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Noneconomic Motives Predicting Cooperation in
Public Good Dilemmas: The Effect of Received
Respect on Contributions

David De Cremer1

The present research examined the extent to which feeling respected, versus feeling
disrespected, influences people’s willingness to contribute to the public good.
Further, it was investigated why such a positive effect of respect should occur.
The findings showed that respect indeed had a positive influence on contributions.
In addition, it was shown that respect also positively influenced people’s feelings
of belongingness and that this feeling was found to mediate the effect of respect
on contributions. These findings thus indicate that research on social decision-
making, and more specifically social dilemmas, has to start devoting more attention
to people’s noneconomic motives that are independent of outcome concerns when
explaining the act of cooperation.
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INTRODUCTION

Social interactions in dyads, groups, or communities are frequently charac-
terized by a conflict between personal and collective interests. Under such cir-
cumstances, decision-makers often prefer to adopt the dominant option of not
contributing to the group or collective welfare. However, if all decide to use this
economic-useful strategy, the final outcomes will be worse than if all decided to
contribute (at least a minimum amount of effort, time, or money). This type of
interdependence situation is referred to as asocial dilemma, or more specifically
a public good dilemma(Komorita and Parks, 1994; Messick and Brewer, 1983).
The present paper focuses on how noneconomic motives like receiving respect

1All correspondence should be addressed to David De Cremer, Department of Experimental Psy-
chology, Maastricht University, P.O. Box 616, 6200 MD Maastricht, The Netherlands; e-mail:
d.decremer@psychology.unimaas.nl.
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from others, relative to economic motives like caring that comes from financial in-
centives, can promote cooperation in public good dilemmas via the psychological
mechanism of belongingness needs.

As the fundamental conflict of a social dilemma is that people prefer to pursue
their personal interest rather than the interest of the collective, many researchers
have advocated the assumption that, in order to promote cooperation, people can
only be motivated by economic motives like obtaining monetary gains and avoid-
ing monetary losses. This belief departs from the assumption of self-interest in a
way that people will only change their decision-making behavior if it reveals con-
sequences for the economic and material outcomes one will receive. This focus on
economic motives of cooperation is reflected well in prior social dilemma research
focusing on the effects of punishment and rewards to increase the attractiveness of
the cooperative choice. For example, studies have shown that cooperation increases
if the payoff for the cooperative choice becomes more attractive and the payoff for
the defecting choice less attractive (Komoritaet al., 1980; Wit and Wilke, 1990;
Yamagishi, 1986).

Despite the fact that such monitoring systems (i.e., sanctioning in terms of
financial outcomes) may work to some extent, the potential side effects are that
they undermine intrinsic motivation (Deci and Ryan, 2000)—once such economic
motives are removed, level of cooperation is likely to drop again. Therefore, it may
be more fruitful to identify motives that are not related to the economic outcomes
one may receive, but more to noneconomic motives like one’s social connections
to others or the degree of respect and acceptance one receives from others (De
Cremer, 2002).

Cooperation and Social Motives: The Importance of Respect

Recent social dilemma research has started to realize that such noneconomic
approach is important to examine as, in addition to economic motives, it may help
us to further unravel the mystery of cooperation. Some recent examples of research
identifying potential noneconomic motives can be given. For example, Parkset al.
(2001) demonstrated in a social dilemma context that the extent to which decision-
makers found themselves to be similar/dissimilar to their interaction partner had
a significant influence on their willingness to cooperate in a prisoner’s dilemma
game and a public good dilemma, suggesting the importance of people’s connec-
tion with each other. Also, De Cremeret al. (2001) demonstrated that in public
good dilemmas people might contribute higher amounts to the public good if they
know that they are accountable to the others (i.e., subject to public scrutiny). In
this process, it seems that people are anxious about damaging their social repu-
tation, and consequently their social self-esteem (Baumeister and Hutton, 1987),
motivating them to adjust to the social norm of cooperation in social dilemmas (cf.
Kerr, 1995).
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In line with this, Gächter and Fehr (1999) demonstrated that in a public
good dilemma people’s concerns about social approval—which are supposed to be
related to the possibility of social sanctions like getting a bad reputation—reduced
free-riding, but particularly so when group members shared some minimal social
familiarity. Finally, recently, Milinskiet al. (2002) also showed that if people have
a strong need to maintain a positive reputation, they contribute to the public good
at a surprisingly high level.

