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Motivation

 The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the 

drivers of prosocial behaviour (“caring” or “living” for others”), 

with a specific focus on altruism, imperfect altruism, and 

conspicuous behaviour. 

 Altruism is the behaviour that improves the welfare of another 

while reducing the altruist’s welfare. 



Altruism and 
Egoism

 Auguste Comte (1798-1857) coined Altruism: “live for others”
 Founder of positivist epistemology i.e. only believing in things that can be 

observed and proved.

 Science would absorb the need for a supernatural presence. 

 However, the loss of the ‘ritual of religion’ would result in undesirable plagues 
of personality. 

 Comte’s solution was the Religion of Humanity ‘... from every point of view, 
the ultimate systematisation of human life must consist above all in the 
development of altruism’ (1854). 

 Psychological egoism theory: people cannot but act in their own interests.
 ‘... even though they may disguise their motivation with references to 

helping others…’ (Moseley, 2013).

 Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) ‘…the object is to every man his own good...’ 
(1651). 

 Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) unconscious egoism. 

 Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) argued that ‘...egoism precedes altruism in order 
of imperativeness...’  ( 1879).

 Bernard Mandeville (1670-1733): The Fable of the Bees. 
 Private vice; public benefit.

 ‘Pride and vanity have built more hospitals then all the virtues together’ 
(p.292). 



Putting aside 
the Altruism 
Egoism debate
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Figure 1.2 shows the economic approach towards altruism, with an overlap between egoism 

and imperfect altruism. As pure altruism is not disputed in economics the focus is on 

imperfect altruism.  

 

Economics is positioned in a way that allows the analysis of the many factors that 

influence a prosocial decision; including both the altruistic and egotistic desires that occur 

when people make contributions to privately provided public goods. The change of wealth is 

a fundamental component of the study of altruism and egoism in economics, representing the 

self-sacrificial component of altruism. Gary Becker also uses the notion more broadly when 

describing an altruists’ behaviour. An altruist does not see an initial reduction in their wealth 

from the act of altruism. Contrasted to egoists, altruists will ‘… forego some acts that raise 

their wealth because of adverse effects on others’ (Becker, 1976, p. 284). While economics 

allows the analysis of the antithesis, the strength of the field is its ability to analyse a 

combination of motivations and behaviour. As impulses for helping are a mixture of altruistic 

and egoistic desires, economics also considers the consequences of the behaviours in terms of 

both intangible and tangible significance. These consequences are considered on both the 

individual in question and other stakeholders, in a wide range of areas within prosocial 

behaviour, including the internal impulse, ‘warm glow’, and external conspicuous 

behaviours. An ensuing combination also can be seen in negative state aversion, including 

both guilt (internal) and shame (external). The rationale behind this area of economics is 

based on both utility theory and choice theory. Kelvin Lancaster’s characteristics demand 

theory is a cornerstone of this analysis: utility being derived from the characteristics of a 

good, ‘…not goods themselves’ (Lancaster, 1966, p. 154).  

 James Andreoni felt that an alternative economic model of altruism was needed, as 

such he developed a model for charitable giving that included altruism and egoism motives . 

This impure altruism model was formulated as the current model at the time, which focussed 

only on pure altruism, failed to confirm the broadest empirical observations about charity 

Source: Authors’ adaptation of Batson, C.D., (2014). 

Can a altruistic agents benefit?



Perfect & 
Imperfect 
Altruism

 James Andreoni argued that the traditional model of pure altruism 
lacked predictive power due to absence of utility gain (1990) . 

 However, while the traditional model didn’t have predictive power, it 
still has a use in enabling us to understand the behaviour:

 Motivated purely by others needs. 

 A pure altruistic agent will respond to others leading to crowding out. 

 Warm glow: ‘...donors derive an internal satisfaction from giving’.

 Purely egoistic agent: only concerned about the warm glow. 

 Imperfect altruistic agent: concerned by both altruism and warm glow.

 Incomplete crowding out: Apathy: a lack of interest or concern for 
another individual. 

 Does not predict any free rider behaviour. 



Conspicuous 
Behaviour

 Thorstein Veblen (1857-1929): The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899) 
status-seeking conspicuous consumption (‘signalling wealth’). 

 Charles Finney (1851)  conspicuous benevolence. 

 ‘…the mind is no less selfish in seeking to promote the relief and 
happiness of its object, then it is in any other form of selfishness. In such 
cases, self-gratification, is then end sought, and the relief of the 
suffering in only a means’ (Finney, 1851). 

 Allan Bloom (The Closing of the American Mind, 1987).

