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Abstract

Individuals with a preference for keeping moral obligations may dislike
learning that voluntary contributions are socially valuable: Such informa-
tion can trigger unpleasant feelings of cognitive dissonance. An increase
in the believed social value of contributions a¤ects neither behavior nor
the utility of Homo Economicus and of the Standard Impure Altruist.
It increases both contributions and utility of a Consequentialist Impure
Altruist. For the Duty-Oriented individual, however, it increases contri-
butions, but decreases utility. The Duty-Oriented will thus, under certain
conditions, be willing to pay to stay uninformed. Attitude campaigns can
increase voluntary contributions through providing Duty-Oriented indi-
viduals with unwanted information.
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Innocence is ignorance. (Kierkegaard, 1844)

1 Introduction

Voluntary contributions to public goods are frequently observed in everyday life:
People contribute money to charities, volunteer in schools and hospitals, recycle
their household waste, and pay higher prices for goods produced in ethically
responsible ways.
Public authorities sometimes try to stimulate voluntary contributions through

various means, including economic incentives such as tax exemptions for char-
itable contributions, and other instruments like attitude and information cam-
paigns. However, while the e¤ects of economic incentives are thoroughly studied
by economists, it is much less clear, viewed from an economist�s perspective, why
information or attitude campaigns might be expected to a¤ect voluntary con-
tributions to public goods. Still, such campaigns seem to be popular among
policy-makers. The present paper proposes some possible explanations for this.
I provide conditions under which certain types of information can increase con-
tributions, making information or attitude campaigns a potentially powerful
instrument for policy makers and charities.
Such campaigns usually consist of, �rst, information about the social value

of potential contributions. This could be hard facts, such as the number of
children who have lost their homes after an earthquake; or information intended
to stimulate empathy and feelings of responsibility, such as a photograph of one
of those unhappy children. Secondly, campaigns often include information about
e¢ cient ways to contribute; where to place your recyclables, or the bank account
number of the Red Cross. Although my main focus will be on the former, I will
discuss both types of information.
The traditional Homo Economicus model can hardly explain the observed

amount of voluntary contributions to public goods (Andreoni 1988).1 Several
alternative models have been proposed in the economics literature. The most
popular one seems to be the impure altruism model of Andreoni (1990), as-
suming that consumers have preferences for a private good, the "warm glow of
giving", which is assumed to be increasing in one�s own contribution. Although
the impure altruism model can explain substantial voluntary contributions to
public goods, however, it does not provide any reason why anybody would want
to launch a campaign informing people about the social value of their poten-
tial contributions: In the standard version of the impure altruism model, such
information plays no role. Below, I will propose an extended impure altruism
model assuming that the "warm glow", or rather, a preference to be important
to others, depends on the believed social consequences of one�s contribution,
not just the contribution as such. In this model of the Consequentialist Impure
Altruist, beliefs about the social value of contributions will indeed a¤ect con-

1Andreoni�s (1988) analysis concerns what he calls "pure altruism". His model, however,
is formally equivalent to the traditional Homo Economicus model, where individuals have
preferences for a private and a public good.
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tribution levels. Nevertheless, as I will show, it is still not necessarily the case
that information campaigns will have any e¤ect: If information on the social
bene�ts of contributions are available at no or low cost, the Consequentialist
Impure Altruist may an incentive to seek this information himself. Thus, unless
information is costly to obtain on one�s own initiative, information campaigns
would be redundant.
For consumers with a preference for keeping their moral obligations, how-

ever, those obligations may be felt as a burden; and under certain conditions,
information avoidance is one way to keep that burden light. As demonstrated be-
low, for consumers with a moral motivation similar to that proposed by Brekke
et al. (2003), which I will call Duty-Oriented individuals, information about
the social value of contributions can increase the consumer�s perceived burden
of responsibility: Although there is a "warm glow of giving", there is also a
"cold shiver of not giving enough" (Bruvoll and Nyborg 2004). This idea is
closely linked to the social psychological concept of cognitive dissonance (Fes-
tinger 1957); i.e. the idea that people experience an unpleasant feeling when
discrepancies arise between the values and beliefs that they hold and the action
they in fact take. Aronson et al. (2005) de�ne cognitive dissonance as "a drive
or feeling of discomfort, originally de�ned as being caused by holding two or
more inconsistent cognitions and subsequently de�ned as being caused by per-
forming an action that is discrepant from one�s customary, typically positive
self-conception" (p.166).2

If moral responsibility is a burden to the individual, and if, moreover, this
burden is to some extent endogenous to him, he will have an incentive to avoid
situations, or types of information, which could face him with a heavier burden
of responsibility.3 Economic analysis of voluntary contributions need to take
this into account: Although a consumer might contribute a lot the moment he
has accepted a personal responsibility for an issue, he might go to quite some
lengths to avoid being faced with that responsibility. Hence, public information
campaigns could in fact increase contributions by providing consumers with
unwanted information.
Recent experimental studies indicate that a substantial number of people

seem to avoid situations associated with a moral responsibility. Lazear et al.
(2005) conducted a dictator game experiment in which subjects, in a �rst round,
were asked to divide 10 USD between themselves and another participant, being
free to take everything for themselves if they so wished. In a second round, the
same subjects were given the choice between playing exactly the same game
once more or to "pass", where the latter meant receiving 10 USD without the

2For economic analyses of cognitive dissonance, see e.g. Akerlof and Dickens (1982), Konow
(2000), Oxoby (2004). Note that cognitive dissonance as a concept is not only related to moral
issues : "Most of us have a need to see ourselves as reasonable, moral, and smart. When we are
confronted with information implying that we may have behaved in ways that are irrational,
immoral, or stupid, we experience a good deal of discomfort" (Aronson et al. 2005, p. 166).
While Akerlof and Dickens (1982) focus on the need to feel "reasonable" and "smart", the
present paper discusses the need to feel "moral".

3While responsibility ascription may seem an alien concept to economics, it is central to
social psychologists�analyses of moral decision-making; see Schwartz (1970, 1977).

