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A
b

stract

A
ltruism

 has been hypothesized to be a pro-social, fundam
ental

m
otivation for hum

an behavior (H
offm

an, 2000; Lew
is, A

m
ini &

Lannon, 2000; O
’C

onnor, 1997, 2000; P
reston &

 de W
aal, 2002).

R
ecent clinical theory and experim

ental studies have revised our
view

 of the unconscious m
ind. W

here it had been regarded as self-
centered, hostile, and anti-social, the new

 unconscious is described
as adaptive, organized and organizing, and capable of thinking and
feeling, m

uch like the conscious m
ind..  

In prior research, w
e have investigated em

pathy-based altruism
through the lens of interpersonal guilt.  A

series of studies dem
on-

strated a significant association betw
een excessive em

pathy-based
interpersonal guilt and psychological problem

s including depression
and anxiety (O

’C
onnor, B

erry &
 W

eiss, 1999).  W
hen guilt is exces-

sive or rum
inative, it tends to lead to inhibitions of norm

al develop-
m

ental goals. H
ow

ever, our studies have dem
onstrated that even

the m
ost inhibiting type of guilt, that is survivor guilt, functions as a

m
otivator across cultures, prom

oting acts of altruism
. G

uilt m
ay be

a source of m
otivation for altruistic behavior; in response to an

internal discom
fort, that is to feeling guilty, people attem

pt narrow
the discrepancy betw

een their ow
n w

ell-being and that of others
T

he connections betw
een em

pathy-based guilt and altruism
suggest that these m

otivations m
ight be a universal, and found

across cultures and that guilt m
ay serving a positive function in the

social life of our species. In prior research w
e found that w

hile
there w

ere differences in the m
ean levels of guilt across cultures,

the correlations w
ith both negative factors such as depression, and

w
ith positive factors such as acts of altruism

, did not differ signifi-
cantly, suggesting that em

pathy-based guilt functions universally.
S

erving  as a leveling m
echanism

 in our species, guilt m
ay be the

social glue that binds us together.  In this current study, w
e exam

-
ined the relationships betw

een altruism
 tow

ards friends, fam
ily, and

strangers to ethnicity, religion, guilt-proneness, em
pathy, and per-

sonality traits.

T
hree hierarchical regressions w

ere conducted to predict altruism
 (tow

ard strangers,
friends, and fam

ily) from
 ethnic identity, religion, the B

ig-F
ive personality factors, and

em
pathy-related traits. A

t the first step, dum
m

y-coded ethnicity variables w
ere entered into

the prediction equation. A
t the second step, dum

m
y-coded religion variables w

ere entered.
A

t the third step, the big-five personality factors w
ere entered. A

t the final step, survivor
guilt, perspective taking, and em

pathic concern w
ere entered.

Altruism
 to Strangers. E

thnic identity (block 1) significantly predicted altruism
 to strangers

(R
-squared=

.05, p<
.01). A

sian-A
m

erican identity w
as the only significant independent pre-

dictor, w
hich w

as negatively associated w
ith altruistic acts tow

ard strangers (beta=
 -.25,

p<
.001). R

eligious identity (block 2) did not significantly im
prove the prediction equation,

although R
om

an C
atholic affiliation (beta=

-.27, p<
.05) and no religion (beta=

-.27, p<
.05)

w
ere negatively associated w

ith altruism
 to strangers. P

ersonality factors significantly
im

proved prediction (R
-squared change=

.09, p<
.001), w

ith extraversion (beta=
.13, p<

.05)
and openness (beta=

.24, p<
.001) being significant independent predictors. T

he final block
of em

pathy-related traits also significantly im
proved the prediction equation (R

-squared
change=

.05, p<
.001). B

oth survivor guilt (beta=
.14, p<

.05) and em
pathic concern

(beta=
.18, p<

.01) w
ere independently associated w

ith altruism
 to strangers.  A

sian-
A

m
erican identity, extraversion, openness, em

pathic concern, and survivor guilt rem
ained

significant predictors of altruism
 to strangers in the final m

odel.

