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Abstract

Wise decisions are often guided by an accurate understanding of the expected values
of different possible choices. In social contexts, wisdom comes from understanding
how others are likely to respond to one's actions, enabling people to make choices
that maximize both their own and others' outcomes. Our research suggests that
miscalibrated social cognition may create a systematic barrier to wiser decisions in
social life. From expressing appreciation to offering support to performing acts of
kindness, this program of research indicates that decisions to engage with others
are driven by how people expect a recipient to respond, but that people consistently
underestimate how positively others will respond to their other-oriented actions.
Because connecting with others consistently increases people's own wellbeing,
miscalibrated social cognition may lead to undersociality: being overly reluctant
to reach out and connect with others. Miscalibrated expectations about social
engagement can create markets for products that help people overcome these
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INTRODUCTION

Human beings have thrived on this planet due to our
species' nearly unmatched capacity for sociality. Having
a social inclination to care not just for one's own well-
being but to also care for others' wellbeing enables a
moral instinct that encourages cooperation with others.
Cooperation then enables almost everything a modern
society needs to thrive, from the homes we live in to the
cars we drive in to the computers and cell phones we now
do seemingly everything on. The complexity of today's
highly integrated marketplace was not, however, re-
quired to recognize the essential importance of sociality
for our success as a species. For Darwin (1871), the essen-
tial role of other-oriented sociality for homo sapiens was
obvious: “Selfish and contentious people will not cohere,
and without coherence nothing can be effected.” These
benefits of sociality would, in turn, create evolutionary

barriers in order to consume their time, money, and effort more wisely.

prosocial behavior, social avoidance, social cognition, undersociality, well-being happiness

pressure for “instinctive feelings” that encourage positive
social engagement. Lacking the inclination to connect
positively with others would make a person distinctly
unsuitable for living in a cooperative society, “either a
beast or a god” according to Aristotle (1905), and sub-
ject to moral sanctioning and punishment. Indeed, “Of
all crimes that human creatures are capable of commit-
ting,” David Hume (1739) judged in his Treatise of Human
Nature, “the most horrid and unnatural is ingratitude.”
Behavioral scientists have had no trouble identifying
the “instinctive” feelings that should encourage pos-
itive social behavior, as doing good for others in ways
that strengthen social bonds tends to feel good (e.g.,
Andreoni, 1989, 1990; Dunn et al., 2008; for a meta-
analysis, see Curry et al.,, 2018). In contrast, acting
selfishly in a way that could harm relationships may
not leave people feeling like criminals as Hume envi-
sioned, but it can leave people feeling relatively negative
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(Carlsmith et al., 2008; Dunn et al., 2010). Consistent
with the adaptive benefits articulated by Darwin, those
who are prosocially oriented to care for others tend to
perform better at work and have more successful careers
(Liao et al., 2022), while also being wealthier and having
more offspring than those who are more selfishly ori-
ented (Eriksson et al., 2020).

Despite this clear reward structure, people's choices do
not always seem wisely tuned to the benefits that could
be gleaned from engaging positively with others. People
can feel gratitude that they do not express, be concerned
about someone but not reach out to offer support, have
a compliment come to mind that they do not share, want
to connect with a stranger in pleasant conversation but
remain silent, or have a few spare minutes to spend on
an act of kindness that instead gets lost scrolling one's
phone. A casual observation of daily life reveals many
opportunities when people could choose to behave more
prosocially, and yet do not. One intuitive interpretation
of this observation is to assume that people's behavior
simply and directly reflects their motivation (Gilbert &
Malone, 1995), inferring that people fail to invest time,
money, or energy on others because they do not actually
care that much about others.

Here, however, we review emerging evidence suggest-
ing an additional possibility: that miscalibrated social
cognition may create a psychological barrier to behav-
ing more socially in everyday life. Specifically, we sug-
gest that people's decisions about engaging with others
are based on their inferences about how others are likely
to respond. These inferences are guided by basic psycho-
logical processes that enable inferences about another's
mind—how another person is likely to think, feel, or
interpret an action—and therefore impact their likely
behavioral response (Epley & Waytz, 2010). Although
the capacity to make inferences about another's mind is
highly useful for understanding a person's behavior in the
present and anticipating it in the future, these inferences
are far from perfect and prone to systematic biases that
can create mistaken inferences about another's mental
state and corresponding behavior (Epley & Eyal, 2019).
In the context of social interaction, converging evidence
now suggests that people may systematically underesti-
mate how positively others will respond when they try to
reach out and engage with another person in a positive
way, at least partly due to differences in perspective be-
tween two people in an interaction (see “Why is Sociality
Undervalued” below for more detail; see also Epley,
Kardas, et al., 2022). Misunderstanding another's mind
could then create a misplaced barrier to reaching out and
engaging positively with others more often in daily life. A
person might be reluctant to reach out and express their
gratitude if they think the recipient will find the experi-
ence to be awkward, might not express their support to
another person if they do not think it will be appreciated,
or might hesitate striking up a nice conversation with a
stranger if they think the person is uninterested.

We argue that misunderstanding others' reactions to
positive social behavior matters for three reasons. First,
even someone with prosocial intent might be inhibited
from engaging with another person if they fail to appre-
ciate how positively others will respond, making their
behavior appear more self-interested than it actually is
(e.g., Miller & Ratner, 1998; Miller, 1999). Second, mis-
calibrated social cognition may lead to undersociality:
a misplaced reluctance to reach out and connect with
others in positive ways, thereby missing opportunities to
increase one's own wellbeing, to increase others' wellbe-
ing, and to strengthen rewarding relationships. Finally,
miscalibrated expectations may create market demand
for products that help to overcome the psychological
barriers to sociality, giving marketers insights into inter-
ventions that could enhance human welfare, and giving
consumers insight into how to consume more wisely.

We believe that our research continues advancing
Bazerman's (2001) call for a consumer-focused approach
to the study of consumer behavior. Consumer research-
ers, Bazerman argued, could do more to help consumers
themselves make wiser choices about how to spend their
time, energy, and money. Here we suggest that consum-
ers may misunderstand the value of social engagement,
leading people to consume positive social experiences
less often than consumers themselves would consider to
be optimal for their own wellbeing. Indeed, a large lit-
erature makes clear that consuming experiences yields
more happiness than consuming material possessions, in
part because experiences are more social in nature than
possessions (Gilovich et al., 2015). However, rather than
making experiential purchases that could strengthen
social connections, consumers can fall into a “material
trap” of buying material possessions that may leave them
less connected and thereby less happy (Pieters, 2013). Or,
rather than spending money on others in ways that might
strengthen social bonds, people might instead choose to
spend on themselves out of a misplaced belief that per-
sonal spending will lead to more happiness than proso-
cial spending (Dunn et al., 2008, 2011). People decide
how to consume their time, energy, and money routinely
in everyday life. The findings we review here suggest that
they could under-consume sociality in a way that could
be unwise. A comprehensive understanding of consumer
psychology identifies how to increase consumer welfare.

OTHER-CARE AS SELF-CARE

An entire self-care industry has emerged encouraging
people to pamper themselves, but empirical evidence sug-
gests that a more reliable method to increase one's own
happiness is to spend time with and show care for others.
Among the strongest predictors of someone's emotional
wellbeing on any given day is whether they are with other
people versus alone (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010), and
research over the past two decades has suggested that
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positive social relations are a necessary ingredient for
happiness (Diener & Seligman, 2002; Diener et al., 2018).
Indeed, epidemiological meta-analyses find that the
quality of people's connections with others is a power-
ful predictor of both physical morbidity and mortality
(House et al., 1988; Holt-Lunstad et al., 2010), as social
disconnection is a psychological stressor that compro-
mises immune system functioning and diminishes cardi-
ovascular health (Uchino, 2009). Actions that strengthen
our connections to others are likely to be highly reward-
ing, while psychological scientists know well that one
way to make people feel reliably negative is to sit them in
a lab room and ask them to focus on themselves (Fejfar
& Hoyle, 2000; Wilson et al., 2014).

In fact, and in direct contrast to the message from the
self-care industry, spending money on others can even
leave people feeling more positive than spending money
on oneself. In one experiment, those given money and
asked to spend it either on themselves or others were
significantly happier after spending on others (Dunn
et al., 2008; see also Aknin et al., 2020), an effect that
is especially strong when spending on others increases a
person's sense of social connection (Lok & Dunn, 2020).
Survey results suggest that the happiness gained through
prosocial spending seems largely consistent across cul-
tures (Aknin et al., 2013), and emerges early in life among
young children (Aknin et al.,, 2012). These hedonic
benefits of prosociality also appear using physiologi-
cal measures of stress (Dunn et al., 2010), in neurolog-
ical measures of reward system activation (Harbaugh
et al., 2007; Moll et al., 2006), and in measures of car-
diovascular health (Whillans et al., 2016). Highlighting
the organizational benefits of other-oriented action,
spending on others may even improve team performance
at work. In one experiment, employees on a pharmaceu-
tical sales team who were randomly assigned to spend
bonuses on their teammates subsequently performed
significantly better at their jobs than employees assigned
to spend their bonuses on themselves (Anik et al., 2013).

