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“It is not from the benevolence of the 

butcher, the brewer, or the baker that 

we expect our dinner, but from their 

regard to their own interest.

We address ourselves not to their 

humanity, but to their self-love, and 

never talk to them of our own necessities 

but of their advantages.”

-Adam Smith 



“How selfish soever a man may be, there 

are some principles in his nature, which 

interest him in the fortune of others and 

render their happiness necessary to him, 

though he derives nothing from it except 

for the pleasure of seeing it… the 

greatest ruffian, the most hardened 

violator of society is not without it.”

-Adam Smith 



A “natural” principle?

• A large and growing body of empirical 
research in Economics shows how necessary
others’ well-being is to us

• In repeated economic experiments over the 
past two decades in behavioral economics, 
people show a propensity to give up money in 
order to meet other needs



So what of the benevolence of the 
baker?

• Could you incentivize economic activity 
through leveraging existing social and 
altruistic motivation?

– How to test with field data?

• Can you build altruistic motivation as a 
capacity for serving others, by the way our 
work environment is designed?  









Incentive design
Design and implement a field experiment with SFH Zambia to distribute 
female condoms
1. Census: Survey all salons in Lusaka (~2500)
2. Randomize: Randomly assign 1200 salons to four treatments: 

1. Low Financial Rewards
2. High Financial Rewards 
3. Volunteer
4. Non Monetary rewards

Ashraf, Bandiera, & Jack (2014)



Salon Randomization





Experimental design
Design and implement a field experiment with SFH Zambia to 
distribute female condoms

1. Census: Survey all salons in Lusaka (~2500)
2. Randomize: Randomly assign 1200 salons to four 

treatments: 
3. Train: Invite to training, learn about incentives
4. Sales and monitoring: collect monthly data on hairdressers

Ashraf, Bandiera, & Jack (2014)



Altruistic capital:
Results

Stars (non-financial rewards) are much more effective than financial incentives in this 

setting

Seems to be driven by warm-glow effect and social comparison

Ashraf, Bandiera, & Jack (2014)



Incentives reinforce existing altruistic 
motivation: Crowd in! 
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Lessons for Harnessing Altruism

• Employees’ pro-social motivation can be a 
source of value for an organization

• Non-monetary incentives can be designed to 
leverage this pro-social motivation

– to build what we call “Altruistic Capital”

• Financial incentives don’t necessarily crowd 
out pro-social motivation, and can actually 
crowd it in 





Infant Deaths   HIV   Malaria Nurses Physicians 

Motivation: Global Health Crisis



Infant Deaths   HIV   Malaria Nurses Physicians 

Motivation: Crisis in Human resources 
for health 



(Zambia: Pop 13m; 913 physicians)

Infant Deaths   HIV   Malaria Nurses Physicians



Community Health Workers





• Shortages of health workers across sub-Saharan Africa 
undermine national health systems

• Africa: 11% world's population has 3% of world’s health 
work force and 24% global disease burden

• CHWs a potentially innovative solution to this problem

• Zambia pursuing a National Community Health Assistant 
Strategy (Aug 2010)

• One-year training for 5,000 new CHAs by 2015, who are 
based at rural health posts– 20% of work based in health 
post facility; 80% in community

• What are optimal recruitment & compensation strategies?



Career incentives attract workers who 
do 31% more visits

Field performance: 

Impact on household visits 
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20,290 more visits over 18 months 

Source: SMS receipts sent by CHAs 



Does the control group outperform on 
other dimensions?

• Do more community mobilisation/work at HP? 
No

• Remain in post longer? No

• Focus on hard-to-reach households? No

• Longer visits? No

• Better targeting within households? No

• Work longer hours doing something else? No

• More responsive to emergencies? No



Health impacts

• Monthly health care usage data (facility level) 
show that in treatment areas:

– Institutional deliveries go up by 31%

– Children visits to health posts go up by 24%

– Under 1yr-olds receiving polio vaccination go up by 
20%

• Household survey data show that in treatment 
areas:

– share of underweight children goes down by 25%



Social motivation
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Summary (Ashraf, Bandiera & Lee 2016)

• Career incentives attract candidates who 
perform better and are equally likely to 
remain in their posts

• The two main sources of motivation that 
attract applicants to these jobs- material 
benefits in the form of career prospects and 
intrinsic utility due to helping the community -
do not clash



The Lessons So far 

• Leveraging Monetary vs Non-Monetary 
Motivation:
– Not the same tradeoff that is often assumed, but 

can potentially make biggest impact by leveraging 
what is scarce in the environment: career 
opportunities vs social impact

• …….What does that say about the 
possibility of leveraging altruistic 
motivation in the private sector? 



