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Abstract: Many evolutionary models of cooperation assume that altruists possess telltale signs of disposition that they
use to find and selectively associate with each other. Prior research finds that people can detect these signs of altruism
in strangers, but we do not yet know whether this results in altruism homophily. We argue that dispositions should
matter less in repeated interactions, where behavior is based on reciprocity. As a consequence, we should not expect
people to have accurate insight into the dispositions (egoism vs. altruism) of their friends, nor should we expect these
relations to be characterized by altruism homophily. Three studies, employing diverse methodologies and measures, find
no evidence of altruism homophily. Moreover, we find that people have poor insight into their friends’ altruism. We discuss
the implications of these findings for the emergence of altruism and the role of embedded interactions in sustaining
human cooperation.
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How does altruism persist in the face of in-
centives to exploit it? This question has re-

ceived increased attention with growing evidence
of heterogeneity in altruism, or other-regarding
preferences, in humans (van Lange et al. 1997;
Fehr and Gintis 2007; Simpson and Willer 2008).
One answer from evolutionary models of coopera-
tion is that altruists (who possess other-regarding
preferences and act prosocially even in the ab-
sence of strategic incentives) possess telltale signs
of character that identify them as altruists to
prospective friends and exchange partners. Ego-
ists (who are less apt to act prosocially in the
absence of reputational or other strategic incen-
tives) lack these characteristics and are avoided.
As a result, we should expect social networks to
exhibit altruism homophily, with altruists sorting
together and reaping benefits from social cooper-
ation, leaving egoists to either pair up together,
or go it alone (Wilson and Dugatkin 1997; Frank
1988; Macy and Skvoretz 1998; Sober and Wilson
1998; see also Rand and Nowak 2013).

There is evidence that people can distinguish
altruists from egoists, but it derives almost en-

tirely from studies examining whether people can
predict the prosociality of strangers in one-off
interactions (e.g., Frank, Gilovich, and Regan
1993; Brown, Palameta, and Moore 2003; Yam-
agishi et al. 2003; Oda et al. 2009; Fetchenhauer,
Groothuis, and Pradel 2010; Feinberg, Willer,
and Keltner 2012). As a result, there is scant evi-
dence for altruism homophily, or the tendency for
altruists to be friends with each other at higher
than chance levels. Thus, while people are able
to read telltale signs of others’ dispositions with
better than chance accuracy, we do not know
whether this ability plays a role in relationship
formation. This paper draws on theories of reci-
procity (Gouldner 1960; Trivers 1971; Axelrod
1984) to argue that we should not expect altruism
homophily.

In addition to altruism homophily, we also ad-
dress whether people have accurate insight into
their friends’ dispositions. On one hand, the mo-
tivation and ability to read telltale signs is of
paramount importance to altruism homophily hy-
potheses, and relationship formation and contin-
uation should be largely based on assessment of a
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prospective partner or friend’s disposition. Thus,
friends should be able to predict each other’s
prosociality at a better than chance level. From
a reciprocity perspective, on the other hand, the
“shadow of the future” that characterizes friend-
ships implies that both egoists and altruists will
tend to act prosocially toward their friends. As a
result, we are likely to have limited insight into
the extent to which our friends are altruistic be-
cause the structure of the relationship, rather
than individual dispositions, acts to guarantee
their benevolence.

Addressing these competing predictions is im-
portant for a number of reasons. Most broadly,
many evolutionary models of altruism, or other-
regarding behavior, hinge on humans’ ability to
read telltale signs of disposition and to form
friendships based on those abilities. But while
prior work suggests that people can read these
signs, we don’t know that these abilities lead
to altruism homophily. If the ability to discern
dispositions does not lead altruists to selectively
exclude egoists from productive ongoing relation-
ships, it is less clear how the ability to read dispo-
sitions can account for altruism homophily and
thus the emergence and persistence of altruism.

Further, altruism homophily approaches sug-
gest that relationships between altruists will pro-
duce more value than those between egoists,
whereas reciprocity approaches suggest that ben-
efits derive from the fact that two individuals are
connected, rather than from the combinations of
their dispositions. Thus, beyond shedding light
on evolutionary explanations of altruism, a bet-
ter understanding of altruism homophily should
yield clearer insight into the costs and benefits
of relationships. An investigation of the social
processes underlying the formation of cooperative
relationships thus has implications both at the
micro level of dyadic interaction and the macro
level of societal integration.

Finally, homophily, or the tendency for indi-
viduals to associate with those like themselves
(Lazarsfeld and Merton 1954), is one of the most
robust of all social science findings (e.g., McPher-
son et al. 2001; Smith et al. 2014). Homophily
largely depends on the presence of similar others
in foci (Feld 1981) frequented by the individual,
but some doubtless derives from preferences for
associating with those like oneself (e.g., Huston
and Levinger 1978). However, research to date

has assumed that individuals prefer to associate
with those who have similar knowledge or cultural
tastes (e.g., Carley 1991; Mayhew et al. 1995).
Here we expand the literature on homophily by
asking a more fundamental question: Do humans
prefer to associate with those whose basic values
(e.g., altruism and egoism) are like their own?

In what follows, we introduce necessary ter-
minology and briefly review arguments linking
the ability to read telltale signs of character with
altruism homophily and thus the emergence of
altruism and cooperation. We then argue why
we should not necessarily expect detection abili-
ties to translate into altruism homophily and ex-
tend these arguments to the question of whether
people have knowledge of their friends’ disposi-
tions. We then introduce three studies to test the
homophily predictions, including a Respondent
Driven Sampling survey of ties between students
at a large public university (Study 1), a study of
friendship ties within a sorority chapter (Study
2), and a laboratory experiment (Study 3). The
laboratory experiment also allows us to test pre-
dictions about people’s knowledge of their friends’
altruism. Across all studies, using a variety of
data and analytic techniques, we find virtually no
evidence of altruism homophily. We also find that
friends have surprisingly limited insight into each
other’s dispositional altruism. Together, results
from the three studies offer consistent support for
our argument that there is little reason to expect
altruism homophily in networks.

Altruism and Telltale Signs
of Disposition
We define prosocial behavior as any behavior
that benefits another person, regardless of the
underlying motivation for the act (Piliavin and
Charng 1990). Thus, prosocial behavior is an
outcome, whereas altruism and egoism are moti-
vational precursors to behavior. Recent research
has established strong behavioral (e.g,. van Lange
1999; Simpson and Willer 2008) and neurological
(Emonds et al. 2011) evidence for the existence of
heterogeneous social preferences, as well as ego-
ists’ and altruists’ divergent responses to various
incentives for prosocial behavior.

The notion that altruists possess telltale signs
that allow them to identify each other informs
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much of the work on selective assortation (Eshel
and Cavalli-Sforza 1982; Wilson and Dugatkin
1997; Sober and Wilson 1998; see also Macy and
Skvoretz 1998), but it has arguably received its
most extensive treatment in Frank’s (1988) com-
mitment model. Frank argues that individual dif-
ferences in moral sentiments, such as sympathy,
compel individual differences in moral behavior.
If these moral sentiments are revealed to others
by telltale signs of character, such as emotional
displays, the argument continues, altruists will be
preferentially chosen as exchange partners. Be-
cause altruists will seek to associate with others
who also display signs of altruism and avoid those
who do not, altruistic types will tend to pair up
with one another. Egoists are thus left to go
it alone (and miss out on the benefits of social
cooperation) or make do with one another. Such
a process allows altruism to compete successfully
with egoism.

If telltale signs of disposition create an ad-
vantage for altruists, they create an even greater
benefit to egoists who are able to fake the signal
and reap the benefits of having altruistic partners
without paying the costs of altruism (Trivers 1971;
Dawkins 1976; Macy and Skvoretz 1998). While
acknowledging the potential for egoists to feign
altruists’ signs, Frank argues that the emotional
cues are costly and difficult to fake for those who
do not actually experience the underlying emo-
tion. The incentive for egoists to mimic altruism,
and the concomitant need for altruists to be wary
of mimics, is predicted to result in an equilibrium
mix of egoists skilled at deception and vigilant
altruists continually on the lookout for wolves in
sheep’s clothing (Frank 1988).