These specific findings about prosocial spending are
mirrored in other social acts done with positive intent
that reliably increase a person's wellbeing, including ex-
pressing gratitude (e.g., DeSteno et al., 2014; Emmons &
McCullough, 2003; Kumar & Epley, 2018; Lyubomirsky
et al., 2011; Seligman et al., 2005), performing random
acts of kindness (e.g., Chancellor et al., 2018; Curry
et al. 2018; Dunn et al., 2008; Kumar & Epley, in press),
connecting with strangers in conversation (e.g., Epley
& Schroeder, 2014; Kardas et al.,, 2022a; Schroeder
et al., 2022), and even acting extroverted (e.g., Fleeson
et al., 2002; McNiel & Fleeson, 2006). Indeed, the posi-
tive impact of sociality on wellbeing is robust, emerging
among both extroverts and introverts alike (Margolis &
Lyubomirsky, 2020; Zelenski et al., 2012).

Of course, people will experience the positive conse-
quences of connecting with others only if they choose to
do so. Some evidence suggests that people themselves

believe they engage in such prosocial actions less often
than they should, or would like to. In one survey (Kumar
& Epley, 2018), respondents who had just written a
gratitude letter to someone reported expressing their
gratitude significantly less often in daily life than they
would like to. In an additional series of four online sur-
veys (Zhao & Epley, 2021a), similar results emerged for
expressing compliments, expressing gratitude, and ex-
pressing support to others in need, with respondents re-
porting that they engaged in these behaviors both less
often than they would “like to” and less often than they
feel they “should.” Survey respondents' sense of being
insufficiently prosocial emerged both when considering
how they behave in their satisfying relationships, and to
an even greater extent in their unsatisfying relationships.
When asked directly how often they share both criticisms
and compliments that come to their mind with someone
they are close to (Zhao & Epley, 2021a), respondents in
another survey reported withholding negative thoughts
62% of the time, but also reported withholding com-
pliments 36% of the time. And in many social contexts,
people show a clear reluctance to reach out to connect
with others in positive ways through conversation. This
includes a reluctance to talk with strangers while com-
muting (Epley & Schroeder, 2014; Schroeder et al., 2022),
or to engage in relatively deeper or more intimate con-
versations that would further increase social connection
once talking (Kardas et al., 2022a).

If people are made happier and healthier by engaging
positively with others, and report feeling like they are in-
sufficiently social at least in some domains, then what
is holding people back from reaching out and connect-
ing positively with others more often? Here we review
an emerging body of research suggesting that social be-
havior involves approach/avoidance conflicts, in which
choices are driven at least in part by people's expecta-
tions of the positive and negative outcomes of reaching
out and engaging with others in positive ways. This re-
search further suggests that the expectations guiding
people's choices may be overly pessimistic, such that
they underestimate how positively—and overestimate
how negatively—others will respond to a prosocial ac-
tion, tipping the scales in the direction of social avoid-
ance more often than might be considered wise given
recipients' actual reactions. Even those who would like
to be more prosocial, and feel like they should be more
prosocial, might hesitate when actually deciding whether
or not to be prosocial.

UNDERVALUING APPRECIATION

Greeting card companies exist in part because they offer
a product that affords people an effective way of doing
something nice for someone else, from sending a thank
you card at just the right time to expressing gratitude
with just the right words. That such a product would be
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necessary suggests that there is demand for products that
help people be prosocial when they would like—or feel
they need—to be. Although sending a thank you card
may be a relatively rare event in daily life, the feeling of
gratitude behind it is more common. Gratitude can also
be a particularly powerful feeling because it can moti-
vate people to reciprocate those who have helped them,
or to pay forward benefits to others (Bartlett et al., 2012;
Bartlett & DeSteno, 2006; DeSteno et al., 2010; Walker
et al., 2016). In fact, the feeling of gratitude arguably
evolved to facilitate reciprocal altruism, thereby strength-
ening social relationships (McCullough et al., 2008).
Expressing gratitude is also a reliably positive experience
for expressers. And yet, as mentioned earlier, people re-
port not expressing gratitude as often as they would like,
or as often as they should.

In an initial attempt to examine how miscalibrated
social cognition might create barriers to expressing grat-
itude, MBA students participating in an experiment as
part of a learning experience were asked to write grati-
tude letters to someone who had done something mean-
ingful for them (Kumar & Epley, 2018). Expressers then
completed a survey reporting on their own experience,
and also indicated how they expected their recipient
would experience receiving their gratitude letter. The re-
cipients were then contacted via email and asked to com-
plete an online survey reporting their actual experience
of receiving this expression of gratitude. Replicating
previous findings (e.g., DeSteno et al., 2014; Emmons &
McCullough, 2003; Lyubomirsky et al., 2011; Seligman
et al., 2005), those who expressed gratitude reported feel-
ing significantly more positive than they normally feel,
on average. The gratitude letter recipients also reported
feeling significantly more positive than normal, being in
an even more positive mood than the letter writers.

Expressers had some good sense that this would be
a positive experience for the recipients, but recipients
felt even more positive than the letter writers expected.
Specifically, letter writer's expectations of their recip-
ient's experience were significantly miscalibrated such
that they significantly underestimated how surprised
recipients would be to receive the letter, underestimated
how surprised they would be about its content, underes-
timated how positive recipients would feel, and overesti-
mated how awkward receiving a gratitude letter would
feel. This general pattern has now been replicated in all
17 subsequent iterations of this learning exercise that we
have conducted so far at the time of this writing (Epley,
Kumar, et al., in press), demonstrating a very robust
effect. An additional experiment conducted by Kumar
and Epley (2018) confirmed that people's expectations
of a recipient's response are related to their interest in
expressing their gratitude to a given recipient, suggest-
ing that miscalibrated expectations might keep people
from expressing appreciation as often as they truly feel
it, missing opportunities to increase both their own and
others' wellbeing through this prosocial act.

UNDERVALUING KIND WORDS

Consumers have many opportunities to be kind in every-
day life, but may miss out on realizing them if they fail to
appreciate just how positive an impact they might have
on others. For instance, if one buys a cup of coffee each
morning, they could be a little nicer to their barista, per-
haps simply saying “hello” or passing along a compli-
ment that comes to mind. Over the course of any given
day, people are likely to be around a variety of other
people they might be kind to, from close others to less
familiar acquaintances to random strangers. Although
people may recognize that treating close others, such
as spouses and siblings, with kindness can be a positive
experience, research finds that even passing along kind
words to more distant others—such as having a short
conversation with a barista at a coffee shop or a longer
conversation with a stranger on the train—can be a sig-
nificantly positive experience (Epley & Schroeder, 2014;
Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014a, 2014b; Schroeder et al., 2022).
And yet, empirical evidence again suggests that people
may be reluctant to share positive thoughts about oth-
ers because they underestimate how positively recipients
of compliments will feel (Boothby & Bohns, 2021; Zhao
& Epley, 2021a, 2021b). Participants in one series of ex-
periments, for example, wrote genuine compliments that
came to mind about a person they were with at a public
tourist attraction—typically a friend, family member, or
romantic partner—and then reported how happy and
awkward they expected their kind words would make
their recipient feel (Zhao & Epley, 2021a). Just as ob-
served in more effortful expressions of gratitude (Kumar
& Epley, 2018), sharing a kind thought made the recipient
feel more positive, and less awkward, than the expressers
expected. These effects are not restricted to compliments
between close others, as sharing compliments with stran-
gers also seems to make recipients feel more positive than
expressers expect (Boothby & Bohns, 2021).
Interestingly, the positive impact of receiving com-
pliments repeatedly over time does not seem to wane
as quickly as might be expected. In another experiment
(Zhao & Epley, 2021b), people randomly assigned to
the role of expresser wrote five different compliments
to someone they were with at a public tourist attrac-
tion (typically a friend, relative, or romantic partner).
These compliments were then given to the recipient one
at a time over five consecutive days, in the order of the
expressers' choosing. Although a separate group of ob-
servers expected that recipients would adapt to the daily
compliment, feeling a little less positive after each one, re-
cipients actually felt equally positive after receiving each
unique compliment. People tend to adapt to the same ex-
perience over time (Frederick & Loewenstein, 1999), but
this intuitive effect was not actually experienced by those
receiving a new compliment each day. Either the kind
words shared each day were unique enough so as to feel
distinctly positive each day, or being complimented once

85U8017 SUOWILLOD @A 18810 3cedldde ayy Aq peusenob ae s9 ol YO ‘@S Jo SNl 10} Ariq178UIIUO A1 UO (SUONIPUCD-PUB-SULLBI WO A8 | 1M ARIq 1 BUI|UO//SANL) SUORIPUOD PUe SWLB | 8U1 88S *[2202/2T/08] Uo AkeiqiTaulluo A8 ‘saieiqiTsexel JO Aisieniun Aq 9g€T Ado/Z00T 0T/10p/woo A8 1M Aselq 1 pul|uo'dosAwy/sdny wouy pepeojumoa ‘0 ‘€9922€ST



UNDERSOCIALITY

a day was not so frequent as to become even slightly te-
dious for recipients. Regardless, prosociality in the form
of kind thoughts shared with others seems to have both a
surprisingly positive, and a surprisingly durable, impact
on recipients (see also, Kardas, Schroeder, et al., 2022).