Taken together, all of these studies point out the importance of noneconomic
motives in promoting cooperation. Much research on social dilemmas has used
the assumption that economic motives explain why people cooperate in such inter-
dependence situations, but, it seems clear that in social dilemmas some degree of
non-self-interest (monetary) is a given as people’s cooperation is usually positive
(Ledyard, 1995). On the basis of the above studies, it is suggested in the present
paper that noneconomic motives like having a good reputation, having enjoyable
relationships with others, and feeling included in the group play an important
role in explaining why people do cooperate in social dilemmas without actually
obtaining positive financial outcomes.

Which noneconomic motive could lead to these positive socially oriented or
noneconomic outcomes as referred to above? In fact, this noneconomic motive is
closely related to a concept that has received considerable attention in the pro-
cedural fairness literature, that is, respect. Indeed, procedural justice researchers
have argued that behavior in social dilemma situations is also regulated by noneco-
nomic motives because people value viable and enjoyable relationships with those
involved in the social conflict and not only positive monetary outcomes (e.g., Tyler
and Dawes, 1993, Tyler and Degoey, 1995). According to these researchers, one
important psychological construct that captures these socially desired outcomes
within groups is the extent to which people feelrespectedby the group and its
members (Smith and Tyler, 1997; Tyler and Smith, 1999).

The suggestion that the construct of respect is related to the process of experi-
encing enjoyable, inclusive relationships and positive social evaluations is derived
from the group-value model (Lind and Tyler, 1988) and the relational model of
authority (Tyler and Lind, 1992). How do these models link respect to coopera-
tion? These models emphasize individuals’ concerns about their relationship with
the social group they are part of. It assumes that people wish to be included in
social groups and establish long-term relationships with those groups as they pro-
vide valued self-relevant information (i.e., contributes to their social identity and
self-worth, Tajfel and Turner, 1986). To ensure that positive self-information is
derived, people assess the fairness of the treatment by the group authorities. Fair
treatment by these authorities may communicate some specific information about
one’s group membership, that is, whether or not one is respected and included
by the group and its members. In turn, such feelings of respect are believed to
promote self-esteem, identification, positive social evaluations, and, finally, coop-
eration (Smith and Tyler, 1997; Tyler and Blader, 2000; Tyler and Smith, 1999).
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Indeed, because respect indicates inclusiveness and a positive image, respected
people will be motivated to exhibit group-favoring behavior like cooperation (De
Cremer, 2002; De Cremer and Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 1999; Tyler and Blader, 2000).

The procedural fairness literature thus puts forward the interesting assumption
that in group situations people not only wish to obtain valued financial and material
resources from groups, but they also wish to receive important information about
how respected they are within the group, as this indicates that they are included
within the group. The purpose of the present research is to use this assumption to
study respect as a complementary factor in the context of social dilemmas.

What is respect then about? Deriving from the above perspective, respect
within groups can as such be defined as social information about one’s relational
value for the group as communicated by others via the way they treat the other.
Thus, respect is communicated by others and is not something that one assesses
oneself (see the membership subscale of Luhtanen and Crocker’s collective self-
esteem scale; Luhtanen and Crocker, 1992). Moreover, justice and respect re-
searchers also note that the effect of respect will emerge not only when it is
communicated by the group authority but also when it is communicated by the
equal-status group members (see e.g. Lind, 2001a).