The empirical evidence supports the ability
of people to read telltale signs of dispositional
altruism. Frank et al. (1993) found that partici-
pants in a laboratory experiment could predict
cooperation and defection in interaction part-
ners at better than chance levels (see also Brosig
2002). Other work shows that people can distin-
guish altruists from egoists based on discussion
of unrelated issues (Yamagishi et al. 1999), brief
video exposure (Brown, Palameta, and Moore
2003; Oda et al. 2009; Fetchenhauer et al. 2010;
Feinberg, Willer, and Keltner 2012) or even a
photograph (Yamagishi et al. 2003; Verplaetse et
al. 2007).

This prior work shows that people can read
telltale signs of disposition, but it does not tell
us whether, as a result, they form relationships
characterized by dispositional homophily. To
our knowledge, only two studies have addressed
whether altruists attract and associate with each
other. First, Sheldon et al. (2000) looked at
the “prosocial values” of friends and found a
marginally significant correlation. However, it
is not clear that their measure of prosocial val-
ues was related to altruism or prosociality as the
terms are used in the literature.1

A second study by Pradel and colleagues
(2009) measured generosity in six relatively small
secondary school classrooms (14 to 29 students)
using a “modified dictator game.” Each student
was asked to imagine that they had been given
a monetary endowment and to decide how much
of the endowment to pass on to an unspecified
classmate. Participants were told that “dictators”
and “recipients” would be matched approximately
one week later. Pradel and colleagues observed
modest correlations between the friends’ generos-
ity. Further, a series of follow-up questions found
that students were able to predict the generos-
ity of their friends and enemies (but not other
classmates) with greater than chance accuracy.

While suggestive, several important issues
limit the conclusions we can draw from the Pradel
et al. study. First, because students were told
that their dictator decision would affect an un-
specified member of the class, the measure may
have captured the dictator’s general orientation
toward the class as a whole, rather than altru-
ism. Thus, we cannot know whether the method
tracked altruism homophily or whether those with
similar sentiments toward the class were simply
more likely to be friends.2 Alternatively, if the

1Although presented as a test of whether altruists
sort together, Sheldon and colleagues measured values
using an Aspirations Index that distinguished intrinsic
values (e.g., “I will know and accept who I really am”) and
extrinsic values (“I will have people comment often about
how attractive I look”). Because it is not clear to what
extent, if at all, these values overlap with dispositional
altruism or egoism, it is not clear what the Sheldon et al.
findings tell us about altruism homophily.

2For instance, Harbaugh and Krause (2000) found that
the greater proportion of a child’s education that had
been spent among current classmates, the more generous
she or he was to the rest of the class. To the extent that
those who have been at a given school longer are more
apt to be friends, this could result in the appearance of
altruism homophily.
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measure tracked generosity to a person, rather
than orientation to the class as a whole, it isn’t
clear to what extent it tracked generosity toward
a close other versus a distant other. This would
depend, among other things, on the assumptions
the dictator made about who would ultimately
benefit from her decision.

Second, as the authors note (p. 109), it isn’t
clear to what extent the findings were driven by
generosity versus reputation management: “Our
experimental setting, in which we seated partici-
pants in a circle to enable them to link classmates
with subject numbers, might have created a con-
text that students perceived as partly public. . . .
Observed altruistic behavior . . . therefore, cannot
unconditionally be interpreted as ‘pure’ altruism
in the sense that it was independent of reputation
management efforts.”

Reciprocity and Social
Relations

Whereas the arguments just reviewed assume
that prosociality emerges out of individuals’ dis-
positions, reciprocity approaches (Gouldner 1960;
Trivers 1971; Axelrod 1984) view prosociality and
cooperation as stemming from relational induce-
ments. We build on this perspective to address
why individual differences in dispositional altru-
ism need not factor into longterm social relations
and thus why we should not expect to observe
altruism homophily.

In a reciprocity approach, not only is coop-
eration the most effective way for altruists to
realize their goals, assuming others cooperate;
egoists can also maximize their self-interest in
longterm social relations by engaging in tit-for-
tat exchanges, or “reciprocal altruism” (Kollock
1998; van Lange et al. 2011). As a result, dis-
positional differences that have powerful effects
on behavior in interactions with strangers have
limited impact in repeated interactions.

Empirical evidence supports the prediction
that the behaviors of egoists and altruists, while
highly divergent in one-off interactions, tend to
matter less in longer term relations (e.g., Kuhlman
and Marshello 1975; Parks and Rumble 2001).
Even the possibility that an interaction may con-

tinue can eliminate the otherwise strong behav-
ioral differences we observe between egoists and
altruists in one-off interactions (van Lange et
al. 2011). Further, egoists and altruists show
no difference in willingness to sacrifice for their
romantic partners (e.g., van Lange et al. 1997).

From the perspective of reciprocity approaches,
treatment of longterm partners is more influenced
by structures of interdependence in a given rela-
tion (e.g., the dependence of each person on the
other and the availability of suitable alternatives)
than either partner’s dispositional altruism or
egoism (see also Kelley and Thibaut 1978; Rus-
bult and van Lange 2003). Repeated interactions
lead to a convergence of strategies within those
relations that make altruists and egoists behav-
iorally indistinguishable.

While prior work establishes that the mere
possibility of repeated interaction moderates the
impact of dispositions on behavior, we do not
know whether people actually anticipate this ef-
fect. If people do not intuit that ongoing relation-
ships attenuate the effects of others’ dispositions,
we would expect people to attach similar value
to information about a potential partner’s dis-
position whether they anticipated one-off or re-
peated interactions. As a consequence, we would
expect to observe a tendency towards altruism
homophily even though dispositions matter little
once relations are established.

However, we expect that people understand
that relationships and repeated interactions mod-
erate the impact of dispositions. If this is the case,
they will invest less in gaining information about
others’ character when they expect repeated ver-
sus one-off interactions. Such a pattern would
provide a stronger theoretical foundation for pre-
dicting the absence of altruism homophily. In
a series of ancillary experiments, available upon
request from the first author, we found empirical
evidence for precisely this pattern.

To summarize, individual differences in al-
truism that emerge in one-off interactions with
strangers lose their predictive power in repeated
interactions. Given that social relations such as
friendships are repeated interactions, there is no
reason to expect altruism homophily. This stands
in marked contrast to the evolutionary models
described earlier that explain the emergence of
altruism and cooperation via altruism homophily.

sociological science | www.sociologicalscience.com 545 December 2014 | Volume 1



Simpson, Brashears, Gladstone, and Harrell No Evidence for Altruism Homophily in Networks

Perceived Altruism Homophily
The ability and motivation to read telltale signs of
disposition is fundamental to altruism homophily
approaches. Further, these approaches suggest
that it is precisely in longterm relations such
as friendships that we should observe evidence
that people have insight into their partners’ dis-
position (e.g., Frank 2005), since these are the
relationships that matter most and where there
would be the greatest opportunity to detect sub-
tle telltale signs. But here we instead extend our
application of reciprocity theories to explain why
friends’ altruism should be relatively inaccessible.

People often have limited information about a
friend’s prosociality outside the friendship. What
information is available may be distorted by the
friend’s accounts (Scott and Lyman 1968) or other
impression management strategies. Additionally,
the fact that both altruism and egoism (through
the possibility of reputational gains, for instance)
can motivate prosociality allows for varied inter-
pretations of a single prosocial act by the friend.
Prior work suggests that altruistic versus egois-
tic dispositions influence the attributions people
make about others’ prosociality (see Simpson
and Willer 2008), such that altruists and egoists
project their own values and motives onto others’
behaviors (Orbell and Dawes 1993). This implies
that altruism homophily will be more perceived
than real, as people interpret friends’ behaviors in
light of their own dispositions. That friendships
will be characterized by perceived dispositional
homophily is in line with the broader homophily
literature, which shows that people tend to think
that their friends are more similar to them with
respect to attitudes and beliefs than is actually
the case (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook
2001; Goel, Mason, and Watts 2010).