Altruism
 to Friends.

N
either ethnic identity (block 1) nor religion (block 2) significantly pre-

dicted altruism
 to friends. P

ersonality factors (block 3) significantly im
proved prediction (R

-
squared change=

.12, p<
.001). E

xtraversion (beta=
.24, p<

.001) and agreeableness
(beta=

.21, p<
.001) w

ere significant independent predictors. S
urprisingly, neuroticism

 w
as

positively associated w
ith altruism

 to friends as w
ell (beta=

.18, p<
.01). T

he block of em
pa-

thy-related traits also significantly im
proved the prediction equation (R

-squared
change=

.07, p<
.001). A

s w
ith altruism

 to strangers, survivor guilt (beta=
.13, p<

.05) and
em

pathic concern (beta=
.21, p<

.001) w
ere independent predictors of altruism

 to friends.
O

nly extraversion, agreeableness, em
pathic concern, and survivor guilt rem

ained signifi-
cant independent predictors of altruism

 to strangers.

Altruism
 to Fam

ily.
N

either ethnic identity (block 1) nor religion (block 2) predicted altruism
to fam

ily. P
ersonality variables (block 3) significantly increased prediction (R

-squared
change =

 .10, p<
.001). In this block, agreeableness (beta=

.22, p <
 .001) and extraversion

(beta=
.17, p <

 .01) w
ere independent predictors. T

he final block of em
pathy-related traits

did not significantly increase prediction (p=
.14), although in the final m

odel em
pathic con-

cern rem
ained a significant independent predictor of altruism

 to fam
ily (beta=

.13, p<
.05).

O
nly extraversion, agreeableness, and em

pathic concern rem
ained significant independ-

ent predictors of altruism
 to fam

ilies.

P
articip

an
ts

P
articipants w

ere 419 Internet volunteers (n=
348 fem

ales, n=
59

m
ales, n=

12 unidentified).  P
articipants w

ere obtained by posting an
advertisem

ent on craigslist.org, a w
eb-based public forum

.  T
he

self-identified ethnicities of the sam
ple can be found in Table 1.

In
stru

m
en

ts
In

terp
erso

n
al G

u
ilt Q

u
estio

n
n

aire-67 (IG
Q

-67: O
’C

onnor, B
erry,

W
eiss, B

ush &
 S

am
pson, 1997).  T

he IG
Q

-67 is a 67-item
 m

easure
that includes four subscales:  

Survivor G
uilt –

the belief that pursuing norm
al goals w

ill harm
others (e.g., "It m

akes m
e very uncom

fortable to receive better
treatm

ent than the people I am
 w

ith").

Separation G
uilt – the belief that if a person separates, leads

their ow
n life, or differs from

 their loved ones in som
e w

ay, they w
ill

cause their loved ones to suffer (e.g., "I am
 reluctant to express an

opinion that is different from
 the opinions held by m

y fam
ily or

friends").

O
m

nipotent Responsibility G
uilt

– the belief that one is respon-
sible for the happiness and w

ell being of others (e.g., "I often find
m

yself doing w
hat som

eone else w
ants m

e to do rather than doing
w

hat I w
ould m

ost enjoy"). 

Self-hate
– the acceptance of extrem

e negative self-view
s in

order to m
aintain a connection to parents and loved ones (e.g., "I

do not deserve other people’s respect or adm
iration").

B
rief B

ig
 F

ive In
ven

to
ry (B

F
I:  John, D

onahue &
 K

entle, 1991).
T

he B
F

I-44 is a 44-item
 self-report inventory for assessing five per-

sonality traits: openness to new
 experiences, conscientiousness,

extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism
.  Item

s from
 this

questionnaire include statem
ents such as "I see m

yself as som
eone

w
ho is easily distracted."
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tro

d
u
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h
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O
ur findings suggest that there are

cultural and religious variations in the
m

otivations for altruism
.  W

e found that
E

m
pathic C

oncern and S
urvivor G

uilt sig-
nificantly predict altruism

 tow
ards

strangers, across cultures, although the
m

ean level of these em
pathy related vari-

ables m
ay differ in different ethnic and

religious groups. F
urtherm

ore, in this and
prior studies, w

e have found that gender
and age m

ay have an effect on acts of
altruism

, across cultures, and the m
ost

m
otivating of em

otions, survivor guilt, m
ay

serve as a m
ediator in the relationship

betw
een em

pathy, and acts of altruism
.