Although kind words have a positive impact when
delivered to someone at almost any time, they may be
especially timely when another person is struggling and
in need of support. Receiving social support is critical
for one's success, happiness, and health (Baumeister
& Leary, 1995; Cohen & Syme, 1985; Holt-Lunstad
et al.,, 2010; Levin et al., 2011; Uchino et al., 1996), and
providing support to others can benefit those who give
it (Inagaki & Orehek, 2017). And yet, people may also at
times be reluctant to reach out and express support out
of the same concerns that might hold people back from
expressing gratitude or giving compliments. Consistent
with this possibility, participants who expressed support
to others both online and in-person expected recipients
to feel less positive about their attempt to provide so-
cial support than the recipients actually did (Dungan
et al., 2022). This tendency to underestimate how much
recipients would appreciate social support was especially
strong when people reached out to more distant others,
such that those who were providing support expected
more distant others to respond less positively than close
others would, while actual recipients felt very positive re-
gardless of how close they were to the person expressing
their support. Not feeling like it is their place, or that
their support will be that impactful, could keep people
who would want to help another person in need from
reaching out at precisely the time another person really
needs it.

FROM KIND WORDS TO KIND
ACTS

It's often said that actions speak louder than words.
Although comparing the positive impact of kind words
against the impact of kind acts is empirically challeng-
ing because words and actions differ on so many dimen-
sions, researchers have documented that performing
kind acts can have not only a powerful immediate impact
on wellbeing but also a very long-lasting impact. In one
field intervention conducted within an organization, one
group of participants was randomly assigned to perform
five acts of kindness each week for a month for others
in the organization who had been randomly (and un-
knowingly) assigned to the role of recipient (Chancellor
et al.,, 2018). Compared to control participants, both
those performing and those receiving acts of kindness
benefited, with positive effects on wellbeing, job satis-
faction, and depression still observed in the final meas-
urement phase twomonths after the initial month-long
intervention. These effects were especially strong for per-
formers, possibly because the design of this intervention

had performers engaging in more kind acts (i.e., five per
week for a month) than were received by the larger sam-
ple of recipients.

Whether or not kind acts have a more powerful ef-
fect on wellbeing than kind words, our research again
suggests that those performing kind acts significantly
underestimate their positive impact on recipients just
as people do with kind words. This means that miscal-
ibrated expectations are not only likely to inhibit kind
words of gratitude, compliments, or support, but also
inhibit kind actions as well. In one experiment, for ex-
ample (Kumar & Epley, in press), MBA students were
asked to perform any random act of kindness they could
think of for someone they knew. The kind acts ranged
widely, including making cookies for a friend, offering
another student a ride home from campus, and buying a
beverage for someone else. After completing their act of
kindness, performers reported how “big” they thought
the act seemed to them, how much was spent on the
action (in terms of time, money, and energy, measured
separately), and how they thought their act made the
recipient feel. These performers then provided their re-
cipient's email if they were willing and able to do so. We
then followed-up with recipients and measured how big
they perceived the act to be, how much they thought was
spent, and how it actually made them feel. We observed
that recipients perceived the act to be bigger than the
performers did, thought more was spent on the act (in
time, money, and energy), and that the recipients also felt
more positive than the performers expected. In a concep-
tual replication of this effect (Kumar & Epley, in press),
participants visiting the skating ribbon in Maggie Daley
Park in Chicago were asked to give away a cup of hot
chocolate to another stranger on a cold winter's day as
a random act of kindness. Recipients of that hot choc-
olate again felt more positive than those who gave away
the hot chocolate expected. Acts of kindness that seem
somewhat small to those performing them may seem
considerably more substantial to those receiving them,
producing a positive effect on the recipients that is not
just positive, but surprisingly positive to performers.

Interestingly, one experiment indicated that actors not
only underestimate the positive impact of their prosocial
act on the recipients' evaluation and hedonic experience,
they also underestimate its impact on the recipients' fu-
ture behavior. Kindness, like any social behavior, is ca-
pable of spreading from one person to another either by
inducing indirect reciprocity (a kind act done for one per-
son is later “repaid” to another person), or by changing
what is perceived to be appropriate behavior in a given
context (e.g., Chancellor et al., 2018; DeSteno et al., 2010).
Participants in one experiment who had been given an
item from a “lab store” as a random act of kindness were
more generous to a third party in a subsequent economic
game than participants who were not recipients of a pro-
social act, a behavioral consequence those who actually
performed that initial act of kindness did not anticipate
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in their recipient (Kumar & Epley, in press). Prosociality
can spread in ways that those inspiring it through their
own actions do not fully appreciate.

UNDERVALUING REQUESTED
KINDNESS

If being kind to others makes people feel better, then pre-
sumably asking others for help when needed would also
be a positive experience for those whose kindness was
requested. Nevertheless, people may be somewhat reluc-
tant to ask for help when needed even when requests are
seemingly easy to fulfill, from asking to borrow some-
one's cell phone to asking for directions when lost to ask-
ing a passerby to take photograph of you with a loved
one. Not wanting to inconvenience someone else or risk
being rejected, people may prefer to do things on their
own instead—another potential instance of undersocial-
ity. Indeed, the very existence of a Wikipedia page titled
“List of selfie-related injuries and deaths” makes it obvi-
ous that people might be overly reluctant to reach out
to another person for help, a reluctance also highlighted
by the presence of products from self-facing phone cam-
eras to selfie sticks that enable people to perform actions
without reaching out to others to request a helping hand.
And yet, the passerby who is asked to take a picture of a
happy couple is also being given the opportunity to per-
form an act of kindness that may, on average, leave them
feeling more positive just as other acts of kindness do.

Several findings suggest that some of the reluctance to
ask for help when needed may stem from underestimating
how positively others will respond to being asked. First,
people about to ask others for help tend to underestimate
how likely others are to agree to their direct request for
help, expecting that they will be rejected significantly
more often than they actually are. These requests range
from asking others to borrow a cell phone or escort them
across campus (Flynn & Lake, 2008), to even what would
likely be considered unethical requests to vandalize a li-
brary book as part of a prank (Bohns, 2016).

Second, people's expectations about how others will
feel about being asked for help seem to guide their inter-
est in asking for it when needed. When asked to imagine
requesting help in six different scenarios (e.g., borrowing
a stranger's cell phone, asking for an escort to a loca-
tion, carrying boxes down stairs), people's reported will-
ingness to ask for help was significantly related to how
willing they expected the helper would be, how positive
they expected the helper would feel after fulfilling the
request, and how inconvenienced and annoyed they ex-
pected the helper would feel (Zhao & Epley, in press).
People requesting help care not only about whether an-
other person will agree to their request, but also about
how another person feels about being asked for help.

Third, although it may be wise to consider how an-
other will feel being asked for help, people's decisions

may not end up being as wise as they could be if they mis-
understand how others are actually likely to feel when
asked for help. In one experiment conducted in front of
a picturesque scene at a botanical garden in Chicago
(Zhao & Epley, in press), visitors who agreed to partic-
ipate were given an instant camera (i.e., a “Polaroid”
Camera) and asked to request help from another visitor
to take their photograph. Before asking a stranger for
help, these requesters reported how willing, how posi-
tive/negative, and how inconvenienced they expected the
helper to feel after helping. Requesters were then left to
find someone to ask for help. Of the 50 requesters, 46
were accepted by the first person approached while the
remaining four were accepted by the second, consistent
with existing research documenting high agreement with
direct requests for help (Floyd et al., 2018). After help-
ing, the experimenter approached the helper and asked
them to report their experience on the same measures
anticipated by the requesters. Results indicated that the
requesters expected their helpers to feel less positive than
they actually did, underestimating how willing help-
ers would report feeling to help, underestimating how
positive a mood helpers would be in after helping, and
overestimating how inconvenienced helpers would feel.
Those in need of help may fail to appreciate how much a
request for help may trigger prosocial motivation, leav-
ing another person not only happy to have helped, but
surprisingly happy to have done so. In some cases, con-
sumers would be wise to recognize that their needs can
be happily met by a request to another person, rather
than by purchasing yet another product to get a job done
on their own.

BEYOND KINDNESS

From sharing kind words to performing kind acts to
enabling kindness by asking for help, people seem to
show a robust tendency to underestimate how positively
others respond to acts that would clearly be considered
prosocial: acts intended primarily to create a positive
benefit for another person. We believe these results re-
flect a broader tendency to be overly avoidant such that
systematically miscalibrated expectations extend be-
yond beliefs about behaviors that might be considered
explicitly prosocial to include misunderstanding the con-
sequences of acts that are more broadly social and in-
volve simply engaging or connecting with others, such as
in conversation. Although humans are deeply social spe-
cies with a strong motivation to connect with others (e.g.,
Baumeister & Leary, 1995), deciding to interact with an-
other person requires anticipating how the other person
is likely to respond. Underestimating how positively oth-
ers might respond to our social outreach, as we observe
with specific examples of prosocial behavior, could make
people overly reluctant to connect with others in addi-
tional positive ways.
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For instance, people sometimes avoid talking to
strangers because they underestimate others' inter-
est in connecting with them (Epley & Schroeder, 2014;
Schroeder et al., 2022). In fact, people systematically
underestimate how much they will learn in conversation
with others (Atir et al., 2022), underestimate how much
others will like them after engaging in either a dyadic
or group conversation (Boothby et al., 2018; Mastroianni
et al., 2021), and also underestimate how much others
will continue thinking about them after the conversation
is over (Cooney et al., 2022). These results suggest not
just a reluctance to being prosocial enough for one's own
wellbeing, but a more general reluctance to being social
enough for one's own wellbeing.