3



opportunity to share. The majority of subjects chose to share at least some of
their endowment with the recipient in the �rst round. However, in the second
round, most subjects �including many who had given the recipient a substantial
share in the �rst round, thus apparently having preferences for sharing �pre-
ferred to pass, avoiding the sharing option altogether. Consequently, the option
not to be faced with the "sharing environment" reduced total contributions to
about half of the �rst round level. In subsequent rounds, the researchers in-
troduced a strictly positive cost of opting out; but still, a substantial share of
subjects chose to pass. These results were observed under both anonymous and
non-anonymous conditions.
While this study did not speci�cally consider information, Dana el al. (2004)

did. They found that in a binary version of the dictator game, most subjects
choosing between a "fair" (5,5) and an "unfair" (6,1) outcome chose the fair
alternative. In another treatment, the researchers made recipients�payo¤ un-
certain, so that payo¤s were either (5,5) and (6,1), as above, or (5,1) and (6,5),
with equal probability.4 However, this uncertainty could be resolved by dic-
tators at no cost, simply by pushing a button. In the uncertainty treatment,
dictators behaved more sel�shly; moreover, only about half of them chose to
resolve the uncertainty. While these �ndings may undoubtedly be explained in
di¤erent ways, they are consistent with the view that people feel a heavier per-
sonal responsibility for others when their own impact on those others�situation
is made unambiguously clear to them. Moreover, it is consistent with a hy-
potheis that the perceived responsibility to contribute, given that one�s impact
on others has been made clear, is stronger than the perceived obligation to seek
such information.
Throughout the analysis, I will focus on internalized moral motivation, ab-

stracting completely from social interaction e¤ects such as conformism, reci-
procity, and social rewards or sanctions from others.5 Further, I will limit my
attention to situations where the consumer may be willing to pay an extra cost
�a contribution �to secure a social bene�t in which he himself will not take
part. The latter assumption implies that the consumer is paying for a credence
good: a cognitive or psychological experience that is necessarily related to his
beliefs about the action�s consequences for others, since he will never experience
for himself its actual consequences. If no information is received from external
sources, erroneous beliefs thus cannot be corrected, and the fact that beliefs are
wrong will have no impact on the contributor�s utility.

2 The model

Consider a large population consisting of n individuals, where individuals are
identical except for a characteristic �i determining the individual�s bene�ts from
a public good G. To �x ideas, assume that �i 2 f0; 1g, and let �i = 0 mean that

4 (x; y) denotes x to the dictator and y to the recipient.
5For studies incorporating such e¤ects, see, for example, Sugden (1984), Hollander (1990),

Rege (2004), or Nyborg et al. (2006).
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person i is healthy, while �i = 1 means that i is an asthmatic. For individuals
i = f1; :::;mg, �i = 1, while for i = fm + 1; :::; ng, �i = 0. To establish the
benchmark, let individuals have perfect information; later, this assumption will
be relaxed.
Individual i�s utility is given by the following (linear separability is assumed

for the sake of simplicity):

Ui = u(xi) + �iG+ Si (1)

Here, u is an increasing and strictly concave function, xi � 0 is i�s con-
sumption of private goods, and G is the level of the public good, which we may,
for the purpose of illustration, think of as air quality.6 Si is the individual�s
self-image as a socially responsible or decent individual. While self-image is not
a standard ingredient of economic models, its inclusion in the utility function
seems well-founded by insights from other social sciences, as indicated, for in-
stance, by the following quote from Aronson et al. (2005, p.166): "For the past
half-century, social psychologists have discovered that one of the most power-
ful determinants of human behavior stems from our need to preserve a stable,
positive self-image". For previous economic analyses involving the concepts of
self-image and identity, see, for example, Akerlof and Kranton (2000, 2005),
Benabou and Tirole (2002, 2003, 2006), Brekke et al. (2003) and Bruvoll and
Nyborg (2004).
Individual i�s budget constraint is given by

F = xi + gi (2)

where F is an exogenous endowment. The assumption that each individual
has the same endowment is not essential and is chosen for the sake of simplicity.
Provision of the public good is determined by the sum of individual contributions
in the following way:

G = �
nX
j=1

gj = �(G�i + gi) (3)

where � � 0 measures how e¢ ciently any individual�s monetary contribution is
transformed into increased supply of the public good. G�i is the public good
level provided by others than i, considered exogenously �xed by i.
Finally, since individuals� self-image may depend upon their beliefs about

the social importance of their contributions, I need to establish a criterion for
normative evaluation of social states. Since normative disagreement in welfare
evaluation is not the main focus of the present paper, I will assume �again for
simplicity �that every individual agrees that social welfare W can be evaluated
using the following simple social welfare function:

W =
nX
j=1

(u(xj) + �jG) (4)

6 It seems natural to assume that limG!1 v(G) = 0, which would capture the idea that
all else given, an asthmatic is never better o¤ than a healty person. No such assumption is
required for the formal analysis, however.
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This corresponds to standard unweighted utiliarianism, except that ben-
e�ts from self-image are not included. The latter does not, in fact, matter
for the model�s behavioral predictions; I thus choose the analytically simplest
speci�cation.7 Below, the term "material well-being" will be taken to include
consumption bene�ts and public good bene�ts, but not self-image bene�ts.
To be able to formulate my results in the most straightforward way, I will

always assume below that the individual i whose behavior is considered is a
healthy person, i.e. that �i = 0: Again, this is not essential to the analysis,
but since healthy individuals do not take part in the environmental bene�ts
resulting from their contributions, this allows me to disregard possible "sel�sh"
reasons to contribute, focusing exclusively on moral or altruistic motivation.
I will now formalize four di¤erent types of motivation through alternative

speci�cations of the self-image function, representing di¤erent "household pro-
duction functions" for self-image (Stigler and Becker, 1977). Below, Sji will
denote the self-image of person i given that he is of motivation type j.

3 Homo Economicus

The speci�cation of the self-image function of Homo Economicus8 is particularly
simple:

SHEi = K (5)

where K is an exogenously given constant.
A healthy (�i = 0) Homo Economicus will maximize his utility by con-

tributing nothing. This result is rather trivial, hardly requiring formal proof:
Contributions are costly, but yields no bene�ts whatsoever. If such a person
receives information about the social value of his potential contribution, this
will in�uence neither his behavior nor his utility: He simply doesn�t care.

4 The Standard Impure Altruist

The second motivation type corresponds to the standard version of Andreoni�s
(1990) impure altruist, for whom self-image (or, alternatively, "warm glow") is
increasing in his own contribution:

SIAi = 
(gi)

7One argument for not including self-image bene�ts is that the satisfaction of doing good
should not be included in the very de�nition of "good". On the other hand, I �nd it hard
to claim that self-image bene�ts are somehow less "real" than other bene�ts. This is a deep
philosophical question which may, indeed, matter a lot in normative welfare analysis. My
purpose here, however, is restricted to positive behavioral analysis.