Hypotheses and Overview
of Studies
Our first empirical objective is to assess whether
friendships will exhibit altruism homophily (as
suggested by evolutionary models of altruism re-
viewed above) or whether, as we expect, friend-
ships will be random with respect to dispositions.
We test these competing predictions in two net-
work surveys (Studies 1 and 2) and a laboratory

experiment (Study 3). Second, we assess compet-
ing predictions about whether people can intuit
their friends’ prosociality. Altruism homophily ar-
guments predict that friends will have insight into
the extent to which their friends will act proso-
cially toward strangers. Our arguments, however,
lead us to expect that friends will be poor at pre-
dicting each other’s prosociality toward strangers.
Further, we expect that this inaccuracy will be
driven in part by perceived altruism homophily—
i.e., the tendency to (inaccurately) perceive one’s
friend as being as altruistic or egoistic as one-
self. We test these predictions in the laboratory
experiment using several measures of prosociality.

Study 1: Homophily in a
Respondent Driven Sample
Our first test uses data from a Respondent Driven
Sampling (RDS) study. RDS samples begin with
a modest number of initial respondents who re-
cruit the second wave of respondents through
their network connections, and so on for subse-
quent waves. Given a sufficient number of recruit-
ment waves, the characteristics of an RDS sample
converge on those of a random sample, thereby
permitting statistical inference (Heckathorn 2007).

Respondents were students at a large south-
eastern university and could earn up to $25 for
completing a web-based survey and recruiting as
many as three other respondents. The survey
was part of a larger project (Wejnert 2010) and
included basic demographic questions, a standard
measure of dispositional altruism, and questions
about student life (e.g., whether the respondent
was a member of a Greek organization, lived on
or off campus, etc.) and personal networks.

Procedures
The sample began with nine respondents who
received an email explaining the purpose of the
project and details on compensation. If a respon-
dent agreed to participate, he or she clicked on a
link to the online survey. After completing the
survey, the respondent received three recruitment
emails that they were asked to forward to three
potential recruits who were students at the uni-
versity and with whom they had regular contact.
These later recruits followed the same process
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as the initial seeds. Each participant was paid
$10 for completing the 20-minute survey and an
additional $5 for each recruit who did so, for a
total individual maximum compensation of $25
and a mean of $15.

Altruism Measure
We assessed altruism using the standard nine-
item measure of social value orientation (SVO),
arguably the most widely used survey measure of
dispositional altruism (van Lange 1999; Feinberg
et al. 2012). Social value orientations are sta-
ble preferences for how outcomes are distributed
between self and others (Messick and McClin-
tock 1968). Our measure presented respondents
with a series of nine decomposed games, each con-
sisting of three different distributions of points
for self and another (unidentified) person. The
other was presented to respondents as “someone
you do not know and that you will not know-
ingly meet in the future.” Individualist choices
maximize payoffs to self, without regard to the
other’s payoff; competitive choices maximize the
difference between the payoff to self and other; al-
truistic choices maximize the aggregate payoff to
self and other and minimize inequality in payoffs.
Previous research has established the temporal
stability (van Lange 1999) and overall predictive
power (Liebrand 1986) of such measures for a
wide range of behaviors, including contributions
to real world charities (van Lange et al. 2007).

Following prior work, we classified partici-
pants as a given SVO (altruist, individualist, or
competitor) only if their responses to at least
six of the survey items were consistent with that
orientation. Most prior work also collapses re-
sponses from individualists and competitors into
one “egoist” category. As analyses using a greater
level of specificity did not affect our conclusions,
we follow this prior work. Thus, our key compar-
ison centers on the distinction between altruists
and egoists.

Study 1 Results
A total of 310 respondents (145 females) par-
ticipated in Study 1. Among these, 147 were
classified as altruists and 126 egoists (84 individ-
ualists and 42 competitors). The remaining (46)

did not make at least six choices consistent with
a given SVO and thus could not be classified.

Homophily
We outline the results of four logistic regression
models. The first two models predict whether the
recruiter is an altruist or an egoist as a function of
the respondent’s SVO. These models allow us to
determine whether there is a general preference
for association with altruists, as we might expect,
as well as permit us to detect dispositional ho-
mophily. The third model predicts whether the
recruiter is a female based on the respondent’s
sex, permitting us to detect gender homophily.
Investigation of gender homophily allows us to as-
sess whether our methods track homophily where
it exists.3 Finally, we might expect that relations
characterized by more frequent interactions or
closer ties would be more apt to exhibit altruism
homophily than weaker relations (Frank 2005;
Pradel et al. 2009). The fourth model thus ad-
dresses whether tie strength impacts dispositional
homophily and uses a new dependent variable
that distinguishes SVO-homogeneous dyads from
SVO-heterogeneous dyads without regard to the
SVO of the recruiter.

All four models are given in Table 1. The first
model predicts whether a respondent’s friend is
an altruist, the second predicts whether a re-
spondent’s friend is an egoist, the third predicts
whether the respondent’s friend is female, and
the fourth predicts whether the respondent and
his or her recruiter have dispositional homophily.
Given our focus on homophily, in each of the first
three models the main independent variable is a
dummy variable indicating whether the respon-
dent is an altruist (model 1), an egoist (model
2), or female (model 3). The fourth model con-
tains two additional dummy variables measuring
tie strength: whether the respondent reported
interacting with the recruiter at least once per

3Specifically, if we do not observe dispositional ho-
mophily or gender homophily, it will suggest that our
data may be compromised, given that gender homophily
is a robust phenomenon in social networks (McPherson
et al. 2001; Smith et al. 2014). If we observe disposi-
tional homophily and gender homophily, it will suggest
that friends are more likely than chance to have the same
disposition. Finally, if we observe gender homophily but
not dispositional homophily, it will suggest that our data
are sufficient to identify homophily, but that friends are
not more likely than chance to have the same disposition.
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Table 1: Logistic Regression Estimates for Models Predicting Altruism Homophily in a Respondent
Driven Sample (Study 1)

Altruistic Egoistic Female SVO
Friend Friend Friend Homophily

Altruistic Respondent 0.33 −0.12
(0.27) (0.31)

Egoistic Respondent 0.41 −0.32
(0.27) (0.38)

Unclassified Respondent −0.11 0.37 −0.50 −1.98†
(0.36) (0.32) (0.39) (0.75)

Altruistic Referrer −0.01
(0.41)

Egoistic Referrer −0.32
(0.27)

Unclassified Referrer 0.15 −1.63∗
(0.65) (0.78)

Female Respondent −0.25 0.37 2.01† −0.22
(0.35) (0.34) (0.30) (0.33)

Female Referrer −0.23 0.18 −0.22
(0.53) (0.54) (0.42)

Female Respondent × Female Referrer 0.33 −0.36 0.20
(0.61) (0.61) (0.53)

Interacts Weekly or More 0.16
(0.49)

Discusses Important Matters 0.11
(0.32)

Constant −0.11 −0.73∗ −1.36† 0.28
(0.30) (0.29) (0.42) (0.49)

N 310 310 310 307
† p < 0.01; ∗ p < 0.05.

week, and whether the respondent reported dis-
cussing important matters with the recruiter. In
all models we control for homophily of other types
(models 1, 2, and 4 control for gender homophily;
model 3 controls for altruism homophily). We ran
other models with additional control variables,
including controls for tie strength in models 1,
2, and 3. The alternative models yielded sub-
stantively identical conclusions to those reported
below. Because the same individual could recruit
up to three others, dyads are not statistically
independent, and we adjust our models for this
clustering of observations on recruiters. (Omit-
ting this adjustment does not alter our results.)

On the whole, Table 1 shows no evidence of
dispositional homophily. First, as shown in model
1, we find that altruistic respondents are no more
likely to have an altruistic friend than are egoists.

