; 

Midlarsky et al., 2015; Roberts & Maxfield, 2019). Older adults may have higher prosocial 

tendencies, but with age, they have low-cost prosocial behaviors performed more often for them, 

as opposed to performing them for others. Many of our low-cost prosocial behavior items 

encompass behaviors often performed for elderly individuals, such as offering one’s seat on a 

bus, or helping someone to life something. In contrast, they may perform more high-cost 

prosocial behaviors to maximize the effects of their effort. Additionally, though they may want 
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to help, older adults may act less prosocial in low-cost, everyday scenarios because of their lower 

daily physical activity levels (Byrne et al., 2023). Lastly, the results showed that early-adult 

participants engaged in high-cost prosocial behaviors significantly less than middle-aged 

participants. Early adults may act less prosocially in high-cost situations due to their lack of 

resources (Mayr & Freund, 2020). Another plausible explanation is that individuals in early 

adulthood may perceive themselves as having limited time to participate in high-cost helping 

activities, potentially influenced by the simultaneous challenges of initiating careers and 

establishing families (Gray et al., 2012). Future research that explores prosocial behavior as a 

multidimensional construct would contribute to a clearer understanding of the association 

between age and prosocial behaviors of varying costs. 

Emotional, Cognitive, and Social Contributors to Low- and High-Cost Prosocial Behaviors 

 Empathic concern, a well-examined emotional factor influencing prosocial behaviors, has 

consistently been positively associated with prosocial behaviors in prior research (Davis et al., 

2019; Paulus, 2014; Van der Graaf et al., 2018). However, this association has not been 

extensively explored in the context of low- and high-cost prosocial behaviors. The current 

research findings showed that empathic concern was associated with low-cost prosocial behavior 

but not with high-cost prosocial behaviors. This pattern aligns with previous research in children, 

indicating that empathic concern predicts higher levels of low-cost helping over time, with no 

significant relationship observed with high-cost prosociality (Padilla-Walker & Fraser, 2014). 

This finding may be elucidated by the spontaneous nature of low-cost prosocial behaviors, which 

may be more influenced by immediate emotional states and automatic responses, particularly for 

actions requiring minimal planning (Padilla-Walker & Fraser, 2014). Conversely, the potential 

burden associated with high-cost prosocial behaviors may outweigh the emotional 
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considerations, including empathic concern, especially when alternative choices such as not 

helping or escaping the situation may be perceived as more favorable (Carrera et al., 2013; 

Habashi et al., 2016).   

The principle of care was positively associated with both high- and low-cost prosocial 

behaviors. These findings align with previous research investigating the relationship between the 

principle of care and prosocial behaviors (Bekkers & Ottoni-Wilhelm, 2016; Ottoni-Wilhelm & 

Bekkers, 2010) and broader studies on moral values and prosocial behavior (Padilla-Walker & 

Fraser, 2014). According to the role identity model, individuals with higher scores on the 

principle of care may adopt the role of a helpful or caring person, making them more inclined to 

engage in prosocial behaviors and persist in such conduct in the future (Piliavin & Callero, 1991; 

Wilhelm & Ottoni-Bekkers, 2010). This role identity may explain the association between the 

principle of care and both types of prosocial behaviors. While the role identity model suggests 

that higher-cost situations should more strongly affirm one's identity, it is also plausible that low-

cost situations reinforce the role of being a helper more frequently (Finkelstein et al., 2005).  

Lastly, our model revealed a positive association between social trust and high-cost 

prosocial behaviors. However, no significant relationship between social trust and low-cost 

prosocial behaviors was found. One plausible explanation for this disparity is that low-cost 

helping, being spontaneous and less dependent on broader feelings of social trust, may not 

directly involve one's views on social trust. In contrast, high-cost helping may involve increased 

considerations of social trust due to the higher investment required (Padilla-Walker & Fraser, 

2014; Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006). Additionally, in line with the reciprocal altruism hypothesis, 

social trust may be less pertinent to low-cost prosociality due to its spontaneous nature, while 
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high-cost helping may prompt individuals to contemplate whether their actions will be 

reciprocated or prove self-beneficial in some way (Hawley, 2014; Tucker & Ferson, 2008). 