Recently, De Cremer (2002) provided a first attempt to examine the influence
of the degree of respect decision-makers receive from other ingroup members on
their willingness to cooperate in a public good dilemma. This study showed that re-
ceiving respect, relative to disrespect, indeed influenced the level of contributions
to the public good. More specifically, contributions were higher in the respect con-
dition than in the disrespect condition, but this effect was most pronounced among
peripheral group members (i.e., ingroup members who were at the periphery of the
ingroup and as such could almost be considered to be part of the outgroup) rather
than among core group members. De Cremer (2002) concluded that the reason
why those group members who did not feel very much included (i.e., peripheral
group members) reacted so strongly to variations in respect is because respect is
a relational means that communicates belongingness information. However, this
study did not include a direct measure of belongingness.

Why should belongingness matter in relationship to respect? Information
about whether one is included or not represents one of the most fundamental
human motives, and as such it should not be a surprise that it has indeed the po-
tential to influence behavior in more complex settings like social dilemmas. In
fact, according to Baumeister and Leary (1995) all people have a pervasive need
to belong; a motivation that is reflected in people’s drive to form and maintain
relationships with others. Moreover, these authors explicitly notice that the forma-
tion of positiveand potentiallycontinuoussocial relationships per se is the main
function of belongingness needs. As a consequence, when levels of inclusiveness
or belongingness fall below threshold, group members will be more motivated to
monitor for within-group information that provides them with a feeling of inclusion
(Baumeister and Leary, 1995), an assumption that is consistent with the findings
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of De Cremer (2002). Despite the fact that some research exists demonstrating
that respect matters most when belongingness needs are strong, to date no exper-
imental evidence exists that demonstrates that feelings of belongingness indeed
underlies the effect of respect on contributions in public good dilemmas. Demon-
strating thismediatingeffect would provide further evidence to the argument that
respect within groups is so important because it communicates information about
belongingness.

Summary of Hypotheses

As little experimental evidence exists demonstrating the importance of psy-
chological factors that are not related to outcome concerns in promoting coopera-
tion, the purpose of the present study is twofold. The first purpose is that in order
to obtain more experimental evidence, I wish to demonstrate that receiving respect
from others will promote contributions to the public good. The second purpose is
that I wish to demonstrate that feelings of belongingness are the underlying psy-
chological process of this effect. Therefore, I predict that receiving respect from
other group members, relative to disrespect, will increase contributions to the pub-
lic good (Hypothesis 1). Second, feeling respected, relative to feeling disrespected,
is predicted to increase feelings of belongingness (Hypothesis 2). Finally, feelings
of belongingness are expected to mediate the effect of respect on contributions
(Hypothesis 3).

METHOD

Participants and Design

One-hundred and four undergraduate psychology students participated vol-
untarily in the present study and were each paid 7 euros. The analysis used a 2
(Respect: respect vs. disrespect)× 2 (Contribution sessions: first vs. second round)
factorial design with the second variable constituting a within-subjects factor. Par-
ticipants were randomly allocated to the respect conditions.

Experimental Procedure

Upon arrival in the laboratory, participants were placed in an experimental
cubicle containing a table, a chair, and a computer. All instructions were communi-
cated via the computer screen. Participants were led to believe that any interaction
would take place via the server the computers were connected to (in reality, how-
ever, everything was preprogrammed). After this was made clear, participants were
given information about the task that they would have to do.
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Participants were told at the beginning of the group task that each participant
would receive an endowment of 100 chips. Each chip was said to be worth 0.10 euro
cents and that the total amount earned would be paid at the end of the study; thus,
the belief was installed among participants that they could earn money. However,
in reality, each participant was paid the same amount of 7 euros. None of the
participants objected against this procedure during the debriefing sessions. Each
participant was free to choose any amount he or she wanted to contribute (ranging
from 0 to 100 chips). It was explained that the total amount contributed by the group
would be multiplied by two and then divided equally amongst all group members,
regardless of their contribution. The amount one decided not to contribute would
accrue totally to oneself. Thus, if each member of the group contributed a large
portion of his or her endowment, group members would, in the end, receive more;
yet everyone would receive an equal part, regardless of his or her contribution.
This situation is specific for a public good dilemma as it is characterized by an
impossibility of exclusionin a way that once the contributed money is collected
anyone can enjoy it, regardless whether or not he or she contributed (Komorita
and Parks, 1994; Olson, 1965). This property creates a temptation for participants
to free ride, that is, to profit from the contributions of others without making
a contribution oneself. After this was made clear, several questions were asked
to see whether participants understood the decision making task correctly (all
participants did so).