Likewise, egoists are no more likely to be associ-
ated with egoists than altruists (model 2). In com-
bination, these two models fail to show evidence
for dispositional homophily. In contrast, we ob-
serve substantial homophily by gender (model 3).
As expected, female respondents are more likely
to be recruited by female friends than are male
respondents. Since respondents are recruited via
existing social network ties, this result indicates
that interpersonal ties do exhibit homophily by
gender, as we would expect from prior work, but
do not exhibit homophily by disposition. Finally,
model 4 shows that stronger ties are no more
likely than weaker ties to exhibit dispositional
homophily. In short, these data do not support
the altruism homophily hypothesis.

In estimating the logit models, we treated
the RDS data as though they were derived from
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a standard survey and did not weight to ad-
just for the non-random nature of respondent
recruitment, although we did adjust for the clus-
tering of observations. This decision stems in
part from the fact that multivariate models rely
on correlations between variables that are rarely
impacted by weighting procedures. Thus, in-
cluding weights would not alter our conclusions
(Heckathorn 2007). As a check, we conducted
ancillary analyses employing methods specific to
RDS that incorporate corrections for non-random
selection of respondents (Heckathorn 2007; Wejn-
ert 2010). These models, available upon request,
yielded the same conclusions given above. The
ancillary analyses indicate the presence of ho-
mophily by gender, age, and class, as well as
on a various aspects of university life, such as
membership in Greek organizations, living on-
or off-campus, and participation in intramural
sports. But they do not suggest any evidence of
dispositional homophily.

Discussion of Study 1
The results of the RDS study show no evidence
of altruism homophily. Study 1, however, relied
upon a sample drawn from an entire university
population. It is possible that the emergence of
altruism homophily may require a high level of
mutual interaction so that altruists and egoists
can be more easily identified. It is also possible
that altruism homophily is more apt to emerge
in groups that are more homogeneous on key
sociodemographic dimensions. For instance, peo-
ple might first sort on characteristics such as
race, ethnicity, or religion and only then invest re-
sources in discerning telltale signs of altruism and
forming social relations based on these insights.
Given these questions, Study 2 investigates altru-
ism homophily in a bounded homogeneous group
where the conditions of repeated mutual inter-
actions between people of similar socioeconomic
profiles can be met.

Study 2: Homophily in a
Sorority Chapter
Respondents in Study 2 were members of a tradi-
tional sorority chapter (with 247 members) at the
same university sampled in Study 1. The chapter

is homogeneous: all members are female, they
are similar in age and socioeconomic background,
and the vast majority are white. Members re-
ceived an email, sent with permission over the
chapter listserv, with a link to an online survey.
The survey included the measure of altruism used
in Study 1 and a number of network measures.

Altruism and Association Measures
In addition to completing the altruism measure,
respondents viewed a complete chapter roster and
were asked to select the person they considered
their best friend in the sorority. We also used
several other measures that have been used in
prior work on friendship and close relations (e.g.,
Paxton and Moody 2003): each respondent was
asked to select “up to five [chapter] sisters with
whom you regularly discuss important matters;”
“up to five sisters with whom you regularly go
out socially;” and “up to five sisters in whom you
regularly confide and/or go to for advice.”

In addition to the measures of social ties, re-
spondents were asked to indicate “up to five sisters
who you feel sacrifice most on behalf of the soror-
ity.” Unlike the preceding four measures, this last
question does not measure social ties between the
respondent and another member of the sorority,
but instead functions as a reputational measure.
This measure captures whether members of the
sorority can identify those who act more proso-
cially towards the group, whether or not they are
more inclined to socialize with them.

Finally, respondents were asked to approxi-
mate what percentage of their closest friends were
chapter members. This provides a measure of the
extent to which the sorority is a closed system.
We also collected information on the respondent’s
pledge (year) group and college major, as well as
basic demographic questions, including religious
beliefs, political values, and father’s and mother’s
education. The survey took about 25 minutes to
complete.

Study 2 Results
The sample includes 127 members of the soror-
ity, for an approximate 51 percent response rate.
Given this low response rate, we treat these data
as an ego network sample for purposes of analysis.
More complex analyses using exponential random
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graph models (e.g., Lusher, Koskinen, and Robins
2013) produced substantially similar results, but
as these models are compromised by the large
amount of missing data, we limit discussion to
the ego network approach.

Altruists make up 38.6 percent of the sample,
and individualists and competitors make up 25.2
percent and 16.5 percent, respectively. This dis-
tribution is comparable to Study 1 and to those
from prior work (e.g., Simpson and Willer 2008).
Again, we group individualists and competitors
into one “egoist” category (41.7 percent of the
sample). Those who did not give at least six re-
sponses consistent with either altruism or egoism
make up 19.7 percent of the sample.

In ancillary analyses, we looked at the number
of others chosen by each sorority member (outde-
gree) and the number of times they were chosen
by others (indegree) in each of the five relations
(important matters, social activities, advice, sac-
rifice, and best friend). These analyses, available
upon request, revealed that altruists and ego-
ists had similar outdegrees and similar indegrees
across all measures with one exception: as dis-
cussed below, altruists were somewhat more likely
than egoists to be selected by other members as
sacrificing on behalf of the chapter. We also as-
sessed whether there was a general preference
for altruists in any of the relationship measures,
including whether respondents of a given dispo-
sition are more likely to have large numbers of
altruistic friends. These analyses showed that
altruists count approximately the same number
of altruists among their friends as do egoists.

Is There Dispositional Homophily?
We now turn to whether relations in the sorority
show dispositional homophily. Table 2 gives a
series of five regression models, one for each of
the five relation types. Models 1–4 take as their
dependent variables a count of the number of
nominated individuals with the same disposition
as the respondent. Model 5 estimates the prob-
ability that the respondent and her best friend
share the same disposition.

Models 1–4 include two independent variables
(altruist and unclassified) and two control vari-
ables (number of names given for that relation
and percent of friends in sorority). The two in-
dependent variables are dummies, one of which

equals one when the respondent is an altruist
and the other which equals one when the respon-
dent has an unclassifiable SVO. Thus, egoist is
the reference category, and the dummy variables
allow us to determine if respondents of a given
disposition are more likely to show dispositional
homophily. The control variables for these models
are the number of names given for each relation
and the percentage of all the respondent’s friends
who derive from the sorority. The former controls
for the opportunity to be named by the respon-
dent (i.e., the more alters a respondent reports,
the more likely it is that some will share an SVO
with the respondent). The latter controls for the
respondent’s dependence on the sorority for her
social ties.

Model 5, investigating the disposition of a
respondent’s best friend in the sorority, includes
the same independent variables. The control
variable (number of names given) is omitted from
these models, however, as respondents could only
provide a single name. In its place a variable is
added indicating whether or not the best friend
reciprocates the nomination.

Across the models, the only consistent effect
is that the more alters named by the respondent,
the more homophilous friends a respondent has.
The sole exception to this general trend is for the
selection of those who sacrifice most for the soror-
ity (model 4). In this case respondents are not
selecting friends but rather are reporting on those
whom they perceive to be the largest contribu-
tors to the group, and altruists are more likely
to be chosen by everyone. This finding suggests
that members of the sorority can accurately iden-
tify more altruistic members (via contributions
to the group), but do not exhibit preferences for
associating with them.

Finally, model 5 suggests that altruists may
be somewhat more likely to have altruistic best
friends. However, this may result from the fact
that that there are more altruists than individ-
ualists, competitors, or unclassified respondents,
which could lead them to show dispositional ho-
mophily in random assortment (i.e., due to ran-
dom chance, altruists are more likely to select an-
other altruist as a best friend). A chi-squared test
for independence indicates that once marginal ef-
fects are taken into account there is no association
between the disposition of the respondent and
the disposition of her best friend (p =0.12), sug-
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Table 2: Regression Estimates for Models Predicting Altruism Homophily Across Four Types of Close
Relations in a Sorority (Study 2)

——————— SVO Homophily ———————
Important Social Best
Matters Activities Advice Sacrifice Friend

Altruist −0.17 −0.29 −0.23 1.01† 1.31∗

(0.22) (0.19) (0.21) (0.22) (0.59)

Unclassified −0.91∗ −1.08† −0.97† 0.78 −1.01
(0.37) (0.36) (0.35) (0.42) (1.14)

Number Given 0.44† 0.51† 0.46† 0.55†

(0.08) (0.09) (0.09) (0.08)
Percent Friends in Sorority 0.00 0.00 0.00 −0.00 0.00

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Best Friend Reciprocity 1.09

(0.59)

Constant −1.42† −1.58† −1.68† −2.01† −2.45†
(0.37) (0.39) (0.39) (0.37) (0.86)

N 127 127 127 127 80
Dependent variable Count Count Count Count 0/1
Model Poisson Poisson Poisson Poisson Logit
† p < 0.01; ∗ p < 0.05.

gesting that the effect in model 5 is simply a
result of demographic availability (Blau 1977a).