8Although most economists (including, until a short time ago, myself) seem to believe that
this is Latin for "the economic man", the correct Latin term is in fact, as pointed out to me by
Aanund Hylland, "Homo Oeconomicus". With somewhat mixed feelings, I am keeping here
to the erroneous, but, by now, widespread convention.
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where 
0 > 0 and 
00 < 0.9

The �rst order condition for utility maximization of a healthy impure altru-
ist, assuming an interior solution, is

u0 = 
0

i.e., he contributes until his marginal bene�t of consumption equals the marginal
warm glow. The healthy standard impure altruist contributes a strictly positive
amount provided that u0(F ) < 
0(0); otherwise, he contributes nothing. Note
that none of this depends upon the number of asthmathicsm, or on the e¢ ciency
of contributions in producing a higher public good supply, �. Thus, just like
for Homo Economicus, changed knowledge about these variables a¤ects neither
behavior nor utility.

5 The Consequentialist Impure Altruist: Being
important

In Andreoni�s (1990) model, there was no explicit distinction between a person�s
contribution and the consequences of this contribution. However, it may well be
the case that some people care about the social importance of their contributions
rather than the actual amount gi that they contributed.
The Consequentialist Impure Altruist, thus, has a preference to be important

(Brekke and Nyborg, 2006). Unlike the pure altruist (Andreoni 1988), who cares
about the total level of the public good (G) with no regard to his own role in
its provision, the Consequentialist Impure Altruist is indeed concerned about
his own role. However, like the pure altruist, he primarily cares about conse-
quences, not the amount contributed.10 In the following, I will assume that the
Consequentialist Impure Altruist�s self-image SCi is better the more important
he thinks his contribution is to others. He evaluates its social importance by
asking himself: "If I contribute gi rather than nothing, all else given, how much
will others�welfare increase?" Thus, we can write

SCi = �(�W�i(gi;m; �)) (6)

where 0 < � < 1 measures the emphasis the individual places on social wel-
fare concerns in his self-image evaluations, and �W�i(gi;m; �)) i�s view of the
importance to others of his contribution. � = 0 would be equivalent to Homo
Economicus, while � = 1 would have implied that the individual cared just as

9Primes denote derivatives.
10Francois�(2005) model of "making a di¤erence" is based on the assumption of pure altru-

ism. Dur and Glazer�s (2004) model of "the desire for impact" is based on impure altruism,
but di¤ers from the Consequentialist Impure Altruist model proposed here in several respects.
For example, Dur and Glazer assume that "importance" is evaluated by one�s production,
not contributions to social welfare; moreover, unlike in the present model, they assume that
individuals take general equilibrium e¤ects into account when assessing their own importance.
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much about others�material well-being as his own.11

If i is healthy (�i = 0), others�material welfare equals W � u(xi). De�ne
�W�i(gi;m; �)) as the increase in others�material welfare when i�s contribution
equals gi � 0, as compared to the case where gi = 0, assuming everybody else�s
behavior �xed:

�W�i(gi;m; �)) =W�i(g
0
1 ; :::; gi; :::; g

0
n;m; �)�W�i(g

0
1 ; :::; 0; :::; g

0
n;m; �) (7)

Here, a superscript 0 denotes a variable�s value in the initial situation, while the
subscript "�i" indicates that i is not included in the welfare measure. Inserting
from (1) - (4) and (6) then yields the following expression:

�W�i(gi;m; �)) = m�gi (8)

That is, the self-image of the Consequentialist Impure Altruist is propor-
tional to the social value of his contribution m�gi:

SCi = �m�gi: (9)

Utility maximization with respect to gi, given that the individual is a Con-
sequentialist Impure Altruist, now yields the following �rst order condition for
an interior maximum:

u0 = �m� (10)

That is, he contributes until his marginal utility of consumption equals the
marginal self-image bene�ts, which are in turn determined by the weight he
attaches to being important, �, the number of bene�ciaries m, and the pro-
ductivity of monetary contributions in increasing the public good supply, �.
If

u0(F ) > �m�; (11)

utility reaches its maximum in the corner solution gi = 0; in this case, the
marginal warm glow is not strong enough to justify any loss of consumption.
Now, if the social value of a potential contribution increases, this makes the

individual �for any given strictly positive contribution level �more important to
others than he was before. This increases both his contribution and his utility:

Proposition 1 With perfect information, the following holds for the healthy
Consequentialist Impure Altruist: a) His contribution gi is weakly increas-
ing in the marginal social value of contributions m�. The increase is strict if
u0(Fi) < �m�. b) His utility is weakly increasing in the marginal social value
of contributions m�. The increase is strict if u0(Fi) < �m�.

Proof. See Appendix A.
In particular, as more people (others, to be sure) become asthma patients,

the utility of the Consequentialist Impure Altruist increases, as this improves his

11The proportional self-image function �(�W�i(gi;m; �)) could have been replaced by an
increasing and strictly concave function �(�W�i), with no substantial implications for the
present analysis.
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opportunities to be important to others. This may appear somewhat absurd: It
seems reasonable that for at least some consumers, such a change would rather
increase their feeling of moral obligation, so that keeping one�s contribution
constant after receiving such news would, in fact, reduce self-image. The fourth
motivation type I will consider re�ects this view.