Miscalibrated expectations about positive social in-
teractions may not only affect people's interest in con-
necting with others, but may also affect the media people
choose to use in order to connect with others. Consumers
now have many choices for how to connect with another
person, from more socially-distant text-based media that
lacks voice and dialogue to more intimate voice-based
media like the phone or in-person interactions. Being
overly reluctant to engage with others might discourage
use of more socially intimate media in favor of more dis-
tant media in ways that do not maximize the outcomes
of these social interactions. In one experiment consistent
with this possibility (Kumar & Epley, 2021), participants
were asked to reconnect with an old friend they wanted
to get back in touch with either over a more socially dis-
tant text-based media—email—or over a more interper-
sonally intimate voice-based media—the phone. Before
doing so, participants reported how they expected to
feel after interacting with their old friend using both
media. These participants expected to feel a stronger
bond, and like they really connected to a greater extent,
if they interacted with their old friend over the phone
than over email, but they also expected to feel signifi-
cantly more awkward over the phone than over email.
When asked which media they preferred to use for re-
connecting with their old friend, the expected negative
outcome of awkwardness loomed large as 67% said they
preferred to use email. When these participants were ac-
tually randomly assigned to reconnect using either the
phone or email, those who reconnected over the phone
did indeed report feeling a significantly stronger bond,
and more like they really connected, compared to email
(as these participants had expected). However, we ob-
served nonsignificant differences in awkwardness, sug-
gesting that misplaced anxiety about reconnecting using
their voice led people to choose a less intimate—a less
social—media for connecting that ended up yielding a
less positive interaction overall. In other words, people's
expectations can create preferences for suboptimal ways
of connecting with others. Interactions with others come
with some combination of potential costs and benefits.
When consumers of communication media overesti-
mate the costs or underestimate the potential benefits of

communication media involving the human voice, this
can create a misplaced preference for text-based media
that is less likely to maximize one's feelings of social
connection.

Miscalibrated expectations can also affect how deeply
people try to connect with others, affecting what people
choose to discuss in conversation. Undersociality in this
case would reflect a tendency to avoid deeper and more
intimate topics in conversation, choosing to discuss shal-
lower and less intimate topics than might be optimal. In
a series of experiments consistent with this possibility
(Kardas et al., 2022a), people significantly underesti-
mated how positive their experience would be discussing
relatively deeper conversation topics, including discuss-
ing questions like “what are you most grateful for?” and
“can you tell me about the last time you cried in front
of another person?”. Specifically, people underestimated
how much they would enjoy these conversations, under-
estimated how much they would like their partner, and
overestimated how awkward these conversations would
be. Participants tended to do this more for deeper con-
versations than for relatively shallower conversations, a
tendency produced by underestimating how social others
would be. That is, participants underestimated how in-
terested others would be in the meaningful information
they had to share in deeper conversation. When asked to
have both a relatively shallow and a relatively deep con-
versation, participants expected to prefer the shallower
conversation before having them but reported actually
preferring the deeper conversation after having it.

Interacting with another person can be among our
most rewarding experiences, but social interactions also
contain potential risks that must be considered before
deciding to reach out and engage with another person.
By underestimating how social others are—how pos-
itively others respond to signals of warmth and proso-
ciality, or how interested others might be in engaging
with us—people may end up being overly avoidant or
undersocial in their own lives, missing opportunities to
engage with others that would be positive experiences for
all involved.

WHY IS SOCIALITY
UNDERVALUED?

The robust findings reviewed thus far indicate that
reaching out and connecting in positive ways has a sur-
prisingly positive impact on others across a wide range of
interactions, meaning that these biases that might make
people overly reluctant to engage in prosocial behavior
are not random but systematic.

One possible explanation for these results is that they
reflect an artifact of socially desirable responding on
surveys. Perhaps people do not want to appear immod-
est in the eyes of others, and hence shift their reported
expectations about an upcoming social interaction in a
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slightly less positive direction. Or, perhaps recipients do
not want to appear unappreciative of another person's
kind act, and hence shade their reported experiences in
a slightly more positive direction than they actually feel.
Although it's nearly impossible to rule out desirability
biases in survey responses because they can be posited to
explain almost any seemingly desirable survey response,
we do not think they are explaining the results reviewed
so far for several reasons.

First, surveys in the procedures reported above are
designed to diminish the motivation for socially desir-
able responding. Surveys are completed anonymously
and confidentially, with participants knowing their
responses will never be shared, while being explicitly
encouraged to respond as honestly and accurately as
possible for the benefit of the research. These are critical
and well-known design features for any experiment rely-
ing on self-reported expectations and experiences.

Second, several observed patterns are inconsistent
with socially desirable responding, and are instead more
consistent with honest reports of expectations and ex-
periences in social interaction. For instance, several
experiments find that people have more positive expec-
tations about their interactions with friends than with
strangers, consistent with people learning from prior
interactions, even though people's reported experiences
were equally positive in interactions with friends versus
strangers. These patterns have emerged when expressing
social support (Dungan et al., 2022), disclosing secrets
(Kardas et al., 2022b), and having conversations (Atir
et al., 2022; Dunn et al., 2007; Kardas et al., 2022a; see
also Experiments 4a—4b in Epley & Schroeder, 2014 for
a related result). In some experimental designs, expec-
tations before an interaction are compared against the
same person's experience after the interaction rather
than with another person's experience, a design that pre-
sumably holds social desirability constant before versus
after an interaction but enables honest reports of learn-
ing from experience in the actual interaction. In one ex-
periment, people expressing their support to a stranger
in need underestimated how positively the recipient
would react before they actually expressed their support,
but did so less after actually expressing their support
(Dungan et al., 2022; see also Dungan & Epley, 2022).
People also consistently underestimate how positively
their conversations with others, especially strangers,
will go based on comparisons between their expectation
before the conversation against their experiences after-
wards (Atir et al., 2022; Kardas et al., 2022a; Sandstrom
& Boothby, 2021). After talking with strangers, people re-
port being more interested in starting conversations with
strangers in the future (Sandstrom et al., 2022; Schroeder
et al., 2022), and also report more interest in having
deeper rather than shallower conversations after having
both kinds of conversations (Kardas et al., 2022a).

Finally, as mentioned earlier, people not only under-
estimate how positively their prosocial act will make

another person report feeling, they also underestimate
how positively their prosocial act will affect another
person's subsequent behavior. Those performing an act
of kindness underestimated how generous their act of
kindness would lead their recipient to be towards a fu-
ture participant (Kumar & Epley, in press), an effect that
is consistent with recipients' reported positive experience
but not with socially desirable responding.

Instead, we believe the tendency to underestimate
the positive impact of prosociality stems from basic
processes of social cognition that are, almost by phys-
ical necessity, guided by one's own egocentric perspec-
tive on a situation that may differ from another person's
perspective on the same situation (Epley & Eyal, 2019).
Most relevant for understanding the impact of one's own
behavior on others is a difference in how people evaluate
their own behavior compared to how it might be evalu-
ated by others. In particular, social behavior tends to be
judged on at least two fundamental dimensions, compe-
tency and warmth, with people tending to evaluate their
own actions in terms of competency compared to being
evaluated by others primarily in terms of warmth (Abele
& Wojciszke, 2007; Fiske et al., 2007, Wojciszke, 1994).
Those performing an action are attending to what they
are doing and how well they are achieving the goal of
some action, meaning that competency is a primary
focus, while targets are trying to understand the mean-
ing of some social action, making the warmth conveyed
by the action—its positive or negative intention—a pri-
mary focus. As a result, potential prosocial actors may
be concerned about how well they are articulating their
gratitude, how capably they are providing their support,
or how much they have chosen just the right act of kind-
ness to make another person happy, but the recipients of
these actions are likely to be more focused on the proso-
cial intent (or warmth) conveyed by the act itself.

For example, in the gratitude letter experiments de-
scribed earlier (Kumar & Epley, 2018), 75% of those who
imagined writing a gratitude letter indicated first think-
ing about one of two attributes related to competency
(“what will T actually write” and “how articulate will
I be”) rather than attributes related to warmth (“how
friendly and kind will my letter appear to be?” and “how
sincere will my letter appear to be?”), and evaluations
of competency predicted people's interest in expressing
their gratitude to another person. In an experiment in-
volving compliments to strangers, complimenters' eval-
uations of how competently and skillfully they could
deliver their compliment predicted both how negatively
and how positively their compliment would impact the
recipient (Boothby & Bohns, 2021). More directly test-
ing the gap in construal between performers and re-
cipients of prosocial acts, 76% of people who imagined
expressing support to another person indicated that the
first thought that came to their mind was about an at-
tribute related to competency, whereas 75% of recipients
indicated that the first thought that came to their mind
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when they imagined receiving support was an attribute
related to warmth (Dungan et al., 2022). Consistent with
this difference in attention, those performing a random
act of kindness were insensitive to the value conveyed to
the recipient in terms of its warmth, expecting similar
responses when a person received a gift in a context with
little interpersonal warmth (winning the gift randomly)
versus in a context with considerable warmth (being
given the gift as an act of kindness), even though recip-
ients felt significantly more positive in the context that
conveyed warmth (Kumar & Epley, in press).

