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Semester Overview
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# Date Topic Instructor

1 17.02.2026 Emotion: What is an emotion? Mata

2 03.03.2026 Emotion: What is an emotion? (continued) Mata

3 10.03.2026 Emotion: Neural bases Tisdall

4 17.03.2026 Emotion: Regulation Mata

5 24.03.2026 Emotion: Well-being Mata

6 31.03.2026 Motivation: What is motivation? Mata

7 07.04.2026 Motivation: Extrinsic vs intrinsic motivation Mata

8 14.04.2026 Motivation: Neural bases Tisdall

9 28.04.2026 Motivation: Cooperation Theisen

10 05.05.2026 Motivation: Morality Theisen

11 12.05.2026 Applications Mata

12 19.05.2026 Wrap-up and Q&A Mata

13 03.06.2026 Exam (DSBG Neubau)

14 20.07.2026 Repeat Exam (Vesalianum)



Today’s Session
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Psychological 
Egoism

Caring as a Trait



Learning Objectives for This Session

- Discuss how traditional motivational theories explain selfless 
behavior

- Discuss the empirical challenges in testing psychological egoism

- Understand the problem of the jangle-fallacy in the search for a 
trait that explains caring for others

- Describe how Hilbig et al. (2023) have addressed this problem
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Psychological Egoism



https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=surprising+homeless

Is Motivation Always About Oneself?



Is Motivation Always About Oneself?
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Is Motivation Always About Oneself?
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Some acts seem to be motivated by 
selfless desires. Acts that are motivated 
by such desires are called altruistic.

Is Motivation Always About Oneself?
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https://www.gofundme.com/
https://www.buildon.org

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2010/nov/27/threw-myself-on-exploding-grenade
https://www.hawaiibusiness.com/i-donated-a-kidney-to-a-stranger-you-might-consider-it-too/
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How do traditional motivational 
theories explain such acts?



“Psychological egoism […] is the view that all voluntary 
action is motivated by self-interest, or, to put it another way: 
we always act selfishly. The opposing view […] is the view 

that not all voluntary actions are motivated by self-interest.”

Tiberius, V. (2023), Moral psychology. A contemporary introduction (2). 
Routledge, p. 42.

Psychological Egoism
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Instrumental desires: “An instrumental desire for x is a desire that 
depends on a further desire for something else to which x is a 

means.”

Ultimate desires: “An ultimate desire is a desire for something for 
its own sake, not because it is a means to anything else.”

Psychological Egoism
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Tiberius (2023), p. 44

Ultimate
Desire

Instrumental
Desire Action

Have a positive 
self-image

Help the poor Donate money



13

Are people ever motivated by 
ultimately selfless desires?

How could you test this?



Psychological Egoism: Evidence for instrumental 
desires in helping
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022103117303451/pdfft?md5=7cc0f20dc7c083e1d6bfa99e747cc07
c&pid=1-s2.0-S0022103117303451-main.pdf



Psychological Egoism:
Empathy-Altruism-Hypothesis
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- Empathy-helping-relationship: Empathy boosts prosocial 
behavior (Yin & Wang, 2023)

- Empathy-altruism-hypothesis: (Batson, 1987)

- Empathy should only increase other-concerned desires but 
not self-concerned desires

- If empathy boosts prosocial behavior, then prosocial
behavior is motivated by other-concerned/selfless desires

- Psychological egoism is false



Psychological Egoism:
Empathy-Altruism-Hypothesis
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Alternative interpretation:

- Negative state relief model: (Cialdini et al., 1987) 

- Seeing someone suffer puts us in a negative state (distress, 
sadness, guilt, …)

- Empathy increases the intensity of these emotions, thereby 
increasing the ultimately selfish desire to relieve us of that state

- The empathy-helping-relationship is explained by the increased
selfish desire to reduce the distress of not helping

- Psychological egoism might still be true



Psychological Egoism:
Empathy-Altruism-Hypothesis
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Psychological Egoism:
Summary

- Psychological egoism is the empirical claim 
that all voluntary action is ultimately selfish

- Difficulty: How do we know a desire is 
ultimate?

- Relationship between empathy and helping 
suggests motivating role of other-concerned 
emotions
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Caring as a Trait



Do people differ in how much 
they care about others?

How could we measure this?
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Measuring Concern for Others

Self- versus other-oriented concerns are often captured as
Social Value Orientation (SVO) using slider scales (left) and a ring 
conceptualization (right).

21

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963180116001109
https://doi.org/10.1177/09567976221116893



Which psychological traits 
could explain how much 

people care about others?
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Caring as a Trait:
Some Candidates
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Positive:

- Agreeableness

- Altruism

- Compassion

- Empathy

- Moral identity

Negative:

- Egoism

- Competitiveness

- Machiavellianism



Caring as a Trait:
Some More Candidates…
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Hilbig et al. (2023)



Caring as a Trait:
Some More Candidates…
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Hilbig et al. (2023)



Caring as a Trait:
Some More Candidates…
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Hilbig et al. (2023)



Caring as a Trait:
We Might Have a Problem
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Hilbig et al. (2023) identify 58 different traits 
that could explain how people distribute 
resources between themselves and others.

Are there so many different aspects to caring 
for others?

Or do we have many constructs that basically 
describe very similar things?



Caring as a Trait:
We Might Have a Problem
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Wulff & Mata (2026)
https://doi.org/10.1177/09637214251382083



Caring as a Trait:
The Problem Might Be Even Bigger
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Almost 40,000 psychological constructs have been 
proposed. Which are important? Which are allowed to go?

Elson et al. (2023)
https://doi.org/10.1038/s44271-023-00026-9



Caring as a Trait: The Dark Factor of Personality
Underlies SVO Responses

None of the 58 traits investigated by Hilbig et al. 
(2023) explains additional variance in SVO 
responses beyond what is explained by D.

The Dark Factor of Personality (D):
The general tendency to maximize individual utility 
at the cost of others, accompanied by beliefs that 
serve as justification.

But: (Some of) these 58 traits might explain
additional variance in behaviour not captured by
SVO.
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https://doi.org/10.1017/S0963180116001109
https://doi.org/10.1177/09567976221116893



Caring as a Trait:
Summary

There are many constructs that touch on how
much people care for others versus themselves.

The Dark Factor of Personality (D) is the
common trait underlying all these other
constructs.

Conceptual clarity remains a central challenge
for psychology.
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Optional Reading on Cooperation

Psychological Egoism
Tiberius, V. (2023). Moral Psychology. 
A Contemporary Introduction (2nd 
Edition). Routledge.

Caring as a Trait
Hilbig et al. (2023). The Dispositional 
Essence of Proactive Social 
Preferences: The Dark Core of 
Personality vis-à-vis 58 Traits. 
Psychological Science, 34 (2), 
doi:10.1177/09567976221116893
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