6 The Duty-Oriented individual: Ful�lling one�s
obligation

The Duty-Oriented individual assesses his self-image, or his own standing as a
socially responsible individual, by comparing his actual contributions to what he
thinks he ought to have contributed. Self-image for this type of individual can
thus be speci�ed by some function f(gi; g�i ), where g

�
i � 0 is i�s perception of the

"morally ideal" contribution; that is, a value for which increased contributions
cannot further improve self-image. The ideal contribution g�i can be interpreted
as a measure of the individual�s perception of his moral or social responsibility:
If he contributes less than he thinks he ideally should, his self-image will be
impaired. For simplicity, I will use a functional form similar to that used by
Brekke et al. (2003):

SDi = �a(gi � g�i )2 (12)

where a > 0. Similar assumptions can be found in Sudgen (1984), Woodward
and Warren-Boulton (1984), Bruvoll and Nyborg (2004), Konow (2006) and
Cappelen et al. (2007); a brief discussion of the importance of this particular
functional form can be found in Appendix B.12

Just like the Consequentialist Impure Altruist, the Duty-Oriented individ-
ual makes a tradeo¤ between consumption and self-image. First, however, the
individual must know the morally ideal contribution g�i . A key question for
the analysis below is whether the individual is able to in�uence, directly or in-
directly, his moral responsibility g�i . As demonstrated by Bruvoll and Nyborg
(2004), a Duty-Oriented individual�s utility will decrease when g�i increases,
since the burden of moral responsibility becomes heavier; hence, if he can keep
g�i down, he is likely to do so.
To demonstrate how this may work, I will apply the principle for determi-

nation of g�i proposed by Brekke et al. (2003). Their proposal can be regarded
as inspired by Immanuel Kant�s categorical imperative, that is, "one should act
only according to those maxims that can be consistently willed as a universal
law" (Audi 1995, p. 403). Brekke et al. proposed the following related, but
simpler principle: "I should ideally act such that if everybody acted like me, so-
cial welfare would be maximized".13 This way of reasoning appears to be rather

12 It may be disputed whether it is reasonable that self-image decreases when contributions
increase above the ideal contribution g�i . However, this does not matter for the analysis as
long as SDi is not strictly increasing in gi when gi > g�i , since the individual will never choose
gi > g

�
i anyway.

13Note that although g�i is de�ned through an argument inspired by Kant, actual behavior
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common; for example, Bruvoll and Nyborg (2004) report that among those who
households who claimed to be recycling at least some household waste, 88 per-
cent agreed or partly agreed that "I recycle partly because I should do what I
want others to do".
In accordance with the rule outlined above, then, let g�i be that contribu-

tion which would hypothetically maximize social welfare, as perceived by i, had
everyone acted just like i. Formally, g�i = argmaxgi fW (g1; :::; gn;m; �)g sub-
ject to gi = gj for every i; j 2 f1; :::; ng. Solving this maximization problem
yields the following �rst order condition for an interior welfare maximum

m� = u0; (13)

which corresponds to the usual Samuelsonian condition for optimal provision
of a public good.14 The left hand side is the social value per individual of
a marginally increased public good supply; the right hand side is its cost per
individual.
The individual only feels a moral responsibility to contribute (g�i > 0) if

contributions are more socially valuable than private consumption, that is, if

m� > u0(F ): (14)

If this does not hold, the hypothetical welfare maximization problem has a
corner solution, g�i = 0.
Di¤erentiation of (13) with respect to m� shows that for interior solutions,

g�(m�) is strictly increasing in m�:

dg�i
d(m�)

=
1

�u00 > 0 (15)

Thus, the morally ideal contribution is a function g�i = g
�(m�) of the mar-

ginal social value of contributions, such that whenever m� � u0(F ), g�(m�) =
0 , while for all m� � u0(F ), dg�i =d(m�) = 1=� u00 > 0.15
Once the morally ideal contribution has been determined, based on one�s

knowledge of m�, the individual must decide how much to actually contribute.
He does so by maximizing utility with respect to gi, taking g�(m�) as given.
This yields the following �rst order condition for interior utility optimum:

�2a(gi � g�(m�)) = u0 (16)

The individual contributes until the marginal bene�t in terms of an improved
self-image (the left hand side) just equals its marginal cost in terms of forgone

will be determined by a tradeo¤ between self-image and consumption bene�ts. Since Kant�s
moral philosophy is categorical and hence does not allow such tradeo¤s, the behavior described
here can hardly be de�ned as Kantian. Moreover, note that this principle is not well suited for
situations where social welfare maximization requires diversi�cation of individual behavior.
14 If individual endowments were not equal for all, this expression would read nm� =Pn
j=1 u

0:
15g�i is also a function of income F . I will suppress this below as F will not be varied in the

analysis to follow.
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consumption bene�ts (the right hand side). Rearranging, this can be written

gi = g
�(m�)� u0

2a
(17)

which shows clearly that, given an interior solution, the individual will always
contribute strictly less than g�(m�) (see also Brekke et al. 2003).16

Again, we need to consider the possibility of a corner solution. If

a[g�(m�)2 � (gi � g�(m�))2] � u(F )� u(F � gi) (18)

for every strictly positive gi, the self-image gain from a contribution cannot out-
weigh the resulting consumption loss, and the individual maximizes his utility
by contributing nothing. If g�(m�) = 0 , (18) obviously holds: if no moral oblig-
ation applies, no self-image loss arises when not contributing. Note, however,
that (18) may hold even for low, but strictly positive levels of m�: In such cases
the individual contributes nothing, but does experience cognitive dissonance. In
fact, cognitive dissonance will only be completely avoided when the social value
of contributions is low enough to yield g�(m�) = 0.
Like the Consequentialist Impure Altruist, the Duty-Oriented�s contributions

are increasing in m�. Unlike the Consequentialist Impure Altruist, however, the
Duty-Oriented�s utility is decreasing in m�:

Proposition 2 With perfect information, the following holds for the healthy
Duty-Oriented individual: a) His contribution gi is weakly increasing in the
marginal social value of contributions m�. The increase is strict if a[g�(m�)2�
(gi � g�(m�))2] � u(F )� u(F � gi) for some strictly positive gi. b) His utility
is weakly decreasing in the marginal social value of contributions m�. Utility
is una¤ected by marginal changes in m� if and only if m� � u0(F ). Utility is
strictly decreasing in m� whenever m� > u0(F ).

Proof. See Appendix A.
Consequently, if a healthy, duty-oriented individual, who ascribes to the

moral reasoning suggested above, learns that the social importance of his con-
tribution has increased, he will increase his contribution. But, unless his private
consumption is even more socially valuable than contributions to the public
good, his utility is strictly reduced : His burden of moral responsibility has be-
come heavier.

7 Information

Let us now relax the assumption of perfect information, and assume, instead,
that the marginal social value of contributions m� is not directly observable by
individuals.
16Since @SDi =@gi = 0 when gi = g�i ; contributing g

�
i could be optimal for the individuals

only if u0 = 0; which has been ruled out by assumption. That is, increasing gi up to or beyond
g�i would come at a strictly positive cost, but yield no extra self-image bene�ts.

