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Is prosocial behavior best achieved via cognitive resources and deliberative thinking, or by quick 
and automatic responses? Recent research supports both views. In this symposium we explore 
both possibilities and offer empirical resolutions to current discrepancies in the literature. 
 
Ask a Busy Person: Attentional Myopia and Helping 
Matthew Wallaert, Andrew Ward, Traci Mann 
Microsoft; Swarthmore College; University of Minnesota 
How prosocially do people behave when they are busy? The traditional view is that people are 
less helpful when they are under cognitive load. We tested a version of this proposition in two 
studies. Study 1 exposed participants to a helping request in which cues promoting the relevant 
behavior were made more salient than those inhibiting it. Study 2 featured a request in which 
inhibiting cues were made more salient than cues promoting the behavior. In both studies, 
participants who were "busied" by high cognitive load showed more influence of the dominant 
behavioral pressure than did participants under minimal load. The results suggest that busy 
people can respond more to a helping appeal, but only when cues facilitating helping are more 
salient than those discouraging it.  
 
 
Altruism Takes Time 
Peter Meindl, Kate Johnson, Erica Beall, Jesse Graham 
University of Southern California 
If you want people to act prosocially, should you give them more or less time to decide what to 
do? Some research suggests that the more people think before they decide how to act, the 
more likely it is they will act prosocially. Other research suggests the opposite is true: the more 
time people take to decide how to act, the less prosocially they behave. The results of the 
present nine studies help reconcile these conflicting lines of research. Our findings indicate that 
the current discrepancy in the literature may stem from two distinct types of prosocial behavior - 
altruistically-driven (e.g., giving with no chance of reward) and more egoistically-driven (e.g., 
cooperation that could also benefit the self). When prosocial behavior is altruistically motivated, 
prosociality is increased as a function of greater decision-time, but in situations in which 
prosociality is influenced by egoistic motives, increased decision-time reduces prosocial 
behavior.  
 
 
Habits of Virtue: Creating Norms of Cooperation and Defection in the Laboratory 
David Rand 
Yale University 
Why do we often cooperate with strangers, and why do cooperation rates differ across cultures? 
An answer comes from the Social Heuristics Hypothesis: people automatize strategies that are 
successful in daily social interaction. If people primarily interact in environments where 
cooperation is advantageous (due to effective "rules of the game"), they adopt cooperation as 



their default behavior more generally. Here we experimentally demonstrate such spillovers. 
First, we immerse subjects in environments that do or do not support cooperation using 
repeated Prisoner's Dilemmas. Afterwards, we measure their intrinsic motivations to cooperate 
in one-shot games. Subjects from environments that support cooperation are more prosocial 
with strangers, more likely to punish selfishness, and more generally trusting. Furthermore, we 
show that this effect is driven by subjects who use heuristics. Our findings provide direct 
evidence that strategies from repeated interactions spill over into one-shot settings, and shed 
light on the origins of cooperative intuitions.  
 
 
The Sluggard and the Stalwart: A New, Relational Look at Self-Control and Intimate 
Partner Violence 
Nathan DeWall 
University of Kentucky 
Why do people harm the ones they love the most? Growing evidence suggests that self-control 
buffers people from intimate partner violence. But this work ignores the importance of how 
relational self-control - individual self-control in relation to a partner's self-control - influences 
intimate partner violence. Extending the I-cubed theory of intimate partner violence (Finkel, 
DeWall, Slotter, McNulty, Pond, & Atkins, 2012), two daily diary longitudinal studies showed that 
people whose self-control was lower than their romantic partner's behaved most aggressively. 
These effects occurred at high levels of trait physical aggressiveness and provocation, and 
remained significant after controlling for individual and partner level self-control. The findings 
redefine self-control by focusing on how the difference between individual and partner levels 
constitutes a unique predictor of intimate partner violence.  
 