Contributors to Prosocial Behaviors in Sociodemographic Contexts 

 Our final set of analyses examined differences in our path model across 

sociodemographic contexts. Among these, we found a number of differences between racial and 

ethnic groups. The path from empathic concern to low-cost prosocial behaviors was 

nonsignificant across all groups. This may have been due to the principle of care absorbing much 

of this effect, combined with the smaller sample sizes when analyzing each group (Ottoni-

Wilhelm & Bekkers, 2010). Intriguingly, while the principle of care continued to be associated 

with prosocial behaviors broadly, the principle of care was not associated with low-cost prosocial 

behaviors for African American partitipants. This may stem from the general nature of the items 

in the principle of care measure that may not capture mechanisms such as altruism born of 

suffering and in-group preferences (Hochschild, 2005; Staub, 2005; Vollhardt & Staub, 2011). 

Furthermore, the principle of was not associated with high-cost prosocial behaviors was for 

Hispanic American participants. This finding may be partially explained by a lack of resources 

among this group, given their lower median income at the time of data collection in 2004 

(Fronczek, 2005). Interestingly, social trust was positively associated with high-cost prosocial 

behaviors across racial and ethnic groups, with a significantly stronger association for Hispanic 

Americans when compared to European Americans. However, there were no significant 

differences found between Hispanic and African Americans regarding the relationship between 

social trust and high-cost prosocial behaviors. This intriguing finding may be attributed to higher 

social trust being more impactful for racial and ethnic minority participants, particularly 

Hispanic Americans. An additional reason for this finding could be that Hispanic Americans 
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with higher social trust feel less racial threat. In our study, social trust scores were lower among 

Hispanic and African Americans than among European Americans. Existing research suggests 

that when people feel a racial threat, they seek to demonstrate that they are helpful and not a 

threat (Brittian et al., 2013). These types of prosocial behaviors are different from high-cost 

prosocial behaviors, which often involve blood donations and volunteer work, which may or may 

not be publicly displayed. Perhaps racial and ethnic minorities who have high levels of social 

trust may not need to prove themselves. Instead, they may redirect their efforts to high-cost 

prosocial behaviors.  

While investigating gender differences, we discovered a significant association between 

empathic concern and low-cost prosocial behaviors for both men and women. However, a 

significant relationship between empathic concern and high-cost prosocial behaviors was evident 

among men, and not women. Although rates of high-cost helping were not significantly different 

between genders, the gendered expectation of prosocial behaviors may contribute to men with 

higher empathic concern engaging more in high-cost prosocial behaviors. Additionally, both men 

and women demonstrated positive associations between the principle of care and low- and high-

cost helping behaviors. Men, however, had a stronger association between the principle of care 

to low-cost prosocial behavior than women. This finding may be explained by existing research 

indicating that men are more likely to engage in physical and public low-cost prosocial behaviors 

(Eagly, 2009; Nielson et al., 2017; Xiao et al., 2019). Despite lower ratings of the principle of 

care for men, these values may be more salient, possibly reflecting the socialization of men to 

suppress certain caring and empathic emotions, except for their caring values and cognitions 

(Burris et al., 2015). Additionally, the path from social trust to high-cost prosocial behaviors 
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remained significant only for women, suggesting potential gender-specific motivational factors 

for engaging in high-cost prosocial behaviors. 

Differences among our findings by socioeconomic status were also noted. The low-

income group had a significant association between empathic concern and low-cost prosocial 

behaviors which was not observed in the middle and high-income groups. This may imply that 

low-income individuals engage in prosocial behaviors for more genuine and caring reasons 

instead of focusing on potential social benefits (Yuan et al., 2018). Additionally, only the 

middle-income group exhibited a significant association between empathic concern and high-

cost prosocial behavior, potentially indicating different motivations for high-cost prosociality 

between middle and high-income groups. Furthermore, all three socioeconomic groups 

demonstrated significant associations between the principle of care and low- and high-cost 

prosocial behaviors. However, the middle-income group exhibited a significantly weaker 

association between the principle of care and high-cost prosocial behaviors than the higher-

income group. This finding may be linked to existing research suggesting that wealthier 

individuals may donate more, especially in the context of wealth inequality, with those in the 

middle-income group experiencing a middle-ground effect, having more wealth than those in the 

low-income group, but not enough to give as freely or as often as those of higher-income. 