Then, the respect manipulation was introduced. In therespectcondition, par-
ticipants were given a note that contained some information about the other group
members. This note provided the average respect-score that each of the two other
group members scored on the respect scale for others (this scale included four
items, and they were given to the participant as additional information).2 The first
group member scored 8.2 and the second group member scored 8.4. As such,
participants were told that their group members had on average a high score and
therefore they could be considered as people who would give respect to oth-
ers. In thedisrespectcondition, this note also provided the average respect-score
that each of the two other group members scored on the respect scale for others.
The first group member scored 4.6 and the second group member scored 4.2. As
such, participants were told that their group members had on average a low score
and therefore they could not be considered as people that would give respect to
others.

Then, the dependent measures were solicited. First to check whether the re-
spect manipulation was successful, participants were asked two questions. First,
they were asked to what extent they thought the other two group members would
respect other people. Second, participants were asked to what extent they thought

2The scale included four items, which were the following: To what extent do you, generally, (1) “respect
others in groups,” (2) “value others in groups,” (3) “treat others with respect,” and (4) “respect the
input of others.”
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the other two group members respected them personally (i.e., the participant).
Thereafter, two items were asked assessing feelings of belongingness: to what
extent do you feel you “belong to this group,” “are accepted by this group.” These
items were averaged to form one belongingness score (r = .73, p < 0.001). Fi-
nally, participants made their decision about how much to contribute to the public
good in two consecutive contribution rounds.

RESULTS

Manipulation Check

A one-way ANOVA on the first respect question revealed a significant main
effect of Respect,F(1, 102)= 173.68,p < 0.001,η2 = 0.63. Participants in the
respect condition reported to a greater extent that the other two group members
have respect for others than those in the disrespect condition (Ms= 5.50 vs. 2.53,
SDs= 1.18 and 1.11, respectively).

A one-way ANOVA on the second respect question, revealed a significant
main effect of Respect,F(1, 102)= 121.64,p < 0.001,η2 = 0.54. Participants
in the respect condition reported to a greater extent that they felt that the other two
group members respected them than those in the disrespect condition (Ms= 5.13
vs. 2.61, SDs= 1.25 and 1.07, respectively). These analyses show that the respect
manipulation was successful.

Belongingness

A one-way ANOVA on the average belongingness score revealed a significant
main effect of Respect,F(1, 102)= 91.08,p < 0.001,η2 = 0.47. Participants in
the respect condition felt more strongly that they belonged to the group than those
in the disrespect condition (Ms = 4.74 vs. 2.85, SDs= 1.05 and 0.96, respectively).

Contributions

All the relevant means and standard deviations are reported in Table I. A 2
(respect)× 2 (Session) ANOVA revealed first of all a marginal significant effect
of the within-subject variable Session,F(1, 102)= 2.97, p < 0.09, η2 = 0.03,
showing that participants contributed more in the first round than in the second
round. This finding is often observed in social dilemma studies, i.e., that at the
end of the investment rounds contributions decrease (Komorita and Parks, 1994).
Also, a significant main effect of Respect was found,F(1, 102)= 8.23,p = 0.005,
η2 = 0.07. Participants in the respect condition contributed significantly higher
amounts than those in the disrespect condition.
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Table I. Means and Standard Deviations as a Function of Respect and Session

Session

Respect Round 1 Round 2 Average

Yes 49.90 (27.32) 49.23 (28.61) 49.56 (27.96)
No 35.94 (30.76) 32.15 (26.50) 34.04 (28.63)

Average 42.92 (29.79) 40.69 (28.75)

Note.Contributions could range from 0 to 100 chips, with higher values indicat-
ing higher contributions. Standard deviations are reported in parentheses.