 ‘It is very difficult to distinguish oneself in America, and in order to do so 
the students [of the 60’s] substituted conspicuous compassion for their 
parent’s conspicuous consumption’. 

 The underlying signalling mechanism of conspicuous consumption is 
been used to explain and predict elements of imperfect altruism. 



Conspicuous 
Compassion 
Behaviour (CCB)

Virtue Signalling 

Conspicuous 
Donation 
Behaviour (CDB) 

 Patrick West (2004) [CCB] : ‘…the fate of the homeless, starving 
Africans or dead celebrities is not actually of principal importance. 
What really drives their behaviour is the need to be seen to care. And 
they want to be seen displaying compassion because they want to be 
loved themselves’. 

 It is about feeling good not doing good. 

 CCB catches a large spectrum i.e. wearing an empathy ribbon to 
protesting. 

 West noted the “uncaring consequences” of the behaviour i.e. 
Misallocations, Conspicuous inflation. 

 Virtue signalling: merely expressing opinions intended to demonstrate 
one's moral correctness on a particular issue. (identity politics). 

 Grace and Griffin (2005, 2006, 2009) coined CDB.
 Noted the positive benefits of this strategy can have for charity.

 Characteristic demand theory (Lancaster, 1966). 

 CDB makes the assumption that the agent donates.

 Conspicuous altruistic behavior ability to predicts both apathy and free 
rider behaviour. 



Attention 
Capital and
Narcissism. 

 The attention economy: not ‘paying attention’  but ‘extracting 
attention’  ’attention capital’.  

 Grandiose exhibitionism. 
 Self-promotion (Carpenter, 2011)

 Ability to predict apathy (Pane, 2013)

 Social media validation (Tara et al, 2015)

Source: Bellis et al, (2015) 



Continuum

Source: Authors’ adaptation of Marsh et al (2014). 



If an altruistic act 
is the result of self-
interest - does 
apathy follow?

My Study – Ice Bucket Challenge

 ALS Ice bucket challenge : more than 17 million videos on Facebook 
alone. Viewed more than 10 billion times by over 440 million people. 

 Donations to the ALS Association (US) 29 Jul-21st Aug 2014: $41.8 
million of donations contributed by 739,000 new donors. 

 Survey design



Groups
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Findings and Discussion 
 

Participants  
Participants consisted of 116 students 

enrolled at the University of Canberra. The 

study consistent of 54% Male, 46% Female, 

35% were aged 18 to 20 whereas 51% were 

aged 21 to 25. In the past five years 96% 

recorded living in either Australia, New 

Zealand, Canada, Ireland, United States, or the 

United Kingdom. Recorded participation in the 

Ice Bucket Challenge was 15.5%, while no 

participation and have no recorded of exposure was 9.5%. The remaining 75% recorded no 

participation however did record exposure to the IBC. Exposure was either: recalled viewing 

the IBC online, or recalled a friend’s participation. Of the 75% two groups emerged, a first 

group consisted of participants who recorded viewing the IBC online and also a friend’s 

participation: 39.7%. The second group recorded only viewing the IBC online and no friends 

who participated: 34.8%. Only one participant recorded a friend’s participation with no 

viewing of the IBC online. Excluding this individual, four groups with differing degrees of 

exposure to the IBC were used in the analysis. Only two participants recorded having a 

family member with ALS60.  

Table 1 

Focus groups n Recorded exposure                           

High Exposure 18 Recorded participating in the Ice Bucket Challenge. 

Online Viewing 

Only 

40 No participation in the IBC but recorded viewing the IBC online, 

with no friends participating. 

Online & 

Friends 

46 No participation in the IBC but recorded both viewing the IBC 

online and a friend’s participation. 

No exposure 11 No participation in the IBC and have no recorded exposure online 

or by friends. 

                                                
60 However, both could not name ALS, they could only recall that they had a family member with the 
disease that the IBC was intended to raise awareness for. 

Figure 3.1 

(n = 116)



Can you name a 
public figure that 
has the disease 
the Ice Bucket 
Challenge 
intended to raise 
awareness for? 

11.2% indicated that they could name a public figure with ALS but 
only 6.9% were able to give a correct answer. 

Stephen Hawking was the most popular correct answer with 
Michael J. Fox who suffers from Parkinson’s disease being the most 
popular incorrect answer. 



What disease 
was the Ice 
Bucket 
Challenge for? 

 19.8% correctly answered.

 By groups: 
 High Exposure 22.2%, 

 Online Viewing Only 15%, 

 Online & Friends 21.7%, 

 No Exposure 27.2% .

 This is consistent with a level of apathy, however not knowing the 
level of awareness before the IBC. It can only be said that the 
individuals participating in the IBC do not have a greater level of 
awareness then those who recorded no exposure. 