Altruism in Banking?   

• Bankers affect social welfare through many 
channels, most importantly by allocating credit 
to productive rather than predatory activities.

• Partner with a major multinational bank on a 
long-term co-generation of knowledge 
collaboration (Ashraf, Bandiera, Delfino & 
Zingales)



Altruism in Banking?   

• First thing: collect measures of perceived social 
impact and perceived social worth, from Grant 
(2008) used around the world across many 
“pro-social” professions, on bank's monthly 
survey, 10,000 employees in 50+ countries



Bankers vs others on perceived social 
impact & worth



Altruistic capital 
(Ashraf and Bandiera, 2017)

• Starts from premise that every individual has 
some latent desire to serve.

– This is a source of motivation for the individual and 
a source of value for organizations

• This altruistic motivation can be leveraged-–
that is, the returns to altruistic effort depend 
on context specific factors that can be shaped 
by policy or external events



The 2008 financial crisis and perceived 
social impact and worth



Returns to altruistic capital and 
performance on the job



Altruistic capital in banking

• Results thus far open the possibility of a 
virtuous cycle: an intervention that increases 
the returns to altruistic capital leads to more 
pro-social behavior and the accumulation of 
more altruistic capital



Altruistic capital 
(Ashraf and Bandiera, AER, 2017)

• Capital (Solow, 1995): an asset that
– can be invested in: costly actions in the present produce benefits 

in the future
– can be accumulated and depleted

• Even when altruistic preferences are included in standard utility 
maximization models, it’s assumed that they are fixed, or exogenous

• but much of moral philosophy and virtue ethics propose that character 
develops over time through repeated actions (“We are what we 
repeatedly do”)

• recent research on neuroscience suggests similarly that actions beget 
future actions

• Key feature: the return needed to incentivise a given level of 
altruistic effort is decreasing in the level of altruistic capital
– an organization can provide strong incentives until the amount of 

altruistic capital is high enough



Altruistic capital

• Makes us think differently about altruism 
within an organization:

– With fixed preferences, there’s a fixed stock of 
altruism in the economy; the only way aggregate 
altruism can change within an organization or an 
industry is by attracting people with different 
preferences

– With accumulable altruistic capital, firms can 
provide incentives for its accumulation



Altruistic capital 

• Far more than a preference, altruistic capital is a 
capacity, a set of skills (like human capital) that are 
developed over time and facilitate future, effective 
altruistic action.

• Raises many questions: 
– How do you leverage existing altruistic capital in an 

organization?

– Does altruistic capital only exist for traditionally prosocial 
activities?

– How do you recruit for greater altruistic capital?

– How does altruistic capital deplete?

– How does altruistic capital accumulate within an individual?





Every man must decide whether he 
will walk in the light of creative 

altruism or in the darkness of 
destructive selfishness.

Life’s most persistent and urgent 
question is, “What are you doing for 

others?”

--Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 



“Work done in the spirit of service is 
the highest form of worship.”

-Abdu'l-Baha, the Baha’i Writings 



What is it to work with love?

It is to weave the cloth with threads drawn from your heart,

even as if your beloved were to wear that cloth. 

Work is  love made vis ible.   

-Kahlil Gibran



Latin
alteri huic

to this other

Italian
altrui

somebody else

French altruisme

altruism
mid 19th

century



(A) Increased activity in anterior cingulate cortex during exclusion 

relative to inclusion. (B) Increased activity in right ventral prefrontal 

cortex during exclusion relative to inclusion. Both areas are active 

during physical pain. 

Neurologically, Social Exclusion= 

Physical Pain
Eisenberger, Lieberman, & Williams, 2003, Science