In addition, those performing a prosocial action may
also be significantly more miscalibrated in how com-
petently they will be observed by the recipients of their
actions than they are in terms of the warmth of their
actions. This pattern has been observed both when ex-
pressing gratitude (Kumar & Epley, 2018), and when
giving compliments (Zhao & Epley, 2021a). Shifting pro-
social actors' attention to the warmth conveyed by their
action should then lead to more calibrated expectations
of how they will be evaluated, and increase interest in
performing a prosocial action. Although this hypothe-
sis has received limited empirical attention so far, one
experiment confirmed that leading those who had gen-
erated a compliment to consider how it would evaluated
by the recipient in terms of its warmth, compared to its
competency or to a control condition, increased partici-
pants' interest in actually sharing the compliment (Zhao
& Epley, 2021a). It did not, however, lead to a statistically
significant increase the percentage of participants who
actually sent their compliment to the recipient as part
of the experiment. Interestingly, many participants who
did not share their compliment indicated that the experi-
ment was “not the right time” to share their compliment,
suggesting other competency-related barriers that may
have continued to inhibit prosociality. Nevertheless,
these results suggest that people may be more likely to
behave prosocially if they truly knew just how positive
their prosocial acts would make others feel.

WHY MISCALIBRATION MATTERS

In his Nobel Memorial Prize address, Becker (1993;
emphasis added) noted that rational behavior involves
people making choices that “maximize welfare as they
conceive it.” Rationality does not require accurate insight
into how best to maximize one's own welfare. Instead, it
requires acting in line with one's expectations such that,
as Becker put it, “behavior is forward-looking.” We be-
lieve the examples of undersociality we have reviewed
thus far may be perfectly rational by Becker's defini-
tion because people's behavior is consistent with their
forward-looking expectations, but that it may also be
consistently mistaken in ways that keep people from ac-
tually maximizing their welfare. When expectations are
based on a perspective that is misaligned with people's

actual experience, rational action could lead to subop-
timal-—or unwise—choices. Miscalibrated expecta-
tions can then create misplaced barriers to maximizing
welfare. When people worry about saying or doing the
wrong thing, it might prevent them from saying or doing
anything at all.

Other-oriented action can therefore be impeded not
by a lack of motivation to connect with others, but rather
by mistaken beliefs about how others will react to posi-
tive social action. Because people tend to infer others'
motivations and dispositions by assuming a direct cor-
respondence with their observed behavior (Gilbert &
Malone, 1995), a reluctance to engage with others may
be misinterpreted as a lack of interest in connecting with
others rather than as the presence of psychological barri-
ers that inhibit prosociality. Miscalibrated expectations
may lead people to be perceived as more self-interested
than they actually are (Miller, 1999).

Finally, miscalibrated expectations about positive
social interactions can also create a barrier that keeps
people from having the very experiences that would cal-
ibrate their expectations, thereby maintaining them over
time. People can only learn the power of gratitude by
expressing it, come to understand the impact of compli-
ments by sharing them, and see just how big seemingly
small acts of kindness can be to recipients by performing
them. When someone undervalues the positive impact
their prosocial act could have on another person and
then avoids engaging with another person, they miss the
chance to learn just how positive their impact could have
been. Undersociality can be self-fulfilling.

WISE MARKETING

Efficient markets supply goods and services that meet
consumer demand, and marketing is the process of get-
ting those desired goods and services to consumers most
effectively. Consumer demand can be guided by people's
experiences but also by their expectations about experi-
ences, meaning that the expectations about sociality we
have documented here may create demand for products
to overcome the psychological barriers to interacting
with others even if they are miscalibrated with actual ex-
perience. Anxiety about approaching another person to
ask for a picture can create a market for a product like
the selfie stick that allows consumers to take the picture
themselves. A desire to express gratitude, show support,
or pass along kind words may have helped to create a
market for greeting cards that satisfies people's concerns
about getting the words in these expressions just right.
And a strong motivation to belong coupled with anxiety
about actually reaching out to connect with another per-
son more directly can create a market for social media
that allows people to passively learn about a colleague's
family, catch up on an old friend's life, or find out about a
new friend's history all without the feared awkwardness
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of actually engaging anyone in conversation. These mar-
kets attempt to maximize the expected benefits of social
engagement while minimizing the expected costs, even
if some of those calculations are based on miscalibrated
expectations. Passively scrolling through social media
feeds does not, for instance, leave people feeling hap-
pier in the way that actively engaging with another per-
son in conversation does. In fact, it leaves people feeling
less happy because consuming social media, somewhat
ironically, is often not a social experience at all (Verduyn
et al., 2015).

To the extent that demand for products that enable
social interaction is guided by miscalibrated expecta-
tions about social interactions, developers creating these
products may not actually be maximizing consumer
wellbeing in the way they might hope. That is, misplaced
preferences can create consumer demand for consumer
products that may be suboptimal in the long run. Wise
marketers may therefore find opportunities to alter con-
sumers' expectations to examine if demand for consumer
products changes in a way that is aligned with their ex-
periences. Better calibrating people's expectations, and
thereby reducing undersociality, could increase people's
willingness to engage with others in a way that would
increase the wellbeing of both parties. Of course, in addi-
tion to attempts at calibrating consumers' expectations,
another approach would be providing consumers with
goods or services that take into account people's existing
expectations. Firms might then focus on helpful inter-
ventions to encourage sociality.

One potential way to better calibrate people's expec-
tations is to give them more experience with acting pro-
socially towards others. When a person finds out that
their sociality is met with more grins than shrugs, this
could encourage subsequent social engagement. Experts
in marketing are sometimes quick to jump to “push”-like
solutions in order to motivate consumers to do some-
thing without fully understanding the psychological pro-
cesses that need to be addressed. We believe considering
the barriers that might keep people from engaging in re-
warding ways with others highlights the importance of
reducing those barriers to encourage behavior that con-
sumers would ultimately be happier with, such as con-
versation cards that might help people learn something
new or engage with others more deeply. If, as some of our
experiments suggest, awkwardness is a barrier to con-
necting with others, then marketers can more effectively
provide solutions that could help consumers make the
most of opportunities to enhance wellbeing. Greeting
card websites might have campaigns along the lines of
“Gratitude Day” in order to reduce fears associated
with anticipated awkwardness about sending a note of
appreciation. In a similar vein, businesses could market
products like “getting to know each other” prompts that
focused on asking deeper rather than shallower ques-
tions. Note that testimonial-oriented campaigns could
be a successful way to encourage people to buy social

products like these, especially if this word-of-mouth fo-
cuses on the product speaking to a barrier. Perhaps one
of the best ways to get over concerns about competency
is to hear another consumer say that a card helped them
know what to talk about.

Indeed, we think this area of inquiry has implications
for marketers, designers at firms, and consumers them-
selves. Marketers can devote more energy and attention
to helping do good for the consumers they serve. They
could do this by thinking about how to reduce the bar-
riers that might make people reluctant to engage with
others in positive ways, and also thinking about whether
there are ways to enable experience first, thereby po-
tentially uprooting people's expectations about social
interactions.

Companies may also design contexts within their or-
ganization with sociality in mind as well. People may not
always think about the importance of social connections
with others, or may not believe that opportunities to
connect will matter much. Even the architectural design
of meeting spaces, for instance, could remove barriers
to engagement by creating spaces where seats face each
other in small groups, or wider hallways that enable eas-
ier conversation. An organization could offer discounts
during coffee breaks or lunch to sit at a community table
to talk with colleagues, create social recognition pro-
grams that enable easy and public expressions of grati-
tude, or provide funding that rotates across employees
to sponsor random acts of kindness in the organization.

Importantly, we believe our research has implications
not just for people marketing products to consumers, but
also to consumers looking to maximize their own and
others' welfare. We believe it suggests how consumers
might make their own consumption choices more wisely.
Consumers may not always make decisions with wellbe-
ing in mind, but understanding the surprisingly positive
outcomes of sociality might encourage consumers to
focus on ways to connect with others more routinely and
easily, from deciding not to buy that fence for their yard
that would create separation with a neighbor to remov-
ing apps from a cell phone that might use one's atten-
tion less satisfyingly than being more directly engaged
with strangers or friends nearby. Everyday life provides
people with routine consumption decisions about how
to invest their money, time, and energy—decisions that
involve both themselves and others. Wiser consumption
would likely involve engaging in experiences that create
positive connections with others, with consumer wellbe-
ing likely increasing from overcoming undersociality.