What part of 
the body does 
it effect? 

 To test the robustness of the previous questions:

 Of the 23 individuals who could name ALS, 14 also named the 
nervous system as being responsible for the condition.

 Adding the public figure question to the analysis only 5 of the 116 
remain, with none of them belonging to the High Exposure group. 



Big Five 
Personality 
Traits
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The relationship between the Big 5 

individual personality traits and SD3 were 

considered for each group. The High Exposure 

group reported a strong association between 

openness and extraversion with a Pearson's 

correlation coefficient of 0.70, with a 

significant p-value of 0.0012. The correlation 

continues to hold under Spearman’s rank 

correlation coefficient63 0.65 significant with a 

p-value of 0.0022. The association between extraversion and openness is consistent with 

participation in the IBC. However, as the TIPI mean by group shows the High Exposure 

group reported average levels in both openness and extraversion. The relationship between 

the two variables may yield insight into the individuals who participated in the IBC. First, the 

willingness to help strangers is cited in the literature as being explained by openness, thus the 

High Exposure group’s willingness to help strangers may have elements of extraversion that 

may generate the demand of the conspicuous characteristics in their prosocial behaviour. 

Second, a positive correlation between narcissistic displays of grandiosity have been found to 

correlate positively with extraversion and openness (Paulhus and Williams, 2002). A 

                                                
63 Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient is added to the analysis to gain a better description of the 

association between key findings. Note: if it is not stated as Spearman’s the correlation coefficient is 
Pearson's.  

No exposure
(n=11)

Online & Friends
(n=46)

Online Viewing
Only  (n=40)

High Exposure
(n=18)

Norms

Extraversion 3.33 4.32 4.29 4.06 3.9

Agreeableness 4.83 4.14 4.4 4.18 4.69

Emotional Stability 4.72 4.54 4.16 4.53 4.675

Conscientiousness 4.78 5.18 4.73 4.19 4.365

Openness 4.33 4.96 4.43 4.69 5.52
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TIPI Mean by Groups Figure 3.6 

Figure 3.7 

Correlation  between openness and extraversion coefficient of 0.70, with a 
significant p-value of 0.0012. 

Other studies have found the same correlation between narcissistic displays 
of grandiosity, extraversion and openness (Paulhus and Williams, 2002).  



Short Dark 
Triad (SD3) 
(Grandiose 
exhibitionism). 
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the need for attention associated with Grandiose Exhibitionism as people high in this trait are 

those who will feel they deserve everything. Jones & Paulhus (2014) surveyed 387 

undergraduate students with Short Dark Triad (SD3) profile – see p.55 - and found a mean of 

2.8 for narcissism. As the graph below illustrates, the research conducted in this Honors 

thesis finds a higher mean than Jones and Paulhus’ study. The total group of 116 had a mean 

of 3.03, High Exposure 3.09, Online Viewing Only 3.05, Online & Friends 3.00, and No 

Exposure 2.95. While the differences between the groups are small, the trend is consistent 

with a preoccupation with oneself and the predictions of conspicuous altruistic behaviour. To 

test the relationship between narcissistic tendencies and conspicuous behaviour observed in 

the IBC a t-test was conducted to test the significance of these findings.   

  

The t-statistic between High Exposure and No Exposure is 0.81 with 27 degrees of 

freedom. The corresponding two-tailed p-value is 0.4278, which is greater than 0.05. Thus, 

the mean difference of High exposure and No exposure is not different from zero. As the null 

hypothesis is accepted, there is no statistical significance, which indicates that the Short Dark 

Triad SD3 may not be suitable as a proxy for a predisposition towards oneself (i.e. be a 

narcissistic character). It must also be noted that this type of narcissistic individual has the 

social intelligence to hide behind social injustices to promote their own profile. One 

possibility is that the line of questioning in Short Dark Triad SD3 may be too confronting to 

the narcissistic individuals, resulting in self-censorship and social desirability bias. However 

due to the low sample sizes a comprehensive conclusion cannot be made. 
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What is the 
role of a 
charitable 
institution, and 
how do they 
turn a negative 
value into a 
positive value? 

Source: Ginnie Mae (1970) 



Charitable 
Institution as a 
Intermediary. 

Intervention? 

Source: Jenkins (2018) 

Private vice; public benefit.

Conspicuous Agents



Finding value 
in Free Riding 
Conspicuous 
Agents 

Source: Jenkins (2018) 



Thank you

 

An Economic Perspective on the Private Value of Altruism: 
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Conspicuous 
altruistic 
agents 
represent an 
opportunity 
charitable 
institutions.