Finally, only the middle-income group displayed a significant and positive association between 

social trust and high-cost prosocial behaviors, potentially explained by lower-income groups 

lacking the resources for high-cost prosocial behavior and higher-income individuals not 

necessitating social trust due to ample resources. 

Examining age groups revealed further intriguing differences. In early adulthood, 

empathic concern was significantly related to low-cost and high-cost prosocial behaviors, a 
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pattern not observed in middle and late adulthood groups. This may be attributed to lower ratings 

of empathic concern in early adulthood, with the possibility that empathic concern still drives the 

noticing of others in need when life experience falls short (Konrath et al., 2011). While the 

principle of care was associated with high-cost prosocial behaviors across all age groups, the 

late-adulthood group saw no association between the principle of care to low-cost prosocial 

behaviors. Late-adulthood participants may prioritize higher-cost prosocial behaviors due to 

limited physical ability and time (Byrne et al., 2023). The late-adulthood group displayed a 

significant path from social trust to low-cost prosocial behaviors despite engaging in low-cost 

prosocial behaviors significantly less than early and middle adults. This may suggest that late-

adulthood groups with the resources or energy to engage in daily prosocial behaviors are also 

typically higher in social trust. Furthermore, the early-adulthood group did not demonstrate a 

significant relationship between social trust and high-cost prosocial behaviors. This observation 

might be attributed to the comparatively lower levels of social trust and high-cost prosocial 

behaviors reported among participants in the early-adulthood group in our study. Further studies 

on the contributors to different types of prosocial behaviors in various sociodemographic 

contexts are needed to clarify the current findings. 

Implications  

 This research holds significant implications for the field of prosocial behavior, warranting 

further exploration. The study investigates both low- and high-cost prosocial behaviors, 

exploring their emotional, cognitive, and social determinants across various sociodemographic 

contexts, namely racial and ethnic background, gender, socioeconomic status, and age. Our 

findings demonstrate noteworthy distinctions among these demographic groups, many of which 
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have been overlooked in existing prosocial behavior research. Furthermore, this study 

illuminates variations in the contributing factors themselves. Emotional, cognitive, and social 

contributors exhibit associations with distinct patterns of prosociality when examining low-cost 

and high-cost prosocial behaviors. These revelations have substantial theoretical implications for 

the understanding and research of prosocial behaviors. Moreover, they offer practical insights 

relevant to interventions, community initiatives, and broader societal considerations. Identifying 

nuanced differences in the contributing factors and motivations of prosocial behaviors prompts a 

reevaluation and expansion of existing theoretical frameworks for research purposes, and 

advocates for tailored approaches to fostering prosociality within diverse populations. 

Theoretical Implications 

 The findings of this study suggest several theoretical implications relevant to research on 

prosocial behaviors. First, what factors contribute to prosocial behavior depends on the contexts 

in which the prosocial behavior exists. The type of prosocial behavior being performed is one 

part of this context that has gone largely unconsidered in research on prosociality. Our results 

demonstrated that social trust was associated with high-cost prosociality, while empathic concern 

was associated with only low-cost prosociality. The type of prosocial behavior is one part of the 

larger context that must be considered regarding prosocial behaviors themselves, which may lead 

to different relationships with their potential contributing factors. With regards to existing 

prosocial behavior research on the effects of prosocial behavior context, much of the existing 

findings have not differentiated between different types of prosocial behaviors. One often 

researched context of prosocial behavior is the target of a given prosocial behavior. Though there 

are longitudinal changes in rates of helping, research finds that people tend to help friends the 

most, family the second most, and strangers the least, though helping of strangers does increase 
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with time (Groep et al., 2020; Padilla-Walker et al., 2018). One question that comes to mind 

when considering the current study and existing research on prosocial behavior targets is, what 

kinds of prosocial behaviors are being performed? For example, one may expect that friends are 

helped more often than family, as they are encountered more often than family members, but is 

there a difference in the types of prosocial behaviors performed? Perhaps, as a function of kin 

selection, high-cost prosocial behaviors may be performed more often for family members, 

though friends see more prosocial behaviors performed overall (Curry et al., 2013; Padilla-