11



Most of us are aware that environmental degradation, hunger and injustice
exist in abundance throughout the world. Nevertheless, our knowledge about
the precise character of each potential sub-problem, its scope and/or severity,
and whether and how something could be done to amend it, may still be very
poor. In what follows, I will interpret the model as a partial representation of a
more complex world in which a large number of public goods and many groups
of potential bene�ciaries may exist, and use the model to study i�s choice of
whether to seek information about and/or contribute to one speci�c cause.17

If an individual does not suspect at all that increased provision of the speci�c
public good G might bene�t someone, it seems hard to explain why he would
even get the idea of seeking, or avoiding, information. Such "complete igno-
rance" is thus not the most interesting case to consider. Rather, by "ignorance"
I will mean a state in which the individual has some vague notion that the social
problem might possibly exist and that contributions might possibly be of value,
but where he otherwise knows nothing about the number of bene�ciaries m (or
more generally, the magnitude of the problem) nor the e¢ ciency of potential
contributions �. One may think of, for example, a substance which i knows to
be emitted into the air, but which he has no further information about; he may
simply know, on a general level, that some people react to some substances.
Imagine that there exists a veri�cation agency which can provide perfect

information about the true value of m�. Assume, moreover, that such informa-
tion can be bought by the individual at a �xed cost C. Hence, the individual
can be in one of two states; ignorant (uninformed) or informed. If ignorant, his
subjective expectation of the social value of contributions equals his uninformed
prior belief B0i ; if informed, either through actively purchasing information or
through encountering an information campaign, he knows m� perfectly.18

First of all, note that if B0i is su¢ ciently high, there is no obvious reason why
the individual would want to avoid, nor seek, costless information (C = 0). The
Duty-Oriented would be worse o¤ if the information revealed thatm� > B0i and
better o¤ if m� < B0i ; the opposite would hold for the Consequentialist Impure
Altruist. If C > 0, consumers would hardly seek information; but if information
were still provided to them for free, for example through an attitude campaign,
its e¤ect on contributions could go either way.
The interesting cases, however, arise when initial beliefs about the social

value of potential contributions are low. Below, I will focus on those cases. I
have no intention of claiming that B0i is always low; but since it seems, perhaps,
somewhat unreasonable, or unusual, to assert that an issue one knows next to
nothing about represents a serious social problem, I do �nd it worthwhile to
explore the implications of low prior beliefs.
Assume, now, that when evaluating his own self-image, individuals apply

the same self-image function as before, except that m� is replaced by the prior

17 I will stick to the use of "healthy" to denote �i = 0. This is less intuitively appealing
when the problem at hand is ill known. However, its only function in the analysis is that we
disregard "sel�sh" reasons for contributing, focusing on altruistic or moral motivation.
18Alternatively, one may assume that prior beliefs are updated in the direction of received

information. This would not matter substantially; I stick to the simple assumptions.
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belief B0i . The individual is now faced with the choice of staying uninformed,
denoted � i = 0, in which case he keeps his initial belief B0i , or paying C and
becoming perfectly informed, denoted � i = 1. That is, beliefs will depend on
information acquisition in the following simple way:

Bi = m� if � i = 1
B0i if � i = 0:

To incorporate the choice of whether to actively seek information, the budget
constraint (2) must be replaced by

F = ci + gi + � iC (19)

The utility of the healthy Consequentialist Impure Altruist can now be writ-
ten

UCi = u(F � gi � C) + �m�gi if � i = 1
u(F � gi) + �B0i gi if � i = 0

(20)

while for the Duty-Oriented, we have

UDOi = u(F � gi � C)� a(gi � g�(m�))2 if � i = 1
u(F � gi)� a(gi � g�(B0i ))2 if � i = 0:

(21)

The decision of whether to collect information is made before the contribu-
tion decision. When deciding whether to collect information, the individual does
not, of course, know m�; and since Bi is his best guess about m�, I will assume
that he does not expect his own beliefs to change in any particular direction.
The interesting case is when initially, the individual is in a corner solution.
Consider �rst the healthy Consequentialist Impure Altruist, and assume that

his initial assessment Bi is too low to merit contributions. That is, we have that

u0(F ) > �B0i : (22)

His utility if not seeking information is simply given by u(F ). If he seeks infor-
mation (� i = 1), he may �nd that m� is higher or lower than Bi. At this point
C will be sunk cost. If he �nds that m� < B0i , he will still not contribute, and
his utility is u(F � C). If he �nds, however, that

u0(F � C) < �m� (23)

he will start contributing, and his utility will then be given by u(F � gi �
C) + �m�gi. If m� is su¢ ciently high, the increased self-image could more
than compensate the cost C. Hence, there is a trade-o¤ between the certain
consumption loss caused by paying the information cost C and the possible
discovery of a new way to be important to others (getting more warm glow).
Now, consider the case where information is costless (C = 0). Then, the

healthy Consequentialist Impure Altruist has nothing to lose by seeking infor-
mation. It can never hurt him, since if he has overestimated m�, this would
leave his utility unchanged. It might bene�t him, however, since an unexpected
opportunity to be important to others may emerge. He would thus strictly prefer
to receive free information. This leads directly to the following Proposition:

13



Proposition 3 If u0(Fi) > �B0i , there exists a strictly positive information cost
�C > 0 such that the healthy Consequentialist Impure Altruist prefers to acquire
information.

Next, consider the healthy Duty-Oriented. Assume that his initial assess-
ment Bi is su¢ ently low to imply g�i (Bi) = 0; that is,

u0(Fi) > Bi: (24)

The individual does not expect contributions to be socially optimal, and
thus does not feel obliged to contribute. Since g�i (Bi) = 0 there is no self-image
loss of not contributing. His utility if not seeking information (� i = 0) is then,
as for the Consequentialist Impure Altruist, simply given by u(F ):
If he seeks information (� i = 1), on the other hand, he may �nd that m� is

either higher or lower than Bi. If it is lower, he will still feel no obligation to
contribute, and his utility will be given by u(F � C). If it is su¢ ciently high,
however, that is, if

m� > u0(Fi)

he will feel obliged to contribute. He will still not necessarily contribute (see
eq. (18)); but whether he does contribute or not, he will now face cognitive
dissonance. He feels he should have contributed; and even if he does contribute,
he will not contribute quite as much as he thinks he should, since we always
have gi < g�i for interior solutions. His utility will now be given by u(F � gi �
C)� a(gi � g�i (m�))2, where g�i (m�) > 0. It should be immediately clear that
this is always strictly less than u(F ), his utility if not collecting information.
Thus, if it turns out that m� < B0i , this will do the Duty-Oriented neither harm
nor good; if it turns out that m� > B0i , this may strictly reduce his utility.
Consider, again, the case where information is costless (C = 0). The healthy

Duty-Oriented will then strictly prefer not to seek information. This leads
directly to the following Proposition:

Proposition 4 There exists a strictly negative information cost C < 0 such
that for every information cost exceeding C, the healthy Duty-Oriented strictly
prefers not to acquire information.