On the whole, these results suggest that soror-
ity members are able to identify at least some
altruists—namely those who sacrifice most for
the wellbeing of the sorority as a whole—but
display no general tendency to preferentially as-
sociate with them. There is, additionally, no
evidence that egoists are forced into association
with each other as a result of collective exclusion
by altruists. We must therefore conclude that the
altruism homophily hypothesis is unsupported.

Discussion of Study 2
Findings from Study 2 are highly consistent with
those of Study 1. The two studies converge on
the same basic conclusion, but they also share
a limitation: both studies used the same mea-
sure of altruism. Like other survey measures
meant to tap into socially desirable preferences
or behaviors, it may be prone to response bias,
although recent research suggests this is not the
case (Willer et al. 2014). Additional evidence

that SVO tracks actual motivational and behav-
ioral differences comes from the Study 2 finding
that those who made more altruistic responses
were more often listed by their fellow sorority
sisters as making greater sacrifices for the group.
This result adds to a large body of work demon-
strating that social value orientation is a powerful
predictor of altruistic behavior in a wide range of
settings (see Bogaert, Boone, and Declerck 2008).
That said, it was costless for the respondents of
Studies 1 and 2 to give altruistic responses to the
survey measure. Moreover, given that we used
the same measure in both studies, it is possible
that the absence of altruism homophily resulted
from measurement error. Our next study aims
to establish greater confidence in our conclusions
by expanding the range of altruism measures to
include costly behaviors. Finally, our results thus
far do not tell us whether people have poor insight
into their friends’ dispositions, as we expect, or
whether they possess accurate insight but simply
do not care about—and thus do not sort on the
basis of—altruistic disposition. Study 3 allows
us to address this question.
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Study 3:
Laboratory Experiment

Pre-Study Survey
Participants were recruited for the study in ex-
change for the opportunity to earn money. Dur-
ing recruitment, seed participants were told that
they would need to invite a friend to participate
with them, and that this friend would also have
the opportunity to earn money, but were given
no indication of what the experiment was about.
Friends were required to have known each other
for a minimum of two months.

At least a week before participating, each
member of each dyad completed a brief survey
about the friendship. As shown in the online sup-
plement, each participant reported how long he
or she had known the other and responded to six
five-point Likert scale items designed to capture
key dimensions of friendship strength, including
length of friendship and closeness (Marsden and
Campbell 1984).

Laboratory Methods
Participants were scheduled in groups of ten to
sixteen (or five to eight dyads). A total of 106
students (66 females), or 53 dyads, participated.
Upon the participants’ arrival to the laboratory, a
research assistant collected cell phones and other
communication devices to ensure that friends
could not communicate with each other during
the course of the study. Thereafter, each par-
ticipant was escorted to a private room, where
he or she remained for the duration of the study.
As participants waited for others to arrive, they
signed a consent form and completed the nine-
item measure of social values used in Studies 1
and 2. Participants were then given several en-
velopes, each containing the directions and forms
for one of the prosocial behavior measures de-
scribed below.

A research assistant described the basic exper-
imental instructions: participants were to open
the first envelope and work on the task inside.
Once they were finished, they were to put the ma-
terials back in the envelope and slide the envelope
under the door, then proceed to the materials
inside the next envelope, and so on, completing
the tasks in the order that they were given. Par-

ticipants were asked to return their materials by
sliding them under the workstation door, rather
than handing them to a research assistant, in
order to maximize anonymity.

The first envelope contained instructions for
the tasks. Specifically, participants were told that
the study was about how people make decisions
in various situations, and that each task consisted
of one “decision scenario.” They were told that
their decisions, along with the decisions of other
participants, would determine their pay for the
study. Specifically, they were informed (correctly)
that they would be paid for one randomly selected
decision-scenario at the end of the study. The
instructions further emphasized that they would
never be paired with the same participant more
than once, that they would never be paired with
their friend, and that their decisions would remain
completely anonymous. All these points were re-
emphasized prior to each decision scenario.

To further increase anonymity, participants
were informed that decisions and payments would
be computed by a research assistant who would
have no contact with the participant at any point
during the study. After reading these preliminary
instructions, participants made decisions in three
scenarios, each measuring a distinct form of proso-
cial behavior: generosity, trust, and trustworthi-
ness. Participants were told that they would
not receive any feedback about others’ behaviors
until the end of the study (and then only with
anonymous identifiers).

Measures of Prosociality
First, we measured generosity in a “dictator game.”
The dictator game is a situation of unilateral de-
pendence (Kelley and Thibaut 1978) and is the
standard behavioral measure of generosity (Hoff-
man, McCabe, and Smith 1996). Participants
were told that the situation would involve two
participants: a decider and a receiver.4 The de-
cider was given $20 and had to decide how much
(if any) to send to the receiver and how much (if
any) to keep for him or herself. The instructions
explained that the decider could send anywhere
from $0 to $20. The decider’s and receiver’s pay-

4The scenario was not referred to as a dictator game
anywhere in the instructions to participants. Nor did we
ever use any loaded terms like generosity, altruism, or
trust.
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ment for this decision-scenario thus depended
solely on the decider’s generosity.

For the first scenario, all participants were
told they would occupy the decider role. There-
after, participants indicated how much—from $0
to $20—they wished to send to the receiver. Par-
ticipants were subsequently notified that they
would be the “receiver” in a second dictator game.
Because the dictator game models a situation of
unilateral dependence, receivers did not actually
make a decision. Rather, in this second scenario,
each participant was paired with a participant
from the first scenario. Having each participant
be a decider in one dictator scenario and receiver
in another allowed us to take a behavioral mea-
sure of generosity from each participant without
using deception (such as by pairing participants
with fictitious receivers).

The second and third decisions were, respec-
tively, standard behavioral measures of trust and
trustworthiness (Berg, Dickhaut, and McCabe
1995). Specifically, participants made decisions
in the trust dilemma, which involves two roles:
trustor and trustee. For the trust measure, par-
ticipants occupied the role of the trustor (referred
to in experimental instructions as the “sender”).
The instructions explained that both the trustor
and the trustee would be allocated $10 as a “start-
ing fund.” As a trustor, the participant was told
that he or she could send any amount of his or
her starting fund to the trustee (“returner”). Any
amount sent to the trustee would be tripled. (For
instance, if the trustor sent all $10, the invest-
ment would yield $30.) The trustee would decide
how much of the tripled amount to keep for him
or herself and how much to return to the trustor.
Return amounts were not tripled. Nor could the
trustee send any of his or her starting fund to
the trustor. After indicating the amount he or
she wished to send to the trustee (our behavioral
measure of trust), the participant moved on to
the next decision.

For the final behavioral measure, trustworthi-
ness, the instructions briefly reviewed the trust
dilemma. Following prior work (e.g., Barrera
2007; Simpson, McGrimmon, and Irwin 2007),
we had trustees indicate a return amount for each
amount the trustor could potentially send (i.e.,
“If the Sender sends $1, you will receive $3. How
much of this do you wish to return?” and so

on, through “If the Sender sends $10, you will
receive $30. How much of this do you wish to
return?”). Analogous to the dictator scenario,
we calculated trustee (and trustor) payments by
pairing a trustee with a trustor from the second
decision scenario.