Walker et al., 2018). Relatedly, though existing research finds that empathic concern is 

associated with prosocial behaviors, research suggests that this may not be the case for all 

targets, such as family. Indeed, research on the topic found that empathic concern was associated 

with prosocial behaviors for friends and strangers but not for family (Padilla-Walker & 

Christensen, 2011). One reason for this could be that helping family members over time becomes 

more normalized, or even an obligation, which does not require empathic concern as a motivator. 

Additionally, researchers suggest that planned prosocial behaviors, which the study measures, 

may not map onto empathic concern as well since the prosocial behavior is less spontaneous and 

potentially less reliant on felt distress (Padilla-Walker & Christensen, 2011). Considering 

existing research, our findings reinforce the need for future prosocial behavior research to 

consider the contexts of prosocial behavior, such as the cost, the intended target, and possibly 

additional contextual factors, and how these may impact what contributing factors are relevant to 

prosocial behaviors.     

 Second, the findings of this study demonstrated that the principle of care, a cognitive 

factor, was significantly and positively associated with both low- and high-cost prosocial 

behaviors. Furthermore, when conducting comparisons across sociodemographic contexts, the 
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principle of care continued to be associated with one or both types of prosocial behaviors across 

different sociodemographic groups. These findings suggest that the principle of care may serve 

as a core value associated with helping behaviors across contexts. Existing research finds similar 

relationships in children, such that broader moral values predicted both low- and high-cost 

prosocial behaviors in children, suggesting that the principle of care may also be relevant in 

adults as well as children (Padilla-Walker & Fraser, 2014). The principle of care may be relevant 

to prosocial behavioral research as a core value or an extension of current values research. In 

terms of Schwartz's theories of human values (Schwartz, 1992) self -transcendence values, a 

higher order values that encompasses universalism (the well-being of everyone) and benevolence 

(the well-being of people one is close to), are found to be associated with prosocial behaviors 

(Heilman & Kusev, 2020). Additional research on values using the VIA Inventory of Strengths 

(Peterson & Seligman, 2004) has found that values such as kindness are associated with 

prosocial behaviors (Padilla-Walker et al., 2020). Perhaps the principle of care may further 

explain prosocial behaviors from a values perspective with its focus on an individual’s ideas of 

what is morally correct and important behavior to them. Future research should seek to examine 

how the principle of care may be similar and different to existing measures of personal morals 

and values in order to understand better how an individual's ideas of morality may influence 

prosocial behaviors across a number of situations and contexts.  

 Third, studies of prosocial behavior should consider adult developmental stages and 

ideas. Across our three adult age groups, three different models demonstrated the relationship 

between our contributing factors and both low- and high-cost prosocial behaviors. This suggests 

that the factors associated with prosocial behaviors in adults may differ as a function of age, 

perhaps due to differences in life experiences and developmental tasks. Prosocial behavior 
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research often neglects the effect of adult developmental stages. However, existing research does 

suggest that concepts such as generativity vs. stagnation from Erikson’s Stages of Psychosocial 

Development (Erikson, 1994) may be associated with prosocial behaviors, but the extent to 

which this is salient differs with age and ability (McAdams et al., 1997). Indeed, studies show 

that the desire for generativity will peak in middle adulthood and remain high throughout late 

adulthood, though generativity-related prosocial behaviors decrease from middle to late 

adulthood (Cavallini et al., 2021). This also begs the question then of how developmental periods 

may influence early adults’ prosocial behaviors. If, according to Erikson’s stages, young adults 

should be concerned with intimacy vs. isolation, could this also shape their prosocial behaviors 

in ways that would not be as relevant to other adult groups? One possible pattern could be that 

early adults may prioritize low-cost prosociality in socially relevant situations in order to build 

friendships and community while avoiding isolation. Further, future prosocial behavior research 

would benefit from continuing to research adult prosocial behaviors and considering the 

multidimensional nature of prosocial behaviors. This may allow researchers not just to 

understand how prosocial behaviors differ in adulthood across developmental stages and ages, 

but how different types of prosocial behaviors and contributing factors may factor into these 

relationships.  