In other words,the Duty-Oriented may prefer to stay ignorant even if he has
to pay to avoid information.

8 Endogenous social value of contributions

As mentioned in the introduction, attitude campaigns often include information
about how to contribute: how much to clean one�s recyclables, where to place
them for collection; what product to avoid because it is especially environment-
hostile, which bank account number to use for charitable contributions. In-
formation of this type does not merely provide information about exogenous
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parameters � or m: it can actually increase the e¢ ciency of contributions, thus
changing �.
This would imply that e¢ ciency of contributions is an individual-speci�c

parameter, whose value is endogenously dependent on whether or not the indi-
vidual is informed. The production of the public good is determined by

G =
nX
j=1

�j(� j)gj (25)

which replaces equation (3), where �j(� j) is the e¢ ciency parameter of in-
dividual j as a function of j�s information aquisition.
To illustrate this, assume that the public good G cannot be provided directly

by individuals, but must be channelled through a charitable organization. Say
that there exists only one truly charitable organization with known e¢ ciency
~�; with any other recipient of contributions, no public good supply will result.
There exists K � 1 bank accounts in society, and only one of these belongs to
the charitable organization.19

For the sake of argument, assume now thatm, the number of bene�ciaries, is
perfectly known, and that "being ignorant" simply means not knowing the bank
account number of the charity. Contributing in a state of ignorance would then
mean to pick a bank account number at random, yielding an expected e¢ ciency
of

~�
K . Hence, the individual�s belief about the social value of his contribution

can now be stated as
Bi = m~� if � i = 1

m
~�
K if � i = 0

(26)

Consider �rst the case where C = 0. Then, just as in the analysis above, the
Consequentialistic Impure Altruist�s utility will be weakly higher for � i = 1, and
strictly higher if gi(m

~�
K ) = 0 and gi(m

~�) > 0. Knowing how to contribute in-
creases his opportunity to be important to others. Thus, even if the information
is associated with a strictly positive cost, he may be willing to seek it.
If gi(m

~�
K ) = 0 and gi(m

~�) > 0 and the Consequentialist Impure Altruist is
initially ignorant, an attitude campaign informing him about how to contribute
will increase both his contribution and his utility. If the cost of information
C is su¢ ciently low, however, he will, even in the absence of a campaign, seek
information on his own initiative, and a campaign will be redundant.
For the Duty-Oriented, however, the situation is again di¤erent. Let C = 0 .

Proposition 2 implies that the utility of the Duty-Oriented is weakly decreasing
in m�. If g�(m

~�
K ) = 0, while g�(m~�) > 0, the Duty-Oriented does not feel

obliged to contribute under ignorance, but knows in advance that he will feel an
obligation to contribute once he learns the right account number; and his utility
will strictly decrease if he becomes informed. In this case, the Duty-Oriented will
be willing to pay a strictly positive amount to avoid the information. For him,
ignorance is a bliss: Knowing how to contribute gives him a heavier burden of

19Thanks to Kjell Arne Brekke for suggesting this interpretation.
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moral responsibility. Nevertheless, if the charity, or others, succeed in providing
him with the unwanted information, he will start contributing.
Hence, although the Duty-Oriented does not want to listen, he will act upon

the information if he does receive it. It is, consequently, in the charity�s (or
rather, the bene�ciaries�) interest to try to make him know.

9 Discussion

Research within both social psychology and economics has established that a
self-serving bias in belief formation is common (see, e.g., Aronson et al. 2005
pp.119-122, Konow 2000). For the Duty-Oriented, a low prior belief B0i could
be a result of a such self-serving bias: If having no factual information about the
true social value of potential contributions, choosing a low prior belief is as plau-
sible as, and more convenient than, any other belief. For the Consequentialist
Impure Altruist, self-serving beliefs would rather imply a high B0i : The Conse-
quentialist Impure Altruist likes to entertain the belief that he is very important
to other people. If some people tend systematically to keep high prior beliefs,
due to such reasons, an information campaign could in fact reduce contributions
from these people, by revealing to them that they are not as important as they
wanted to believe.20

The logic of the present model, however, does not require that people�s beliefs
are systematically self-serving or inconsistent. My claim is simply that when
initial beliefs about the social value of contributions are su¢ ciently low, and
information is costless, Consequentialist Impure Altruists will strictly prefer to
get information, while the Duty-Oriented will strictly prefer not to.
Note, however, an important caveat to the above results. I have assumed that

self-image functions are determined by one�s actual contributions and their social
value; there has been no presumption that the choice of seeking or not seeking
information contributes to one�s self-image. For the Duty-Oriented, however,
it would certainly be possible to impose a "Kantian"-style conception of moral
obligation even for the choice to seek information, so that if the individual seeks
less information than he would prefer everybody to seek, he su¤ers a loss of self-
image. In that case, it is less obvious that the duty-oriented individual would
avoid information.21 The experiments by Lazear et al. (2004) and Dana et
al. (2004), however, indicates that a substantial number of people in fact resist
situations where they feel obligated to contribute, including avoidance of free