After completing the behavioral measures of
generosity, trust, and trustworthiness, partici-
pants moved on to the next phase of the study,
during which they were asked to make predic-
tions of their friend’s and a random stranger’s
behaviors on each of these measures.

Predictions of Others’ Behaviors
The instructions for the prediction task explained
that the participant would predict other partici-
pants’ choices in each of the three decision sce-
narios they had completed. Specifically, they
were told that they would be asked to predict
their friend’s behaviors, as well as the behaviors
of another participant whom they did not know.
Prior to this phase of the study, participants were
unaware that they would be predicting others’
behaviors.

Having participants predict the behavior of
a stranger created a baseline against which we
could measure the participant’s perceptions of
their friend’s prosociality. Whether the partic-
ipant first made predictions of the friend’s or
stranger’s decisions was randomized. We incen-
tivized predictive accuracy by paying participants
a $2 bonus for each correct prediction.

After reading a brief refresher of each deci-
sion scenario, the participant made a prediction
about his or her friend’s behavior and a randomly
selected stranger’s behavior in the dictator game,
as trustor in the trust dilemma, and as trustee in
the trust dilemma. To reduce the length of the
prediction phase for the trustee decisions, partic-
ipants only made predictions about two return
amounts—when the trustee decided how much
of $15 (based on a $5 investment) to return to
the trustor, and when the trustee decided how
much of $30 (based on the full $10 investment)
to return to the trustor.

Finally, participants received a blank copy of
the same social values measure they had com-
pleted at the beginning of the study and were
asked to predict how their friend had responded
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to each of the nine items. In the interest of time,
we did not ask participants to predict a stranger’s
responses to the social values measure.

After making their predictions, participants
were paid the amount that they earned in one
(randomly selected) decision scenario, plus a show-
up fee and any bonuses they earned from correctly
predicting others’ behaviors. Participants could
have earned between $5 and $50 for participating;
the average payment was $28.89. The entire study
took about 70 minutes. There was no deception.

Study 3 Results
Two participants were eliminated from the analy-
ses because they misunderstood the instructions
and, as a result, either did not complete or com-
pleted incorrectly several dependent measures.
We also removed these participants’ friends from
the analyses, assuming that their predictions of
these participants’ behavior may have been inac-
curate due to these misunderstandings. Thus the
analyses to follow contain data from 51 dyads, or
102 participants (62 females).

Pre-Study Survey Results
Table A1 in the online supplement shows that
nearly three quarters of participants reported
knowing their friend for over one year and that
there was a high level of agreement between
friends on how long they had known each other,
with 81 percent selecting the same category and
all others selecting one of the adjacent categories.
Further, as shown in Table A2, friends tended to
report high levels of closeness to each other. Be-
cause the five items designed to measure closeness
showed high reliability (a =0.87), we aggregated
all items into a single measure of “relational close-
ness.” In addition to showing high agreement on
the length of the relationship, friends showed a
high level of agreement on the relational closeness
scale (r=0.73, p<0.001).

Gender Effects
As noted earlier (and as shown in Study 1), gen-
der is a powerful basis for homophily. Consistent
with this prior work, 37 (72.5 percent) of the
51 friendship dyads were gender homophilous.
The finding is significantly different from chance,

χ2 = 20.75, p < 0.001. Thus, if we fail to ob-
serve altruism homophily, it cannot be due to the
inability of our method to track homophily.

Although we did not find any gender differ-
ences in generosity (t = −0.87, p = 0.39), we
did find gender differences in trust and trust-
worthiness. Consistent with findings from the
trust literature (Buchan, Croson, and Solnick
2008; see also Simpson 2003; Kuwabara 2005),
males were more trusting (M = 5.73) than fe-
males (M = 3.63, t = 3.36, p = 0.001). Males
were also marginally, but not significantly, more
trustworthy (M =6.53 for males, M = 4.79 for
females, t = 1.57, p = 0.12). Thus we control for
gender in the analyses to follow.

Homophily Hypotheses
To address whether friends were homophilous
with respect to dispositions, we compare the sim-
ilarity of behaviors within pairs of friends to that
within pairs of strangers. If friends exhibit ho-
mophily, participants should be more similar to
their friends than to a randomly selected stranger.
We created “stranger dyads” by pairing each par-
ticipant with another randomly selected stranger
from his or her laboratory session. For each
measure, including number of prosocial responses
to the social values measure, generosity, trust,
and trustworthiness, we created two scores: the
(absolute value) difference between friends’ behav-
iors, and the (absolute value) difference between
strangers’ behaviors. We then conducted paired
sample t-tests to examine potential differences
in these two scores—specifically, whether the dif-
ference between the prosociality of participants
and strangers was greater than the difference be-
tween the prosociality of participants and their
friends. We used this method rather than cor-
relating friends’ behaviors because the use of
correlation assumes linearity; theoretically, our
measures do not meet this assumption.

We begin by looking at whether friends are
homophilous with respect to social values and
then turn to the three behavioral measures. Ta-
ble 3 shows the mean differences between friend
and stranger dyads for each of the prosociality
measures.

Social values: Our measure is the number of
altruistic responses (from 0 to 9) on the nine-
item social values measure. The average abso-
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Table 3: Absolute Differences Between Friends’ and Strangers’ Respnses for Four Measures of Prosocial
Behaviors (Study 3)

Social Values Generosity Trust Trustworthiness
Difference: Mean (SD) t Mean (SD) t Mean (SD) t Mean (SD) t

Stranger Dyads 4.45 (3.34) −1.10 4.77 (4.04) 1.16 3.88 (2.79) 0.20 0.22 (0.16) 0.04
Friend Dyads 5.06 (3.38) 4.11 (4.18) 3.80 (2.90) 0.22 (0.16)

Notes: Results from paired-samples t-test; for each comparison, n = 51 dyads. For social values, absolute
differences are based on number of prosocial answers on the social values orientation (SVO) scale; possible
values range from 0 (no difference) to 9. Absolute differences between friends’ and strangers’ generosity and
trust are measured in dollars. For generosity, possible values range from 0 (no difference) to 20. For trust,
possible values range from 0 to 10. Trustworthiness was weighted and averaged across two measures: amount
returned out of 15 dollars and amount returned out of 30 dollars. Possible values for that variable range
from 0 to 1 and indicate the difference in the proportion of the endowment that was returned.

lute value difference in the number of prosocial
responses between strangers (4.45) on the one
hand and friends (5.06) on the other did not
differ significantly (p =0.18). In fact, findings
trended in the opposite direction than would be
expected based on the altruism homophily hy-
pothesis, with strangers being non-significantly
more similar than friends. Controlling for gen-
der homophily among friends, as well as for the
length of time that the friends had known each
other, showed that friends remained as different
as strangers in their social values scores (p =0.57).
Overall, then, these findings replicate the absence
of altruism homophily observed in Studies 1 and
2.

Behavioral Measures: Consistent with the
results from the social values measure, the be-
havioral measures did not show any significant
differences between friend dyads and stranger
dyads. Although friends were somewhat more
similar than strangers in their levels of generosity
(as measured in the dictator game), this difference
was not statistically significant (p = 0.18). Nor
were friends more similar in their levels of trust
than pairs of strangers (p > 0.8). Perhaps most
relevant to the altruism homophily arguments,
which often focus on trustworthiness and exploita-
tion of others’ cooperation, friends were not more
similar than pairs of strangers in their trustwor-
thiness (p > 0.96). These findings held when
controlling for same-gender pairs and the length
of time the friends had known each other. Friends
remained as different as strangers in terms of their
generosity (p = 0.27), trust (p = 0.89), and trust-
worthiness (p = 0.41). In short, we do not observe

any evidence of homophily for any measure of
altruism or prosociality.

Predicting Prosociality
The results reported thus far reveal no evidence
for homophily, but an absence of homophily does
not necessarily imply a lack of knowledge of the
prosociality of one’s friends. This section ad-
dresses whether participants can predict their
friends’ behaviors and, if not, why.