Levels of em
pathic-concern m

ay lead to
em

pathy-based guilt, w
hich then m

ay go
several directions. In response to em

pa-
thy and guilt, a person m

ay becom
e para-

lyzed w
ith depression. H

ow
ever, others

m
ay respond to guilt as a m

otivation for
altruism

, and thus act altruistically w
hen

feeling em
pathy-based survivor guilt. A

n
evolved capacity is likely to have both
"positive" and "negative" ram

ifications on
the level of the individual, and less dis-
cussed  but perhaps m

ore im
portant in

the evolution of em
otions, on the level of

the group.  In betw
een group com

petition,
groups w

ith a high percentage of altruists
or cooperators, do better than groups w

ith
few

er altruists. T
hus the theory of group

selection is added to the other viable
explanations of altruism

 and our m
ore

highly developed proneness to kindness
to strangers. F

uture analysis of our data
w

ill focus on gender. In addition, the cross
cultural sim

ilarities and differences in the
prediction of depression from

 survivor
guilt w

ill be a focus of a future study.
A

necdotal data from
 ethnographers w

ho
frequently visit groups in A

frican, living as
hunter gatherers, suggest low

 rates of
depression in hunter-gatherer groups.
D

ata providing levels of guilt and acts of
altruism

 in A
frican hunter-gatherers, w

hen
gathered, m

ay help to explain som
e con-

tradictions in our em
pirical studies in

industrialized nations. C
ross disciplinary

research using M
R

I technology, and
involving anthropologists, psychologists,
evolutionary biologists and sociologists
m

ay in the future, expand our understand-
ing of the role of em

otional capacities,
and further explain w

hat, if anything, is
unique to our species of prim

ate.  

In an Internet- based study, 419 participants responded to m
easures of E

m
pathy, Interpersonal G

uilt, A
ltruism

 and
D

epression. E
thnic and religious groups w

ere com
pared, and the relationships betw

een em
pathy-based guilt, altru-

ism
, religious affiliation and ethnicity w

ere exam
ined.  A

hierarchical linear regression w
as used to predict altruism

tow
ards friends, fam

ily, and strangers. E
m

pathic C
oncern and E

xtraversion w
ere significant predictors of altruistic

acts. S
urvivor G

uilt w
as significantly correlated w

ith altruism
 to strangers and to friends, but not tow

ards fam
ily. A

n
interaction of culture and religion played a role in altruism

 to strangers. T
he results of this study lend support to

inclusive fitness theory as an explanation for altruistic acts tow
ards friends and fam

ily. A
cross cultures, altruism

tow
ards fam

ily and friends w
ere at levels significantly higher than altruistic acts tow

ards strangers. T
he theory of

R
eciprocal A

ltruism
 provides a viable explanation for acts of altruism

 directed tow
ards friends. E

m
pathy-based guilt

m
ay be a m

echanism
 by w

hich people extend altruism
 tow

ards strangers, a long-standing m
ystery am

ong evolution-
ary scientists. G

uilt, like other em
otions, is an evolved capacity, designed to hold our social groups together, prom

ot-
ing fitness at the level of the individual and, w

e suggest, at the level of the group. T
he results of this study dem

on-
strate a potentially positive role played by survivor guilt, broadly defined. O

