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BOOK REVIEW 
 
Oded Stark, Altruism and Beyond: An Economic Analysis of Transfers 

and Exchanges within Families and Groups, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, etc., 1995. Pp. x 1 142. $ 24.95 
 
The six chapters in this book are lectures delivered as the ‘Oscar Morgenstern Memorial 
Lectures’ at the Institute for Advanced Studies in Vienna. The different chapters are only 
loosely related and their common theme is better described by the subtitle of the book 
than by its title. I had expected to find material on the origin of altruistic  i.e. non-selfish 
behavior and its consequences in economic settings. There is some of this, but the main 
focus is on standard economic methodology and on showing that standard tools and assumptions 
are helpful in understanding the motives for, and the repercussions of transfers 
and exchanges, even if they take place outside markets. Hence, transfers can be explained 
by exchange motives rather than by altruistic motives. 
The first chapter starts from the observation that a great deal of transfers take place 
outside the market place, for example in families, and it raises the question of how we 
can explain that in some environments the shift to a system of market exchanges is quicker 
than in others. The answer hinted at is that altruism may reduce transactions costs, but 
this idea is not worked out in detail. Instead, the chapter studies a simple model of altruism, 
inspired by Gary Becker’s Theory of Social Interactions. A father and a son have to 
divide a cake of a certain size and each cares both about his own part and the part of his 
relative: How will the cake be divided? Comparative statics properties are derived, the 
most important one being that increased altruism may make both worse off. The intuition 
is simple start with a selfish father and a son who only cares about consumption of the 
father, and make the father somewhat altruistic, but the issue left me wondering about 
interpersonal comparisons of utility. 
The second chapter starts from the observed correlation between life expectancy and 
per capita income. Usually this is interpreted as a causation running from income to health; 
the author develops a model in which a higher life expectancy of parents leads children to 
invest more in human capital, which in turn leads to higher income. For a country such as 
India, where typically daughters do not inherit land, a testable prediction is that a rising 
life expectancy of parents has a stronger effect on the human capital formation by boys. 
The third chapter raises the question as to why children pay attention to their parents. 
In addition to the usual altruistic motive children care for their parents and the exchange 
or bequest motive attention is given in order not to be disinherited, preference-shaping 
is given as a third possible explanation: Parents visit grandparents in order to inculcate 
preferred behavior in their own children. We have indirect exchange: Parents give attention 
to their parents in return for possible attention from their own children. A formal 
model where this effect is present is provided an overlapping generations model with 3 
generations, each cohort mimics the behavior from the previous one with probability p, 
with probability 1-p it is selfish, from which testable predictions are derived. Confrontation 
with the data shows some weak support for the basic idea: Children visit parents 
7% more often when they have children of their own and daughters who can benefit 
longer from contacts with their own children spend more time with their parents than 
sons do. 
The fourth and fifth chapters deal with migration. The first question asked is why do 
migrants remit their money? Again, a third explanation is added to the usual altruistic and 



exchange motives: Remittances result out of asymmetric information, they are made by 
the migrants in order to keep low-quality workers in the home country. Remittances allow 
a separating equilibrium in which only the high-quality workers migrate. The idea is 
worked out theoretically, but it is not confronted with the data. A second question addressed 
is why migrants often outperform the native born. An explanation based on social 
interaction is provided: Migrants do better than natives because they are more cooperative 
to each other, the reason being that they know each other better, hence, they find it easier 
to punish non-cooperative behavior in the prisoners’ dilemma. A policy implication is that 
spreading migrants through the population may hinder their economic performance. 
The final chapter also deals with the prisoners’ dilemma game and it identifies altruism 
with cooperative behavior in this game. The game is played between relatives and relatives 
play the same strategies. Since cooperating relatives do better than non-cooperating 
ones, the former type grows faster in the population and evolution selects against the latter 
type: In the long run only cooperators survive. 
If one puts the accent on ‘beyond’ the title is not misleading: exchange motives may 
explain apparent altruism. The message is most convincing in the case of chapter 3, even 
though in that section too one can give alternative explanations for the regularities the 
data reveal. Children demand attention from grandparents, for example. That chapter invites 
reflection on many things, such as the consequences for labor supply of the different 
incentives for sons and daughters to visit parents. I would strongly recommend to read 
this book. 
 
Eric van Damme 