Following prior work (Pradel et al. 2009), we
used Kenny and Acitelli’s (2001) Actor-Partner
Interdependence Model to determine whether
participants made accurate predictions of their
friends’ behavior. The model allows for the si-
multaneous measurement of predictive accuracy
and assumed similarity in dyadic data (Kenny
and Acitelli 2001). Because the predictions and
behaviors of pairs of friends cannot be considered
independent data, we used multilevel modeling
with the dyad as the unit of analysis. These
models are given in Table 4.

Outcome variables included predictions of
friends’ number of prosocial answers on the social
values measure (model 1), prediction of friends’
generosity in the dictator game (model 2), pre-
diction of friends’ trust in the trust dilemma
(model 4), and predictions of friends’ trustworthi-
ness, weighted and averaged across two variables:
amount returned in the trust dilemma with $15
and with $30 (model 6). The friend’s actual
behavior in the relevant task and the judge’s be-
havior in that task were included in each model
as predictor variables to examine predictive accu-
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Table 4: Estimates from Actor-Partner Interdependence Models Assessing Whether Participants Can
Predict Their Friends’ Prosociality? (Study 3)

Social
Values —Generosity— ——Trust—— Trustworthiness

Intercept −0.89 4.48 2.37 1.23 −1.04 −0.29 −0.36
(2.37) (2.56) (2.35) (1.68) (1.35) (0.23) (0.22)

Friend’s Actual Behavior 0.11 0.04 0.12† 0.05 0.07 0.08 0.09
(0.09) (0.08) (0.07) (0.08) (0.06) (0.08) (0.08)

Judge’s Actual Behavior 0.61† 0.51† 0.29† 0.69† 0.39† 0.82† 0.70†

(0.10) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.09)

Predicted Stranger’s Behavior 0.48† 0.64† 0.25†

(0.08) (0.10) (0.09)
Male 0.41 0.41 −0.03 0.56 0.01 0.09 0.08

(0.75) (0.79) (0.67) (0.52) (0.45) (0.06) (0.06)

Male Friend −1.78∗ −2.35† −2.39† −0.54 −0.67 −0.07 −0.07
(0.75) (0.78) (0.65) (0.52) (0.44) (0.06) (0.06)

Relational Closeness 0.09 −0.07 −0.07 −0.01 0.03 0.01∗ 0.01∗

(0.07) (0.07) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04) (0.01) (0.01)
Known at Least One Year 0.25 0.41 0.55 −0.16 0.19 0.00 −0.01

(0.71) (0.75) (0.67) (0.53) (0.41) (0.06) (0.06)

Notes: The outcome variable for each model is the judge’s prediction of friend’s social values, generosity,
trust, or trustworthiness, respectively. Analyses for each model were based on n = 102 individuals nested in
n = 51 dyads.
∗ p < 0.01; † p < 0.05.

racy and assumed similarity effects, respectively.
Following related work (Pradel et al. 2009), we
used predictions of friends’ behaviors as outcome
variables (rather than independent variables) and
friends’ actual behaviors as independent variables
(rather than outcome variables), because the argu-
ment about detecting telltale signs of disposition
posits that a person’s behavior impacts another’s
predictions of her behavior.

We also included several control variables in
each model: length of the friendship, relational
closeness, gender of judge, and gender of tar-
get. An additional control variable, prediction
of stranger’s behavior, was added to models 3, 5,
and 7. As explained below, this control variable
allows us to measure whether the projection of
one’s own behavior onto friends occurs above and
beyond baseline projection effects.

Results show that predictions of friends’ be-
haviors were strongly impacted by assumed simi-
larity or perceived homophily : judges tended to
predict that their friends’ behavior was similar to
their own. The actual behavior of targets, how-
ever, was unrelated to these predictions. Models
1 (for social values), 2 (generosity), 4 (trust), and

6 (trustworthiness) show that judges consistently
projected their own dispositions and behaviors
onto their friends (all p < 0.001). Further, for
all measures, targets’ actual behaviors were un-
related to those predictions (all p > 0.24). Thus
the hypothesis that people can accurately predict
their friends’ prosocial behaviors was not sup-
ported; rather, as expected, participants tended
to predict that their friends would behave as they
did, even though, as shown earlier, they did not.5

One possible explanation for judges’ projec-
tion of their own behavior onto their friends’ is
that judges tend to use their own behavior as
an anchor, projecting their own behaviors onto
everyone, whether friends or strangers (Orbell
and Dawes 1993). Controlling for baseline pro-

5We assessed the predictive accuracy of friends’ be-
haviors via a number of other methods. For instance,
we looked at the (absolute value) difference between pre-
dicted and actual behavior for friends and the (absolute
value) difference between predicted and actual behavior
for strangers for all our behavioral measures of proso-
ciality. These analyses, available upon request, yielded
substantively identical conclusions to those just reported.
We did not find any evidence that people can accurately
predict their friend’s behavior better than a stranger’s.
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jection may therefore increase the chances that
we find support for the ability of participants
to predict their friends’ prosociality. Models 3,
5, and 7 include a control for targets’ predic-
tions of strangers’ behaviors. (Participants did
not predict strangers’ responses to the social val-
ues measure; thus we drop this measure from
further consideration.) As these models show,
targets’ predictions of strangers’ generosity, trust,
and trustworthiness were significantly related to
predictions of friends’ respective behaviors (all
p < 0.05). However, the perceived homophily ef-
fect remained highly significant in each model (all
p < 0.001). That is, predictions for friends were
strongly influenced by the judges’ own behav-
ior, even after controlling for baseline projection
tendencies (i.e., predictions for strangers). Pre-
dictive accuracy remained non-significant after
controlling for predictions for strangers. There
was only a weak trend for the generosity measure
(p = 0.10, all others p > 0.3).

We also tested another (non-competing) ex-
planation for the poor predictions of friends’ be-
haviors. People may assume that their friend’s
behavior within the relation is caused by the
friend’s disposition rather than by relational de-
mands. This would lead participants to pre-
dict that their friends are more altruistic than
strangers. We found limited support for this
argument. Paired sample t-tests show that par-
ticipants rated their friends as being (marginally)
more generous (t = 1.79, p = 0.076), more trust-
ing (t = 2.73, p = 0.007), and (marginally)
more trustworthy (t = 1.68, p = 0.097) than
strangers. Analyses that controlled for the judge’s
and friend’s genders showed somewhat stronger
effects for generosity (t = 3.97, p < 0.001) and
comparable effects for trust (t = 2.64, p = 0.01).
The effects for trustworthiness became weaker
(t = 1.37, p = 0.17).6

Summing up, the hypothesis that people can
accurately predict their friends’ behavior was

6While participants tended to predict that their friends
were more altruistic than strangers, they expected that
their friends would be less altruistic than they themselves
were. Comparing participants’ own behaviors to their pre-
dictions of their friends’ behaviors, participants predicted
their friends would be less generous (t = −2.20, p = 0.03)
trusting (t = −1.83, p = 0.07) and trustworthy (t =-2.81,
p =.006). These findings suggest that the “uniqueness
bias” (Goethals et al. 1991), or the tendency to believe
that one is particularly moral or prosocial, may also cloud
perceptions of friends’ dispositions.

not supported. Across a variety of measures,
participants had remarkably poor insight into
their friends’ dispositions. Our results point to
a key mechanism underlying this lack of insight.
As expected, friendships were characterized by
perceived homophily, or the tendency for people to
falsely assume that their friends are more similar
to them than they actually are.

Discussion
The findings from Study 3, which used multiple
costly behavioral measures, are highly consistent
with findings from Studies 1 and 2. In no study
did we find compelling evidence of altruism ho-
mophily for any of the measures. This increases
our confidence that the findings of the absence
of homophily in Studies 1 and 2 were not driven
by measurement issues. Results from all three
studies stand in sharp contrast to a key predic-
tion from some evolutionary models of altruism:
that altruism homophily should emerge out of the
ability and motivation of humans to read telltale
signs of disposition in prospective partners, and
to form relationships on those bases.