Practical Implications 

  The study's findings have significant implications for interventions targeting prosocial 

behaviors. Results indicate that empathic concern, the principle of care, and social trust influence 

distinct patterns of prosocial behaviors. Specifically, the principle of care correlates with both 

low- and high-cost prosocial behaviors, whereas empathic concern is linked only to low-cost 

prosocial actions. Conversely, social trust is associated solely with high-cost prosocial behaviors. 
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Therefore, interventions should be tailored to enhance either low- or high-cost prosocial 

behaviors, focusing on bolstering empathic concern or social trust, respectively, alongside the 

principle of care. Interventions promoting high-cost prosocial behaviors, such as volunteering 

and donations, could prioritize enhancing social trust and the principle of care to address 

observed deficits in these areas (Gamboa, 2023; Kiersz, 2016). Similarly, interventions targeting 

low-cost prosocial behaviors should emphasize enhancing empathic concern, which is positively 

related to everyday acts of prosociality. Such interventions not only benefit those receiving 

assistance but also offer mental, physical, and social advantages to the helpers, which contribute 

to stronger community bonds (Baldassarri & Abascal, 2020; Brown & Brown, 2015; Layous et 

al., 2012; Padilla-Walker & Carlo, 2014; Stavrova & Ehlebracht, 2015; Zhou et al., 2022).  

Furthermore, our findings suggest that considering sociodemographic contexts is crucial 

for designing effective prosocial behavior interventions. For instance, interventions aimed at 

low-income populations should focus on enhancing empathic concern and emphasizing the value 

of low-cost prosocial behaviors. Similarly, interventions in racial and ethnic minority 

communities could benefit from increasing social trust, considering its association with high-cost 

prosociality and the stronger associations observed in racial and ethnic minority groups in our 

study. Gender and age also play roles in shaping prosocial behaviors. Men may benefit from 

interventions enhancing empathic concern, while interventions for women could focus on 

increasing social trust. Among different age groups, early adults exhibit lower levels of empathic 

concern, care, and social trust, suggesting targeted interventions in these areas. Conversely, 

middle and late adults may benefit from interventions that emphasize further enhancing social 

trust, given its association with prosocial behaviors in these groups. 
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Beyond individual interventions, community and societal efforts are essential for 

fostering prosocial behaviors. Addressing disparities in social trust and reducing factors such as 

racial and ethnic discrimination and wealth inequality can help establish higher rates of prosocial 

behaviors as social norms. These efforts are not only crucial for increasing prosocial behaviors 

but also for improving communities and societies, taking into account the influence of 

sociodemographic contexts on individuals' behaviors. The findings of this study, and subsequent 

studies further building upon the foundations laid here, could be used to address broader societal 

inequalities that act as barriers to prosocial behaviors. This could be one step in helping to 

address modern shortcomings in volunteering and donations, while also improving trust and 

sense of community.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

The present study has limitations that require careful consideration when interpreting and 

generalizing its findings. First, our study utilized secondary analysis which employed a cross-

sectional design, providing a snapshot of the variables and relationships at a specific point in 

time. This research design restricts the depth and nuance of the information gathered compared 

to a longitudinal dataset or panel study. Most of all, it is limited to establish causal relationship. 

Further, while our sample demonstrated representativeness in certain aspects, such as racial and 

ethnic background and income, it may not accurately depict the current demographics of the U.S. 

population. Using a cross-sectional sample limited us to exclusively correlational and non-

experimental analyses, reflecting an exploratory research design that restricts our ability to 

establish causality. Subsequent research on this topic should aim to employ more recent and 

diverse samples within the U.S. context, utilizing experimental methodologies and pre-

established hypotheses to enhance the understanding of relationships among prosocial behaviors 
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and their contributing factors. In addition, future studies should seek to extend the research to 

non-WEIRD samples outside of the U.S. in order to expand and refine these findings in diverse 

cultural contexts. 