Consumer behavior researchers are generally aware
that people have approach and avoidance motivations,
but our research program suggests that the inputs to
people's decision calculus make them overly avoidant
in ways that can make them appear more self-interested
in the presence of others than they might really be, and
keep them from optimizing their own and others' well-
being. We believe that undersociality is an important
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psychological phenomenon, but we also believe that cre-
ating tools to address these barriers could be a more ap-
plied marketing issue. More broadly, we think consumer
behavior researchers interested in advancing consumer
wellbeing could devote considerably more attention to
interpersonal decisions given the importance of social
connections to wellbeing, in line with Bazerman's (2001)
call for “consumer research for consumers.” Wise mar-
keting of social engagement has the potential, we believe,
to help people make wiser social decisions.

OPEN QUESTIONS

The research we have reviewed indicates that people can
underestimate how positively others will react to their
prosocial actions, but the second generation of research
in this area will likely investigate the factors that mod-
erate miscalibration. One critical issue is understanding
how the strength of one's relationship with a recipient
might moderate miscalibration. Because people are likely
to have more experience engaging with close others than
with distant others, and know that close others are likely
to be interested in engaging with them but are more un-
certain about distant others, people's expectations about
social interactions with more distant others may be more
miscalibrated than with closer others. Research on social
support reviewed earlier indicated that people expected
a more positive response to their expression of support
from a close other than from a more distant other, even
though the expression was valued equally positively by
recipients (Dungan et al., 2022). Similar results emerged
when people anticipated the outcome of a relatively deep
conversation, expecting a more positive experience with
a close other than with a stranger even though the actual
experience was similarly positive (Kardas et al., 2022a).
Strangers can become friends, after all, through conver-
sation. People underestimate how positively both close
others (Zhao & Epley, 2021a) and strangers (Boothby &
Bohns, 2021) respond to compliments, but the extent to
which expectations are miscalibrated across relationship
contexts has not been examined. The existing research
thus far suggests that people may be especially surprised
at the positive outcomes of expanding their social net-
work to engage with more distant others. It would be
very interesting for further research to investigate the
possibility that potential prosociality towards and social
engagement with acquaintances and strangers represents
a relatively untapped source of wellbeing in daily life.
People have many opportunities in their everyday lives
to expand the reach of their prosociality, opportunities
that, if taken, would likely enhance both their own and
others' wellbeing.

Also interesting is the extent to which undervaluing
sociality is moderated by stable differences across peo-
ple, either at the individual or cultural level. This mod-
eration could emerge either through stable differences in

people's expectations about the outcomes of social be-
havior, or through stable differences in people's actual
experiences of social behavior. For instance, research
reviewed earlier indicates that both extroverts and intro-
verts experience more positive affect when acting extro-
verted. However, when asked to predict their experience,
extroverts expect to feel more positive when acting ex-
troverted while introverts expect to feel less positive,
meaning that introverts tend to be especially likely to un-
derestimate the positive experience of sociality (Zelenski
et al., 2013). Personality traits related to sociality may
therefore moderate people's expectations about social
interaction more than their actual experiences in social
interaction. Differences in social behavior between ex-
troverts and introverts may therefore stem from differ-
ences in their expectations rather than from differences
in their experiences. Similar patterns may also emerge
across cultures, such that differences in cultural norms
related to sociality may be driven by differences in ex-
pectations about the outcomes of social interactions
more strongly than by differences in the actual experi-
ence of social interaction.

The mechanism that may explain why people under-
value sociality based on a perspective gap in attention
paid to warmth versus competency also predicts moder-
ation in the types of social engagement that will be most
likely to be undervalued: those that most clearly express
warmth to another person. Many of the results reviewed
above involve direct in-person engagement with another
person. These are the kinds of intimate contexts that are
most likely to express warmth and create strong social
connections. Less intimate prosocial actions, such as
anonymous charitable giving, or obligatory prosocial
actions, such as sending a seemingly required or forced
thank-you note after receiving a gift, are perhaps less
likely to convey the same degree of positive intent, lik-
ing, friendliness, and warmth. To the extent that those
performing these positive social acts are relatively less
attentive to the warmth conveyed by their act, as they
seem to be with the media through which they connect
with another person (Kumar & Epley, 2021) or the pos-
itive intent underlying an act of kindness (Kumar &
Epley, in press), then we would expect more calibrated
expectations for seemingly prosocial actions that may
not seem as prosocial to recipients.

If people fail to appreciate how positive their prosoci-
ality will impact a recipient, then they may also underes-
timate the negative impact that their antisocial behavior
may have as well. When an act is characterized by its
relative lack of warmth—rather than by its presence—
this might hurt others more than antisocial actors an-
ticipate. A seemingly minor insult or rude comment
may sting more than the commenter or insulter expects,
and may not be forgotten as quickly by a recipient as ex-
pected (Cooney et al., 2022). Although we have focused
this program of research on positive social behavior
partly because of an interest in understanding barriers
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to maximizing wellbeing, it could well be worth examin-
ing whether similar effects emerge in the domain of an-
tisocial acts, thereby creating more antisocial behavior
than might be optimal.

Finally, our findings focus on dyadic interactions,
but we believe it would be quite important to extend
work on these perspective-based asymmetries to group
or collective interactions. For instance, intergroup con-
flict can be created by prosocial rather than antisocial
intent (Brewer, 1999), with aggression towards outgroups
driven by a desire to protect one's ingroup rather than
by a desire to harm the outgroup. Those in the midst of
conflict tend to recognize those prosocial motives in the
aggressive actions of their own ingroup, but infer that ag-
gression by the outgroup is driven by antisocial motives
of hatred or a desire to inflict harm (Waytz et al., 2014).
A better understanding of other people's perspectives in
group contexts could help suggest solutions to seemingly
intractable conflicts.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

Sociality may be a defining feature of humanity recog-
nized since the time of Aristotle (Dunbar, 1993; Frith &
Frith, 2005; Herrmann et al., 2007), but this does neces-
sitate that people be optimally social in their daily lives.
Because of differing perspectives on a social action, un-
certainty about another's interest in engaging, and an
inability to learn from social actions that are avoided
(Epley, Kardas et al., 2022), accurately anticipating the
full impact of our own positive social behavior on an-
other person is challenging. Indeed, from expressing
gratitude to giving compliments to performing acts of
kindness to requesting help to engaging in deep conver-
sations, the experiments we have reviewed suggest a ten-
dency for people to undervalue the positive impact that
their social behavior will have on others. Undersociality
can keep people from maximizing their own and oth-
ers' wellbeing in everyday life. Some reluctance to reach
out and connect with others need not reflect a beastly or
godly disconnect from social life as Aristotle articulated,
or an “unnatural” level of ingratitude as Hume sug-
gested, but rather may reflect miscalibrated social cogni-
tion. Consuming time, effort, and money wisely requires
understanding the consequences of our actions. Failing
to recognize the positive impact of sociality could un-
wisely keep the most social of all primates from being
social enough for their own good.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST
The authors declare no conflicts of interest with this
research.

ORCID
Amit Kumar  https:/lorcid.org/0000-0002-1025-1335
Nicholas Epley (© https:/lorcid.org/0000-0003-2722-9799

REFERENCES

Abele, A. E., & Wojciszke, B. (2007). Agency and communion from
the perspective of self versus others. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 93, 751-763.

Aknin, L. B, Barrington-Leigh, C. P., Dunn, E. W., Helliwell, J. F.,
Burns, J., Biswas-Diener, R., Kemeza, 1., Nyende, P., Ashton-
James, C., & Norton, M. 1. (2013). Prosocial spending and well-
being: Cross-cultural evidence for a psychological universal.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 104(4), 635-652.

Aknin, L. B., Dunn, E. W,, Proulx, J., Lok, I., & Norton, M. L. (2020).
Does spending money on others promote happiness? A registered
replication report. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
119, e15—e26.

Aknin, L. B., Hamlin, J. K., & Dunn, E. W. (2012). Giving leads to
happiness in young children. PLoS One, 7, €39211.

Andreoni, J. (1989). Giving with impure altruism: Applications to
charity and Ricardian equivalence. Journal of Political Economy,
97(6), 1447-1458.

Andreonti, J. (1990). Impure altruism and donations to public goods.
The Economic Journal, 100, 464—-4717.

Anik, L., Aknin, L. B., Norton, M. 1., Dunn, E. W., & Quoidbach,
J. (2013). Prosocial bonuses increase employee satisfaction and
team performance. PLoS One, 8, €755009.

Aristotle (1905). Aristotle's politics. Clarendon Press.

Atir, S., Wald, K., & Epley, N. (2022). Talking with strangers is sur-
prisingly informative. Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences, 119, €2206992119

Bartlett, M. Y., Condon, P., Cruz, J., Baumann, J., & DeSteno, D.
(2012). Gratitude: Prompting behaviours that build relation-
ships. Cognition & Emotion, 26, 2—13.

Bartlett, M. Y., & DeSteno, D. (2006). Gratitude and prosocial behav-
ior: Helping when it costs you. Psychological Science, 17, 319-325.

Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong: Desire
for interpersonal attachments as a fundamental human motiva-
tion. Psychological Bulletin, 117, 497-529.

Bazerman, M. H. (2001). Consumer research for consumers. Journal
of Consumer Research, 27, 499-504.