20Using this argument to claim that information is unwanted, however, would imply an
assumption that the individual�s set of beliefs is incompatible with Bayes�rule: If B0i is sys-
tematically biased, and i expects that B0i < m�, then i would prefer not getting information;
but in this case it seems unreasonable to call B0i i�s "initial belief" about m�, since it is a
biased estimate and i knows its bias. Hence, this case is not symmetrical to the case with
initial corner solutions.
21Nevertheless, my guess is that, to some extent, he would still resist information. Recall

that for interior solutions, a duty-oriented person will always contribute strictly less than
g�(m�). In the same way, he would presumably choose to seek less information than he
ideally thinks he should. A formal analysis of this remains to be done, however.
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information. Thus, many people seem to adopt Kierkegaard�s view: Innocence
is ignorance.
Further complications arise with issues such as limited memory and atten-

tion. To be salient in the mind at the time of decision-making, the information
must in practice �rst be mentally processed, then safely stored, and �nally re-
trieved; all of which requires cognitive e¤ort22 . If costly information processing
is required to keep and make use of factual knowledge of the type considered
here, this would lead to mechanisms quite similar to those discussed above:
While the Consequentialist Impure Altruist may choose to invest the cognitive
e¤ort required to keep the information in mind, the Duty-Oriented would be
much more likely to abstain from making the required cognitive investment, im-
plying that the information is never properly stored, is gradually lost, or is not
retrieved at the relevant times. One di¤erence from the above analysis is, how-
ever, that in this case, information campaigns could work simply by reminding
people of information they already know, but would otherwise not have retrieved
from memory. This may provide one explanation to the existence of attitude
campaigns not providing factual information at all, but rather seeming to aim
at reminding people of their moral obligations. For example, in the city of Oslo,
central collection units for delivery of hazardous household waste are placed in
easily visible places, decorated by large posters with a photograph of a naked
baby and the following text: "You won�t poison me, will you?" If information
is less easily retrieved by those to whom it implies a burden of responsibility,
frequent reminders could be an unpleasant, but e¤ective way to keep obligations
salient in the Duty-Oriented�s mind.
Social psycologists have pointed out that cognitive dissonance can potentially

be reduced by changing one�s ideals rather than by changing actual behavior
(see, e.g. Aronson et al. 2005). It is well documented that views of fairness
tend to be self-serving (e.g., Konow 2000).23 In the above analysis, the Kant-
inspired principle for determination of the Duty-Oriented�s moral obligations
was assumed �xed; but if the government or others place large burdens of moral
obligation on individuals, it is certainly conceivable that those individuals would
respond by changing their moral principles.24 If so, this may in turn in�uence
not only the issue at hand, but a wide array of attitudes and behaviors.
Finally, note that information which is per se unwanted could, for example,

be closely linked to private goods that the individual demands. The most obvi-
ous example is art and �ction: When reading a good book, or watching a movie,
individuals are often faced with unpleasant information, but the art experience

22For discussions of the psychology of attention and memory, see, for example, Styles (2005)
or Magnussen and Helstrup (2007).
23Similarly, self-serving interpretation of facts seems to be very common (see, e.g., Aron-

son et al. 2005, Ch.4); this is presumably particularly important for non-veri�able factual
information, such as accounts of others�utility.
24For example, healthy individuals could make up their minds that easing asthmatics�sit-

uation is asthma patients�own responsibility; which, in the present formal framework, would
amount to changing the functional form of g�(m�). The more complex society is, and the
more heterogeneous individuals are, the less obvious it is how to determine the "true" moral
obligation.
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itself (or the expectation of it) can be valuable enough to outweigh the potential
disutility from discovering or being reminded of moral obligations.25

10 Concluding remarks

For the classical Homo Economicus, as well as for the standard version of the
Impure Altruist, information concerning the social value of potential contribu-
tions in�uences neither behavior nor utility. It is thus hard to see how attitude
campaigns could have any e¤ects on such individuals. However, for the Con-
sequentialist Impure Altruist, who has a preference to be important to others,
and for the Duty-Oriented, who compares his contribution to what he thinks he
should ideally have contributed, beliefs about the social value of contributions
are crucial.
I have shown that if prior beliefs about the social value of contributions are

su¢ ciently small, the Consequentialist Impure Altruist will seek information
on his own initiative, as long as the cost of information is modest; the Duty-
Oriented, however, will be willing to pay to avoid information. The reason
is that for the Consequentialist Impure Altruist, discovering a social problem
provides new opportunities to be important to others; for the Duty-Oriented, it
gives him a heavier burden of moral responsibility, leading to the utility-reducing
experience of cognitive dissonance.
If individuals are in fact confronted with information that the social value

of contributions is higher than they thought, both the Consequentialist Impure
Altruist and the Duty-Oriented will react by (weakly) increasing their contribu-
tions. This provides a rationale for information and attitude campaigns. Never-
theless, note that if information is cheap to buy privately, the Consequentialist
Impure Altruist will demand it in the absence of campaigns.
Thus, attitude campaigns can work: If the cost of information is high, a cam-

paign can inform both Consequentialist Impure Altruists and Duty-Oriented,
resulting in increased contributions. If the cost of information is low, however,
attitude campaigns will primarily work through imposing unwanted information
on Duty-Oriented individuals.
Does this mean that attitude campaigns should be used more extensively,

as a cheap means to increase the provision of public goods? Perhaps, but the
answer is not quite so straightforward. The outcome of a welfare analysis would
depend on the share of di¤erent motivation types in the population; and, more
fundamentally, on whether or not self-image bene�ts are included in the social
welfare function. If self-image bene�ts are not included, cognitive dissonance will
not be counted as a social cost. This question is basically a philosophical rather
than economic one; and since my scope has been positive rather than normative
analysis, I will not pursue it further here, except from the following brief remark.
If self-image bene�ts are not included, an attitude campaign that increases
contributions will increase aggregate social welfare: the Consequentialist Impure

25 In addition, non-veri�able information about others�well-being � for example, how does
it really feel being an asthmatic? � is perhaps particularly e¢ ciently revealed through art.