Moreover, potential biases exist within the measures employed in our study. All measures 

relied on self-reporting of participant behaviors and retrospective reporting, introducing the 

possibility of unreliability or inaccuracy from participants. These measures also do not capture 

pertinent information regarding prosocial tendencies or the desire to act prosocially despite 

lacking the necessary resources. This consideration is particularly important, given research 

indicating that individuals with lower incomes may exhibit fewer prosocial behaviors in their 

daily lives but demonstrate an increased willingness to contribute if afforded the means to do so 

(Piff et al., 2010). Future research in this realm would benefit from incorporating measures that 

assess various types and costs of prosocial behaviors, capturing prosocial intentions, and 

exploring other relevant dimensions such as public, private, dire, physical, or emotional prosocial 

actions. Furthermore, our study's measures of prosocial behaviors encompassed more low-cost 

actions than high-cost ones, with the GSS lacking an initial design that accounted for the 

differential costs or the multidimensionality of prosocial behaviors. Future investigations in this 

area should consider incorporating measures that comprehensively assess various types and costs 

of prosocial behaviors. Collecting new data with these dimensions in mind would generate a 

wealth of useful information that can more accurately capture the multidimensional nature of 

prosociality. Furthermore, the categorization of age and income groups in our study may 

oversimplify developmental changes and socioeconomic groups, suggesting a future need for 

more nuanced examinations of these groups regarding their relationships with prosocial 

behaviors.   
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Additionally, the study's reliance on a singular question to gauge social trust is a 

limitation in the measurement approach. Despite its frequent use in large sample surveys in the 

U.S. and abroad, this item is comprised of only one question. Existing research suggests that the 

social trust measure may not precisely measure social trust but instead reflects the trust level in a 

smaller, more familiar group of individuals (Sturgis & Smith, 2010). Moreover, researchers 

suggest that the social trust measure may signify general levels of caution rather than social trust 

(Miller & Mitamura, 2003). Future studies exploring the role of social trust in promoting and 

contributing to prosocial behavior should consider adopting more intricate or validated measures 

of social trust. Alternatively, researchers may seek to develop and validate measures to assess 

social trust more accurately, considering the complexities and nuances involved in this construct. 

We must urge caution with the interpretation of our results, as a combination of the 

limitations of our study methods and measures limits the generalizability of our study. While we 

found many differences in patterns of prosocial contributors and prosocial behaviors across 

sociodemographic contexts, we can only speculate on the causes utilizing existing research. 

Future research should aim to explore further the underlying causes and explanations for these 

differences among sociodemographic contexts as identified within our study, and others.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this study significantly contributes to the ongoing understanding of 

prosocial behavior by systematically exploring the relatively understudied emotional, cognitive, 

and social contributors associated with different types of prosocial behaviors across diverse 

sociodemographic contexts, including racial and ethnic background, gender, socioeconomic 

status, and age. The research unveils noteworthy variations in the relationships between 
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emotional, cognitive, and social factors and both low-cost and high-cost prosocial behaviors 

among the studied sociodemographic groups. These variations underscore the necessity for 

further in-depth research to unravel and comprehend the intricacies of these differences. 

Moreover, the study underscores the importance of considering emotional, cognitive, and social 

factors as integral contributors to prosocial behaviors, providing a more comprehensive 

understanding of the motivations behind prosocial actions. The findings also reiterate the 

significance of acknowledging the multidimensional nature of prosocial behaviors, as evidenced 

by the inclusion of both low- and high-cost prosocial behaviors in the analysis. Future research 

should build upon this foundation, incorporating the cost of prosocial behaviors while delving 

into additional dimensions that may yield further insights into their predictors. This holistic 

approach promises to enrich our understanding of the complex dynamics influencing prosocial 

behaviors across varied sociodemographic dimensions. 