Becker, G. S. (1993). Nobel lecture: The economic way of looking at
behavior. Journal of Political Economy, 101, 385-409.

Bohns, V. K. (2016). (mis)understanding our influence over others:
A review of the underestimation-of-compliance effect. Current
Directions in Psychological Science, 25, 119-123.

Boothby, E. J., & Bohns, V. K. (2021). Why a simply act of kindness
is not as simple as it seems: Underestimating the positive impact
of our compliments on others. Personality and Social Psychology
Bulletin, 47, 826-840.

Boothby, E. J., Cooney, G., Sandstrom, G. M., & Clark, M. S. (2018).
The liking gap in conversations: Do people like us more than we
think? Psychological Science, 29, 1742—1756.

Brewer, M. B. (1999). The psychology of prejudice: Ingroup love or
outgroup hate? Journal of Social Issues, 55, 429-444.

Carlsmith, K. M., Wilson, T. D., & Gilbert, D. T. (2008). The paradox-
ical consequences of revenge. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 95, 1316-1324.

Chancellor, J., Margolis, S., Jacobs Bao, K., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2018).
Everyday prosociality in the workplace: The reinforcing benefits
of giving, getting, and glimpsing. Emotion, 18(4), 507-517.

Cohen, S., & Syme, S. L. (1985). Social support and health. Academic
Press.

Cooney, G., Boothby, E. J., & Lee, M. (2022). The thought gap after
conversation: Underestimating the frequency of others' thoughts
about us. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 151,
1069-1088.

Curry, O.S.,Rowland, L. A., Van Lissa, C. J., Zlotowitz, S., McAlaney,
J., & Whitehouse, H. (2018). Happy to help? A systematic review
and meta-analysis of the effects of performing random acts of
kindness on the well-being of the actor. Journal of Experimental
Social Psychology, 76, 320-329.

85U8017 SUOWILLOD @A 18810 3cedldde ayy Aq peusenob ae s9 ol YO ‘@S Jo SNl 10} Ariq178UIIUO A1 UO (SUONIPUCD-PUB-SULLBI WO A8 | 1M ARIq 1 BUI|UO//SANL) SUORIPUOD PUe SWLB | 8U1 88S *[2202/2T/08] Uo AkeiqiTaulluo A8 ‘saieiqiTsexel JO Aisieniun Aq 9g€T Ado/Z00T 0T/10p/woo A8 1M Aselq 1 pul|uo'dosAwy/sdny wouy pepeojumoa ‘0 ‘€9922€ST


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1025-1335
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1025-1335
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2722-9799
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2722-9799

UNDERSOCIALITY

Darwin, C. (1871). The descent of man, and selection in relation to sex.
John Murray.

DeSteno, D., Bartlett, M. Y., Baumann, J., Williams, L. A., &
Dickens, L. (2010). Gratitude as moral sentiment: Emotion-
guided cooperation in economic exchange. Emotion, 10,
289-293.

DeSteno, D., Li, Y., Dickens, L., & Lerner, J. S. (2014). Gratitude: A
tool for reducing economic impatience. Psychological Science,
25, 1262-1267.

Diener, E., & Seligman, M. E. P. (2002). Very happy people.
Psychological Science, 13, 81-84.

Diener, E., Seligman, M. E. P., Choi, H., & Oishi, S. (2018). Happiest
people revisited. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 13,
176-184.

Dunbar, R. 1. (1993). Coevolution of neocortical size, group size and
language in humans. Behavioral and Brian Sciences, 16, 681-694.

Dungan, J. A., & Epley, N. (2022). Surprisingly good talk:
Misunderstanding others creates a barrier to constructive con-
frontation. Manuscript submitted for publication.

Dungan, J. A., Mungia Gomez, D., & Epley, N. (2022). Too reluctant
to reach out: Receiving social support is more positive than ex-
pressers expect. Psychological Science, 33, 1300-1312.

Dunn, E. W., Aknin, L. B., & Norton, M. 1. (2008). Spending money
on others promotes happiness. Science, 319, 1687-1688.

Dunn, E. W., Ashton-James, C. E., Hanson, M. D., & Aknin, L. B.
(2010). On the costs of self-interested economic behavior: How
does stinginess get under the skin? Journal of Health Psychology,
15, 627-633.

Dunn, E. W., Biesanz, J. C., Human, L. J., & Finn, S. (2007).
Misunderstanding the affective consequences of everyday social
interactions: The hidden benefits of putting one's best face for-
ward. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92,990-1005.

Dunn, E. W., Gilbert, D. T., & Wilson, T. D. (2011). If money doesn't
make you happy, then you probably aren't spending it right.
Journal of Consumer Psychology, 21, 115-125.

Emmons, R. A., & McCullough, M. E. (2003). Counting blessings ver-
sus burdens: An experimental investigation of gratitude and sub-
jective well-being in daily life. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 84, 377-389.

Epley, N., & Eyal, T. (2019). Through the looking glass, darkly: Using
mechanisms of mind perception to identify accuracy, overconfi-
dence, and underappreciated means for improvement. In J. M.
Olson (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology (pp. 65—
120). Elsevier Academic Press.

Epley, N., Kardas, M., Zhao, X., Atir, S., & Schroeder, J. (2022).
Undersociality: Miscalibrated social cognition can inhibit social
connection. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 26, 406—418.

Epley, N., Kumar, A., Dungan, J., & Echelbarger, M. (in press). A pro-
sociality paradox: How miscalibrated social cognition creates
a misplaced barrier to prosocial action.. Current Directions in
Psychological Science. https://doi.org/10.31234/0sf.i0/9t3wf

Epley, N., & Schroeder, J. (2014). Mistakenly seeking solitude. Journal
of Experimental Psychology: General, 143, 1980-1999.

Epley, N., & Waytz, A. (2010). Mind perception. In S. T. Fiske, D. T.
Gilbert, & G. Lindsay (Eds.), The handbook of social psychology
(Sthed., pp. 498-541). Wiley.

Eriksson, K., Vartanova, I., Strimling, P., & Simpson, B. (2020).
Generosity pays: Selfish people have fewer children and earn
less money. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 118,
532-544.

Fejfar, M. C., & Hoyle, R. H. (2000). Effect of private self-awareness
on negative affect and self-referent attribution: A quantitative re-
view. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 4, 132-142.

Fiske, S. T., Cuddy, A. J. C., & Glick, P. (2007). Universal dimensions
of social cognition: Warmth and competence. Trends in Cognitive
Sciences, 11, 77-83.

Fleeson, W., Malanos, A. B., & Achille, N. M. (2002). An intraindivid-
ual process approach to the relationship between extraversion

and positive affect: Is acting extraverted “as good” as being
extraverted? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 83,
1409-1422.

Floyd, S., Rossi, G., Baranova, J., Blythe, J., Dingemanse, M.,
Kendrick, K. H., Zinken, J., & Enfield, N. J. (2018). Universals
and cultural diversity in the expression of gratitude. Royal
Society Open Science, 5, 180391.

Flynn, F. J, & Lake, V. K. (2008). If you need help, just ask:
Underestimating compliance with direct requests for help.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 95, 128—143.

Frederick, S., & Loewenstein, G. (1999). Hedonic adaptation. In D.
Kahneman, E. Diener, & N. Schwarz (Eds.), Well-being: The
foundations of hedonic psychology (pp. 302-329). Russell Sage
Foundation.

Frith, C., & Frith, U. (2005). Theory of mind. Current Biology, 15,
R644-R645.

Gilbert, D. T., & Malone, P. S. (1995). The correspondence bias.
Psychological Bulletin, 117, 21-38.

Gilovich, T., Kumar, A., & Jampol, L. (2015). A wonderful life:
Experiential consumption and the pursuit of happiness. Journal
of Consumer Psychology, 25, 152-165.

Harbaugh, W. T., Mayr, U., & Burghart, D. R. (2007). Neural re-
sponses to taxation and voluntary giving reveal motives for char-
itable donations. Science, 316, 1622—-1625.

Herrmann, E., Call, J., Hernandez-Lloreda, M., Hare, B., &
Tomasello, M. (2007). Humans have evolved specialized skills of
social cognition: The cultural intelligence hypothesis. Science,
317, 1360-1366.

Holt-Lunstad, J., Smith, T. B., & Layton, J. B. (2010). Social rela-
tionships and mortality risk: A meta-analytic review. PLoS
Medicine, 7(7), e1000316.

House, J. S., Landis, K. R., & Umberson, D. (1988). Social relation-
ships and health. Science, 241, 540-545.

Hume, D. (1739). 4 treatise of human nature. John Noon.

Inagaki, T. K., & Orehek, E. (2017). On the benefits of giving social sup-
port: When, why, and how support providers gain by caring for
others. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 26, 109-113.

Kahneman, D., & Deaton, A. (2010). High income improves eval-
uation of life but not emotional well-being. Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, 107, 16489-16493.

Kardas, M., Kumar, A., & Epley, N. (2022a). Overly shallow?
Miscalibrated expectations create a barrier to deeper con-
versation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 122,
367-398.

Kardas, M., Kumar, A., & Epley, N. (2022b). Let it go: How exagger-
ating the reputational costs of revealing secrets discourages trans-
parency in relationships. Unpublished manuscript, University of
Chicago.