18



Altruists�utility increase, while the Duty-Oriented would not contribute if they
did not �nd this socially optimal. However, if we de�ne "Pareto optimality" on
the basis of individual utility functions, attitude campaigns will not generally
lead to Pareto improvement, since they do impose a utility loss on the Duty-
Oriented.
My analysis presumed that individuals�moral principles as such are unaf-

fected by the policy. However, if the burden of moral obligation becomes too
heavy, this assumption becomes questionable. Since the moral norm is enforced
only by the individual himself, a too heavy burden could erode not only norm
adherence, but even the norm itself. Hence, appealing to individuals�moral
obligations may be useful when it comes to low-cost behaviors; but trying to
impose too substantial burdens on individuals�feeling of moral duty could, in
fact, undermine moral reasoning itself.
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A Proofs

Proof of Proposition 1:
Proof. a) Di¤erentiating (10) wrt m� yields the �rst order condition for an
interior optimum

dgi
d(m�)

=
�

�u00 > 0 (27)

Hence, if the initial solution is interior, gi is strictly increasing in m�. If the
initial solution is not interior, i.e. gi = 0 initially, we know that u0(F ) �
�m� initially. First, if u0(F ) = �m� initially, a marginal change in m� to
(m�)+ > m�, all else given, must imply that u0(F ) < �(m�)+, implying that
after the change, the individual will make a strictly positive contribution. Hence,
in this case an increase in m� strictly increases contributions. Secondly, if
u0(F ) > �m� initially and m� increases incrementally, say, to (m�)++, we will
have u0(F ) � �m�++ and the contribution will be una¤ected, that is, it will
stay at zero.
b) Utility can be written as

UCi = u(F � gi) + �m�gi
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Di¤erentiating this with respect to m�, taking into account that gi is a function
of m�, yields

dUCi
d(m�)

= �u0 dgi
d(m�)

+ �[gi +m�
dgi
d(m�)

]

=
dgi
d(m�)

[�m� � u0] + �gi

Inserting from (27), this yields

dUCi
d(m�)

=
�

�u00 [�m� � u
0] + �gi � 0

This holds for an interior solution. If gi > 0 initially, we know from (10) that
�m� � u0 = 0; so in this case dUCi =d(m�) > 0.
If gi = 0 initially and u0(F ) = �m�, then dgi=(m�) > 0, so in this case too,

utility is strictly increasing in m�. Finally, if gi = 0 and u0(F ) > �m� initially,
we know from above that dgi=d(m�) = 0. In this case nothing changes; contri-
butions are unchanged, hence self-image is unchanged, and utility is unchanged.
Hence, in this case, dUCi =d(m�) = 0.
Proof of Proposition 2:

Proof. a) Consider �rst the case where the initial solution is interior. From
(17), inserting from (2), we have

gi(m�) = g
�(m�)� u

0(F � gi(m�))
2a

(28)

where the actual contribution is written as a function of its social value. Di¤er-
entiating this with respect to m�, using (15), we get

dgi
d(m�)

=
2a

�u00(2a� u00) > 0 (29)

Further, if the initial contribution is zero, contributions will increase if and
only if the change implies that (18) ceases to hold; otherwise gi is unchanged.
We know from eq. (15) that g�i is strictly increasing in m� unless m� < u

0(F ).
If m� < u0(F ), however, (18) holds with strict equality. If, initially, (18) holds
with strict inequality, the inequality will still hold after an incremental increase
in m�, so contributions will stay unchanged at zero. If the individual is initially
indi¤erent between contributing and not contributing, that is, if a[g�(m�)2 �
(gi � g�(m�))2] = u(F ) � u(F � gi) for some strictly positive gi, a marginal
increase in m� will make contributing strictly preferable and the individual will
go from gi = 0 to gi > 0, so in this case the increase in gi is strict.
b) For an interior solution, the change in utility due to a marginal change in
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m� is given by

dUi
d(m�)

= �u0 dgi
d(m�)

� 2a(gi � g�(m�)(
dgi
d(m�)

� dg�i
d(m�)

)

=
dgi
d(m�)

[�u0 � 2a(gi � g�(m�)] + 2a(gi � g�(m�))
dg�i
d(m�)

=
�2u0a

�u00(2a� u00) �
4a2(gi � g�(m�)
�u00(2a� u00) +

2a(gi � g�(m�))
�u00 < 0

where the last line is obtained by inserting from (15) and (29). We know from
(17) that gi � g�(m�) � 0; hence the sign of dUi=d(m�) is unambiguously
negative.
For an initial corner solution gi = 0, we have that Ui = u(F )� a(g�(m�))2

initially. Then,
dUi
d(m�)

= �2a(g�(m�)) dg�i
d(m�)

� 0

We know from (13) and (15) that whenever m� � u0(F ), g�(m�) = 0 , while
whenever m� � u0(F ), dg�i =d(m�) = 1= � u00 > 0. Thus, dUi=d(m�) = 0 if
and only if m� � u0(F ). When m� > u0(F ), g�(m�) > 0 and dg�i =d(m�), and
utility is strictly decreasing when m� increases.

B Functional forms: Self-image of the Duty-Oriented

A more general speci�cation of a duty-oriented consumer�s self-image is

SDi = f(gi; g
�
i ) (30)

where f is continuous and di¤erentiable, where for any given value of g�i , f has
its maximum at gi = g�i ; moreover, f

0
1 > 0 whenever gi > g�i , f

0
1 = 0 when

gi = g
�
i , while f

0
1 � 0 when gi > g�i . Further, f 0011 � 0 everywhere, f 02 < 0 when

gi < g
�
i , and f

0
2 = 0 when gi = g

�
i . Some examples of functional forms satisfying

the above requirements are f I(gi; g�i ) = �a(g � g�i )2 (the speci�cation used
above), f II(gi; g�i ) = �a

(g�g�i )
2

g�i
, and f III(gi; g�i ) = �a

(g�g�i )
2

(g�i )
2 (where a > 0).

Also, functions of the type f III+k(gi; g�i ) = ff j(gi; g�i ) when gi < g�i ; and 0
when gi � g�i g satisfy the conditions, for all k 2 fI; II; IIIg speci�ed above.
In this general speci�caton, we have that

dgi
dg�i

= � f 0012
f 0011 + u

00 (31)

Thus, for a duty-oriented individual, the e¤ect of beliefsm� on contributions
has the same sign as f 0012

dg�i
d(m�) , provided that one is initially in an interior

optimum. If the initial contribution is zero, contributions will increase if and
only if the change implies that (18) ceases to hold; otherwise gi is unchanged.
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For f I(gi; g�i ) and f
I(gi; g

�
i ), it is always the case that f

00
12 > 0. Hence, with

these speci�cations, contributions are monotonously increasing in g�i . However,
for f I(gi; g�i ), it can be shown that the cross derivative is given by

@2f III(gi; g
�)=@gi@g

�
i = 2a

(2gi � g�i )
(g�i )

3

This is positive if

gi >
1

2
g�i :

That is, as long as the contribution is higher than half of the ideal contribution,
an increased ideal increases contributions. However, if gi < 1

2g
�
i initially, an

increase in g�i leads to a discouragement e¤ect: the ideal becomes increasingly
out of reach, to the extent that it seems less attractive even to try reaching it.
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