Mediational Analysis

To examine whether feelings of belongingness can account for this effect of
respect on cooperation, a 2×2 ANCOVA was conducted, using the average belong-
ingness score as a covariate. First, this analysis revealed a significant effect of the
covariate,F(1, 101)= 10.43,p < 0.005. Second, the marginal effect of contribu-
tion session disappeared entirely,F(1, 101)= 0.015,p < 0.91. Finally, and most
importantly, the significant effect of respect turned nonsignificant,F(1, 101)=
0.001,p = 0.97, suggesting that the effect of respect was almost exclusively de-
termined by feelings of belongingness.

DISCUSSION

The findings of the present study show that manipulating the degree of respect
people receive from others influences contributions in a public good dilemma. The
reason for this is that respect communicates to people that they truly belong to
the group. Indeed, the mediational analysis showed that feelings of belongingness
explained almost all of the variance for the effect of respect on contributions.
As such, these findings extend and complement previous research on the effect
of social motives on cooperation. First, in line with De Cremer (2002), it shows
that respect matters, but, more importantly, it provides compelling evidence that
the reason why respect has such a powerful impact is because it communicates
belongingness information. As such, experimental evidence now exists to back up
Lind’s claim (Lind, 2001b) that the key assumption of these relational models of
justice “focuses on messages of inclusion” (p. 224).

Most social dilemma research to date has attempted to investigate the psy-
chology of cooperation by focusing on how economic motives determine decisions
within interdependent situations. In fact, most theories about cooperation stress the
importance of how people, for example, evaluate the fairness and efficiency of re-
ceived outcomes (e.g., Van Lange, 1999; Wilke, 1991). Although people’s concerns
about economic and material outcomes, is without any doubt a powerful determi-
nant of cooperation, it does, however, not tell the whole story. That is, in addition
to these economic motives, people indeed assign (some) weight to interpersonal
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issues, like, how well do I get along with the others, do others make me feel good
and so forth. The present research is such a demonstration that relational concerns
(operationalized as respect), which have no relation to economic motives per se,
are also taken into account when people have to make a decision to cooperate or
not.

In this way, the above assumption is analogous to the distinction that has been
made in the procedural justice literature. That is, early theories of procedural justice
argued that people care about procedures because they may provide us with a sense
of controlling our own outcomes (Thibaut and Walker, 1975). Thus, people were
assumed to care about procedures solely out of self-interest. However, relational
models of justice have argued that in addition to self-interest concerns, people
also care about relational concerns like being treated with respect (Lind and Tyler,
1988; Tyler and Lind, 1992). Both perspectives have received support and it seems
that procedural fairness effects are probably best understood when combining both
perspectives (see Lind and Tyler, 1988 for a similar line of reasoning).

In a similar vein, cooperation in social dilemmas may also be understood best
as a combination of outcome concerns and relational concerns. Indeed, it cannot
be denied that self-interest is a strong motive for decision-makers, but the present
findings, demonstrate that in addition to these economic motives, decision-makers
also care about relational issues like belongingness and acceptance. As such, it
now seems time forsocial dilemma researchersto outline more specifically how
and when economic versus relational concerns will dictate people’s decisions in
different types of social dilemmas. Also, it has to be determined which of these
two concerns are primary. Currently, in the literature on self and identity, a debate
is ongoing about whether the personal self (i.e., own self-interest) or the collective
self (i.e., collective interest) is primary. A recent meta-analysis by Gaertneret al.
(2002) suggests that the personal self (and with it, personal interests) seems most
primary. In a similar vein, social dilemma researchers may search for ways to
examine whether the primary motive in social decision-making is determined by
relational or outcome concerns.

To conclude, social sciences in general, has used self-interest as the basic
assumption to explain a variety of behaviors, including acts of cooperation. How-
ever, this self-interest perspective is too limited and that in the course of taking
decisions, people also take other, noneconomic, concerns into account. Indeed, the
present studies show that within groups, people wish to be treated respectfully as
they have a need to feel included. Thus, making contribution decisions in groups
does not only involve a calculation of possible gains and losses, but also a concern
about whether one belongs or not.
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