Kardas, M., Schroeder, J., & O'Brien, E. (2022). Keep talking: (Mis)
understanding the hedonic trajectory of conversation. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 123, 717-740.

Kumar, A., & Epley, N. (2018). Undervaluing gratitude: Expressers
misunderstand the consequences of showing appreciation.
Psychological Science, 29, 1423-1435.

Kumar, A., & Epley, N. (2021). It's surprisingly nice to hear you:
Misunderstanding the impact of communication media can lead
to suboptimal choices of how to connect with others. Journal of
Experimental Psychology: General, 150, 595-607.

Kumar, A., & Epley, N. (in press). A little good goes an unexpectedly
long way: Underestimating the positive impact of kindness on
recipients. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General. https://
doi.org/10.1037/xge0001271

Levin, D. Z., Walter, J., & Murnighan, J. K. (2011). Dormant ties: The
value of reconnecting. Organization Science, 22, 923-939.

Liao, H., Su, R., Ptashnik, T., & Nielsen, J. (2022). Feeling good,
doing good, and getting ahead: A meta-analytic investigation
of the outcomes of prosocial motivation at work. Psychological
Bulletin, 148, 158—168.

85U8017 SUOWILLOD @A 18810 3cedldde ayy Aq peusenob ae s9 ol YO ‘@S Jo SNl 10} Ariq178UIIUO A1 UO (SUONIPUCD-PUB-SULLBI WO A8 | 1M ARIq 1 BUI|UO//SANL) SUORIPUOD PUe SWLB | 8U1 88S *[2202/2T/08] Uo AkeiqiTaulluo A8 ‘saieiqiTsexel JO Aisieniun Aq 9g€T Ado/Z00T 0T/10p/woo A8 1M Aselq 1 pul|uo'dosAwy/sdny wouy pepeojumoa ‘0 ‘€9922€ST


https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/9t3wf
https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0001271
https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0001271

KUMAR anp EPLEY

JoURNAL OF CONE

Lok, I., & Dunn, E. W. (2020). Under what conditions does prosocial
spending promote happiness? Collabra: Psychology, 6, 5.

Lyubomirsky, S., Dickerhoof, R., Boehm, J. K., & Sheldon, K. M.
(2011). Becoming happier takes both a will and a proper way:
An experimental longitudinal intervention to boost well-being.
Emotion, 11,391-402.

Margolis, S., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2020). Experimental manipulation
of extraverted and introverted behavior and its effects on well-
being. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 149, 719-731.

Mastroianni, A. M., Cooney, G., & Boothby, E. J. (2021). The liking
gap in groups and teams. Organizational Behavior and Human
Decision Processes, 162, 109-122.

McCullough, M. E., Kimeldorf, M. B., & Cohen, A. D. (2008). An
adaptation for altruism? The social causes, social effects, and
social evolution of gratitude. Current Directions in Psychological
Science, 17, 281-285.

McNiel, J. M., & Fleeson, W. (2006). The causal effects of extra-
version on positive affect and neuroticism on negative affect:
Manipulating state extraversion and state neuroticism in an
experimental approach. Journal of Research in Personality, 40,
529-550.

Miller, D. T. (1999). The norm of self-interest. American Psychologist,
54, 1053-1060.

Miller, D. T., & Ratner, R. K. (1998). The disparity between the actual
and assumed power of self-interest. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 74, 53—62.

Moll, J., Krueger, F., Zahn, R., Pardini, M., de Oliveira-Souza, R., &
Grafman, J. (2006). Human fronto-mesolimbic networks guide
decisions about charitable donation. Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, 103, 15623-15628.

Pieters, R. (2013). Bidirectional dynamics of materialism and loneli-
ness: Not just a vicious cycle. Journal of Consumer Research, 40,
615-631.

Sandstrom, G. M., Boothby, E. J., & Cooney, G. (2022). Talking to
strangers: A week-long intervention reduces barriers to social
connection. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 102,
104356.

Sandstrom, G. M., & Boothby, E. J. (2021). Why do people avoid
talking to strangers? A mini meta-analysis of predictions and
experiences. Self & Identity, 20, 47-71.

Sandstrom, G. M., & Dunn, E. W. (2014a). Is efficiency overrated?
Minimal interactions lead to belonging and positive affect.
Social Psychological and Personality Science, 5, 437-442.

Sandstrom, G. M., & Dunn, E. W. (2014b). Social interactions and
well-being: The surprising power of weak ties. Personality and
Social Psychology Bulletin, 40, 910-922.

Schroeder, J., Lyons, D., & Epley, N. (2022). Hello, stranger? Pleasant
conversations are preceded by concerns about starting one.
Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 151, 1141-1153.

Seligman, M. E., Steen, T. A., Park, N., & Peterson, C. (2005). Positive
psychology progress: Empirical validation of interventions.
American Psychologist, 60, 410-421.

Uchino, B. N. (2009). Understanding the links between social support
and physical health: A life-span perspective with emphasis on
the separability of perceived and received support. Perspectives
on Psychological Science, 4, 236-255.

Uchino, B. N., Cacioppo, J. T., & Kiecolt-Glaser, J. K. (1996). The re-
lationship between social support and psychological processes:
A review with emphasis on underlying mechanisms and implica-
tions for health. Psychological Bulletin, 119, 488-531.

Verduyn, P., Lee, D. S., Park, J., Shablack, H., Orvell, A., Bayer, J.,
Ybarra, O., Jonides, J., & Kross, E. (2015). Passive Facebook
usage undermines affective well-being: Experimental and longi-
tudinal evidence. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General,
144, 480-488.

Walker, J. T., Kumar, A., & Gilovich, T. (2016). Cultivating gratitude
and giving through experiential consumption. Emotion, 16,
1126-1136.

Waytz, A., Young, L. L., & Ginges, J. (2014). Motive attribution asym-

metry for love vs. hate drives intractable conflict. Proceedings of

the National Academy of Science, 111, 15687-15692.

Whillans, A. V., Dunn, E. W., Sandstrom, G. M., Dickerson, S. S.,
& Madden, K. M. (2016). Is spending money on others good for
your heart? Health Psychology, 35, 574-583.

Wilson, T. D., Reinhard, D. A., Westgate, E. C., Gilbert, D. T,
Ellerbeck, N., Hahn, C., Brown, C. L., & Shaked, A. (2014).
Just think: The challenges of the disengaged mind. Science, 345,
75-71.

Wojciszke, B. (1994). Multiple meanings of behavior: Construing ac-
tions in terms of competence or morality. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 67, 222-232.

Zelenski, J. M., Santoro, M. S., & Whelan, D. C. (2012). Would intro-
verts be better off if they acted more like extraverts? Exploring
emotional and cognitive consequences of counterdispositional
behavior. Emotion, 12, 290-303.

Zelenski, J. M., Whelan, D. C., Nealis, 1. J., Besner, C. M., Santoro,
M. S., & Wynn, J. E. (2013). Personality and affective forecast-
ing: Trait introverts underpredict the hedonic benefits of acting
extraverted. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 104,
1092-1108.

Zhao, X., & Epley, N. (202la). Insufficiently complimentary?
Underestimating the positive impact of compliments creates
a barrier to expressing them. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 121, 239-256.

Zhao, X., & Epley, N. (2021b). Kind words do not become tired words:

Undervaluing the positive impact of frequent compliments. Self

and Identity, 20, 25-46.

Zhao, X., & Epley, N. (2022). Surprisingly happy to have helped:
Underestimating prosociality creates a misplaced barrier to ask-
ing for help. Psychological Science, 33(10), 1708—1731. https://doi.
org/10.1177/09567976221097615

How to cite this article: Kumar, A., & Epley, N.
(2022). Undersociality is unwise. Journal of
Consumer Psychology, 00, 1-14. https://doi.
org/10.1002/jcpy.1336

85U8017 SUOWILLOD @A 18810 3cedldde ayy Aq peusenob ae s9 ol YO ‘@S Jo SNl 10} Ariq178UIIUO A1 UO (SUONIPUCD-PUB-SULLBI WO A8 | 1M ARIq 1 BUI|UO//SANL) SUORIPUOD PUe SWLB | 8U1 88S *[2202/2T/08] Uo AkeiqiTaulluo A8 ‘saieiqiTsexel JO Aisieniun Aq 9g€T Ado/Z00T 0T/10p/woo A8 1M Aselq 1 pul|uo'dosAwy/sdny wouy pepeojumoa ‘0 ‘€9922€ST


https://doi.org/10.1177/09567976221097615
https://doi.org/10.1177/09567976221097615
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcpy.1336
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcpy.1336

	Undersociality is unwise
	Abstract
	INTRODUCTION
	OTHER-­CARE AS SELF-­CARE
	UNDERVALUING APPRECIATION
	UNDERVALUING KIND WORDS
	FROM KIND WORDS TO KIND ACTS
	UNDERVALUING REQUESTED KINDNESS
	BEYOND KINDNESS
	WHY IS SOCIALITY UNDERVALUED?
	WHY MISCALIBRATION MATTERS
	WISE MARKETING
	OPEN QUESTIONS
	CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST
	REFERENCES