The implications of this research extend to individual interventions and broader 

community and societal efforts. Tailoring interventions to enhance either low- or high-cost 

prosocial behaviors based on factors like empathic concern and social trust could prove effective. 

Additionally, considering sociodemographic contexts is crucial in designing interventions that 

address the unique needs of diverse populations. This includes interventions focusing on social 

trust in racial and ethnic minority groups, empathic concern in low-income populations and early 

adults, and social trust in women, middle-aged adults, and later-adulthood adults for promoting 

high-cost prosocial behaviors. Moreover, the study findings suggest a need for a societal shift, 

emphasizing the importance of addressing disparities in social trust and combating factors that 

diminish it. By reducing racial and ethnic discrimination and broader wealth inequities, 

communities can foster higher rates of social trust and establish prosocial behaviors as social 
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norms. This aligns with the broader goal of increasing prosocial behaviors and contributing to 

the overall improvement of communities and society. In essence, this research underscores the 

dynamic and sociodemographic context-dependent nature of prosocial behaviors, urging 

scholars, practitioners, and policymakers to adopt a more nuanced and inclusive approach in 

understanding and promoting prosociality across diverse populations.  

The world is currently grappling with significant global and regional challenges such as 

climate change, armed conflicts, poverty, inequality, violence, discrimination, mental health 

crises, and escalating political polarization. Each of these challenges is substantial and demands 

a collective effort from everyone to find solutions. There is a pressing need for increased 

prosocial behaviors among individuals to address these complex issues. Our study informed 

future research and enriched our understanding of how we can promote prosocial behaviors 

across diverse communities by identifying factors and contexts that facilitate different prosocial 

behaviors. 
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Figure 1.1 

Theoretical Model of Main Study Variables 
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Figure 2.1 

Welch ANOVA - Sociodemographic Differences in Empathic Concern 
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Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Figure 2.2 

Welch ANOVA - Sociodemographic Differences in the Principle of Care 
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Figure 2.3 

Sociodemographic Differences in Social Trust 
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Figure 2.4 

Sociodemographic Differences in Low-Cost Prosocial Behaviors 
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Figure 2.5 

Sociodemographic Differences in High-Cost Prosocial Behaviors 
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Figure 3.1 

Final Path Model of Main Study Variables 
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Table 1.1 

Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables 

Variables Mean SD Α 

High-Cost Prosocial Behavior 6.32 2.56 .48 

Low-Cost Prosocial Behavior 15.74 4.90 .66 

Empathic Concern 27.95 4.80 .72 

Principle of Care 11.60 1.83 .41 

Social Trust 1.78 .94 n/a 
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Table 1.2 

Correlations among Study Variables 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 

1. High-Cost Prosocial Behavior —     

2. Low-Cost Prosocial Behavior .37*** —    

3. Empathic Concern .17*** .18*** —   

4. Principle of Care .28*** .24*** .45*** —  

5. Social Trust .14*** .02 .03 .10** — 

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Table 2.1 

Means and Standard Deviations and Welch ANOVA Results by Demographic Variable Groups  

Demographic Variables Empathic 

Concern 

Mean 

(SD) 

Principle 

of Care 

Mean 

(SD) 

Social 

Trust 

Mean 

(SD) 

Low-Cost 

PSB 

Mean 

(SD) 

High-Cost 

PSB 

Mean 

(SD) 

Racial and Ethnic Background * * ***  *** 

      European American 28.16 

(4.68) 

11.69 

(1.82) 

1.90 (.96) 15.62 

(4.64) 

6.47 

(2.50) 

      African American 27.54 

(5.27) 

11.50 

(1.80) 

1.28 (.70) 16.71 

(5.60) 

5.94 

(2.81) 

      Hispanic American 26.91 

(4.93)  

11.29 

(1.90) 

1.53 (.86) 15.79 

(5.56) 

5.58 

(2.55) 

Gender *** ***  **  

      Male 26.80 

(4.72) 

11.32 

(1.79) 

1.82 (.94) 16.16 

(5.09) 

6.23 

(2.57) 

      Female 28.96 

(4.65) 

11.86 

(1.82) 

1.74 (.94) 15.36 

(4.69) 