ur findings suggest that this hard-w
ired

capacity for em
pathy and guilt, prom

ote cooperation and acts of altruism
 tow

ards strangers, lending support for a
third evolutionary explanation of altruism

, that is group selection. C
ooperative or altruistic individuals m

ay be select-
ed through group com

petition. G
roups w

ith a high num
ber of cooperators, or altruists, tend to be the w

inners in
betw

een group com
petition. A

n evolved em
otional capacity that appears to prom

ote kindness to strangers, dem
on-

strates a viable m
echanism

 for the evolution of cooperation and altruism
. D

ifferences betw
een ethnicities and reli-

gions suggest that there m
ay be room

 for a cultural com
ponent to factors involved in altruism

 tow
ards strangers 

G
raphic design by D

avid J. S
tiver

Tab
le 1. Eth

n
icity o

f P
articip

an
ts

E
th

n
icity

F
req

u
en

cy
P

ercen
t

A
frican A

m
erican

5
3.6

A
sian A

m
erican* 

25
6.0

C
hinese A

m
erican

17
4.1

E
thnicity U

nspecified
25

6.0
E

uropean A
m

erican*    
169

40.3
F

ilipino A
m

erican
23

5.5
Indian A

m
erican

12
2.9

Irish A
m

erican
15

3.6
Italian A

m
erican

25
6.0

Jew
ish A

m
erican

33
7.9

Latin A
m

erican 
10

2.4
M

iddle E
astern A

m
erican

8
1.9

M
ixed/B

iracial
18

4.3
N

ative A
m

erican
3

.7
N

. E
uropean A

m
erican

15
3.6

P
acific Islander

  6
 1.4

Total
419

100.0
*specific subgroups unspecified
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Tab
le 2.  Su

m
m

ary of H
ierarch

ical R
eg

ression
s

B
lock N

um
ber 

and D
escription

A
ltruism

 to S
trangers   A

ltruism
 to F

riends
A

ltruism
 to F

am
ily

R
2

S
ignificance 

R
2     S

ignificance 
R

2
S

ignificance 

1-E
thnicity (E

)
0.05

p<
0.01*

0.03
p<

0.10
0.01

p<
0.50

2-E
 +

 R
eligion (R

)
0.02

p<
0.30

0.02
p<

0.40
0.02

p<
0.10

3-E
+

R
+

P
ersonality 

0.09
p<

0.001**
0.12

p<
0.001**

0.10
p<

0.001**
Traits (P

)
4-E

+
R

+
P

+
E

m
-

0.05
p<

0.001**
0.07

p<
0.001**

0.12
p<

0.143
pathy S

ubscales 
and G

uilt S
ubscales (G

)
* S

ignificant at 
p<

0.01 
** S

ignificant at p<
0.001

Tab
le 3:  Pred

ictors of A
ltru

ism

B
lock N

um
ber

N
otew

orthy 
A

ltruism
 to S

trangers
A

ltruism
 to F

riends
A

ltruism
 to F

am
ily

D
escription

C
orrelations

S
tandardized  S

ignificance
S

tandardized  S
ignificance

S
tandardized S

ignificance
C

oefficients
C

oefficients
C

oefficients
(beta)

(beta)
(beta)

1-E
thnicity (E

)
A

sian 
-0.25

p
<0.001

--
--

--
--

A
m

erican
2-E

 +
 R

eligion 
R

om
an C

atholic
-0.27

p<
0.05

--
--

--
--

(R
)

N
o R

eligion
-0.27

p<
0.05

--
--

--
--

3-E
+

R
+

E
xtraversion

0.13
p

<0.05
0.24

p
<0.001

0.17
p

<0.01
P

ersonality 
O

penness
0.24

p
<0.001

---
---

--
--

Traits (P
)

A
greeableness

--
--

0.21
p

<0.001
0.22

p
<0.001

N
euroticism

--
--

0.18
p<

0.01
--

--
4-E

+
R

+
P

+
E

m
pathic 

E
m

pathy S
ub-

C
oncern

0.18
p

<0.01
0.21

p
<0.001

0.13
p<

0.05
scales and 

S
urvivor G

uilt
0.14

p
<0.05

0.13
p

<0.05
--

--
G

uilt S
ub-s

cales (G
)

B
o

ld
ed

 text-sig
n

ifican
t p

red
icto

rs 