6.40 

(2.55) 

Socioeconomic Status  ** ***  *** 

      Low-income 27.73 

(5.41) 

11.52 

(1.92) 

1.62 (.87) 14.89 

(5.38) 

5.96 

(2.57) 

      Middle-income 27.93 

(4.62) 

11.59 

(1.77) 

1.79 (.95) 15.68 

(4.45) 

6.56 

(2.45) 

      High-income 28.64 

(4.11) 

11.97 

(1.70) 

2.19 (.94) 16.55 

(4.32) 

7.48 

(2.45) 
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Age ** *** *** *** *** 

      Early Adulthood 27.33 

(4.83) 

11.39 

(1.77) 

1.56 (.87) 16.32 

(4.90) 

5.93 

(2.38) 

      Middle Adulthood 28.29 

(4.83) 

11.82 

(1.85) 

1.94 (.97) 16.16 

(4.89) 

6.72 

(2.71) 

      Late Adulthood 28.29 

(4.63) 

11.66 

(1.76) 

1.87 (.96) 14.03 

(4.48) 

6.35 

(2.50) 

 

 

 

Note. * < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001, Significance indicates 

significant group differences from one-way Welch ANOVAs 
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Table 4.1 

Results of Unconstrained Model Multigroup Path Analyses 

 

Model Paths Standardized Regression Coefficients Pairwise Parameter Comparisons (Z-

Scores) 

Racial and Ethnic Background European 

American 

(EA) 

African 

American 

(AA) 

Hispanic 

American 

(HA) 

EA vs. AA EA vs. HA AA vs. HA 

Empathic Concern → LC PSB .05 .15 .18 1.05 1.27 .22 

Empathic Concern → HC PSB .06 .01 .09 -.49 .27 .58 

Principle of Care → LC PSB .22*** .02 .21* -1.65† .34 1.43 

Principle of Care → HC PSB .27*** .20* .08 -.39 -1.66† -.96 

Social Trust → LC PSB .01 .04 .12 .30 1.08 .46 

Social Trust → HC PSB .08* .23* .33** 1.77† 2.43* .10 

Gender Male Female  Male vs 

Female 

  

Empathic Concern → LC PSB .10* .12**  .16   

Empathic Concern → HC PSB .09* .02  -1.14   

Principle of Care → LC PSB .28*** .13**  -2.79**   

Principle of Care → HC PSB .29*** .20***  -1.69†   

Social Trust → LC PSB -.02 -.01  .30   

Social Trust → HC PSB .09 .13**  .55   

Socioeconomic Status Low-

income 

Middle-

income 

High-

income 

Low-

income vs. 

Middle 

Middle-

income vs 

High 

Low-

income vs. 

High 

Empathic Concern → LC PSB .13** .06 .03 -1.08 -.37 -1.16 

Empathic Concern → HC PSB .04 .09* -.01 .86 -1.12 -.49 

Principle of Care → LC PSB .14* .21*** .29*** .74 .88 1.40 

Principle of Care → HC PSB .27*** .18*** .37*** -1.02 2.27* 1.49 

Social Trust → LC PSB -.08 .03 -.02 1.41 -.46 1.09 

Social Trust → HC PSB .04 .10* 

 

.03 .74 -.72 -.09 
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Age Early 

Adulthood 

(EA) 

Middle 

Adulthood 

(MA) 

Late 

Adulthood 

(LA) 

EA vs. MA MA vs. LA EA vs. LA 

Empathic Concern → LC PSB .13** .07 .07 -.79 -.04 -.76 

Empathic Concern → HC PSB .16*** -.01 -.01 -2.40* -.01 -2.20* 

Principle of Care → LC PSB .18*** .24*** .11 .70 -1.70† -1.06 

Principle of Care → HC PSB .19*** .27*** .25*** 1.57 -.38 1.03 

Social Trust → LC PSB -.08 .01 .21** 1.12 2.25* 3.14** 

Social Trust → HC PSB .07 .11* .14* .55 .26 .75 

 Note. †p < p.10, * < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001, Significance indicates significant group differences 

from pairwise parameter comparisons 
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