Note, however, that even if we had found ev-
idence of dispositional homophily, it need not
have implied that relationships emerge out of the
altruist detection processes assumed in altruism
homophily approaches. Dispositional homophily
might instead result from the tendency for those
with similar dispositions to be disproportionately
exposed to one another (Blau 1977b; McPherson
et al. 2001).7 For instance, prior work shows
that altruists are more likely to contribute to
charities (Van Lange et al. 2007). By extension,
they may be more prevalent in groups devoted
to prosocial causes.8 If so, given the critical

7It could also stem from influence processes, or the
tendency for friends to develop more similar dispositions
and values over time (e.g., Mark 2002). Thus, the spread
of altruism (or egoism) from one friend to another could
lead to homophily.

8Indeed, a failure to observe a higher proportion of
altruists in more prosocial groups would constitute a blow
to the altruism measure we used in the three studies
reported earlier. As a check on this, we administered the
same social values survey to a service sorority on the same
campus as the traditional sorority used in Study 2. Of the
48 service sorority sisters who completed the survey, four
could not be classified due to inconsistent choices. Of the
remaining 44, 72 percent (32) were classified as altruists,
with the remaining 12 either competitors or individualists
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role that propinquity plays in friendship forma-
tion (e.g., Festinger, Schachter, and Back 1950;
Feld 1982), we might expect to observe disposi-
tional homophily as a result of this sorting process.
Thus, the fact that we did not observe altruism
homophily may be surprising not only from the
altruist detection perspective, but also—at least,
at first glance—from a social structural one.

Although dispositions may influence member-
ship in some types of organizations (as suggested
by our comparison of the service and traditional
sororities; see note 8), prior work suggests that
sociodemographic dimensions such as ethnicity,
gender, age, religion, education, and occupational
status are far more common bases of homogene-
ity within organizations than are values or dis-
positions (McPherson et al. 2001). As a result,
these are the sociodemographic dimensions along
which we typically observe homophily. Because
these sociodemographic characteristics are largely
orthogonal to dispositional altruism (see, for ex-
ample, Batson et al. 1989; Orbell et al. 1994;
Simpson et al. 2007), it is not surprising that
prevailing bases of organizational memberships
do not generally lead to dispositional homophily.

In addition to the absence of dispositional ho-
mophily, we found no support for the hypothesis
that people can intuit their friends’ altruism or
egoism (Frank 2005). Across a variety of mea-
sures, participants were no better at predicting
the dispositions of their friends than of strangers
they did not meet.

A series of ancillary studies described ear-
lier (and available upon request) help reconcile
the absence of homophily and poor insight into
friends’ dispositions with results from prior work
showing that people can read telltale signs in
strangers. Those ancillary studies found that
people consider others’ dispositions less impor-
tant in repeated interactions than in one-off in-
teractions and are less willing to invest resources
to discern another’s disposition when they an-
ticipate repeated versus one-off interactions. If
people consider others’ dispositions relatively in-
consequential in repeated interactions, altruist
detection should play a smaller role in relation-

(egoists). As noted in our discussion of Study 2, among
the members of the traditional sorority who could be
classified, just under half (48 percent) were prosocial and
those remaining were egoists. This difference is significant
(χ2 = 7.59, p = 0.006, suggesting that more prosocial
groups may contain a higher proportion of altruists.

ship formation than suggested by prior work. As
a consequence, there is little reason to expect
altruism homophily in relationships. Data from
all three studies support the predicted absence of
altruism homophily. Moreover, we argued that,
even though friendships are relatively random
with respect to dispositions, people will perceive
their friends to be as altruistic or egoistic as they
themselves are. Consistent with this argument,
Study 3 established strong evidence of perceived
homophily (McPherson et al. 2001; Goel, Ma-
son, and Watts 2010),with friends believing
that they were much more similar to each other
in their levels of altruism (or egoism) than they
actually were.

These findings cast additional light on Gra-
novetter’s (1985) assertion that economic activity
is “embedded” in ongoing social relations. Altru-
ist detection arguments resemble “over socialized”
models wherein individuals consistently exhibit
cooperative or egoistic behavioral preferences,
and exchange decisions are based on detecting
these inclinations. In contrast, pure reciprocity
approaches are analogous to “under socialized”
models, where actors exchange using a tit-for-
tat strategy but do not vary in their altruistic
preferences. A more accurate view is that hu-
mans employ “embedded” strategies rather than
either of these alternatives; there is very good
evidence that humans differ in their inclinations
towards altruism and egoism, but there is equally
good evidence that these inclinations are mod-
ified by the structure of the relationships over
which exchanges occur. Moreover, our ancillary
studies found that people anticipate changes in
partner behavior based on the nature of the re-
lationship, and are willing to invest more in as-
sessing a prospective partner’s character when
the structure of the relationship does not encour-
age good behavior. Thus, not only is trust a
heuristic (Uzzi 1997), but a heuristic that helps
to determine whom one should trust, enabling co-
operation even between actors who are otherwise
rivals (e.g. Ingram and Roberts 2000).

Conclusion
A longstanding puzzle in the social and biological
sciences is the emergence and persistence of al-
truism. This puzzle is underscored by the recent
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proliferation of findings on heterogeneous social
preferences; even in our own highly cooperative
species, individuals vary considerably in the ex-
tent to which they are altruistic. The ability of
altruists to find and selectively sort with one an-
other into ongoing relations has been a prominent
explanation for the persistence of altruism in the
midst of this heterogeneity (Frank 1988; Macy
and Skvoretz 1998; Brown et al. 2003; Boone and
Buck 2003; Feinberg, Willer, and Keltner 2012).
We have argued that we should not expect such
sorting, despite people’s demonstrated ability to
detect altruism in others. Multiple studies using
several different analytical strategies converged
on the same conclusion: friendships are not char-
acterized by greater than chance levels of altruism
homophily.

At one level, our arguments and findings chal-
lenge the relevance of altruism homophily ar-
guments. These arguments hinge on altruists’
tendencies to find and form relations with one
another in order to reap the benefits of cooper-
ation, but we found no evidence of such sorting.
Nor did we find any evidence that friends could
discern each other’s dispositions; instead, they
tended to perceive altruism homophily where it
did not exist. This would seem to suggest that
human altruism must emerge and persist by some
process other than the one posited in altruism
homophily arguments.

But consideration of our findings alongside
results from our ancillary studies and prior work
support a different takeaway; when they antici-
pate repeated interaction, people will be less con-
cerned about others’ altruism or egoism and are
unlikely to invest the resources necessary to try
to discern prospective partners’ dispositions. In-
stead, they proceed cautiously through the early
stages of relationships, assuming that the logic
of reciprocity will tend to keep egoists’ oppor-
tunism in check. In situations where repeated
interactions can be expected, and therefore oppor-
tunistic behavior can be punished in the future,
an exchange partner’s disposition is less relevant.
Yet sometimes people do expect—accurately or
not—one-off interactions, and our results sug-
gest that it is under these conditions that people
should be most concerned about others’ disposi-
tions.

It follows from the foregoing that the rela-
tive importance of altruist detection processes

to the emergence and persistence of altruism de-
pends on the frequency of one-off interactions.
For instance, one-off interactions will be more
prevalent when social mobility is high (Macy and
Sato 2002). When mobility is relatively low, and
most interactions are embedded in ongoing re-
lations, people will simply rely on the logic of
reciprocity. Conversely, and consistent with simu-
lation models (Macy and Sato 2002), increases in
social mobility and the frequency of one-off inter-
actions may lead to increased efforts to discern
others’ dispositions.9 By extension, if the capac-
ity to read telltale signs of altruism increases with
experience, as some research suggests (Yamagishi
et al. 1999), we should expect detection abilities
to vary with the prevalence of social mobility and
other conditions, giving rise to more frequent one-
off interactions. Thus, it is in those settings where
the future does not cast a long shadow that we
might expect people to be most concerned about
and thus more apt to invest in discerning others’
dispositions, and where we should most expect to
observe altruism homophily. Viewed in this way,
our research builds a sociological bridge between
altruist detection approaches and reciprocity ar-
guments, two fundamental approaches to proso-
ciality that otherwise appear contradictory or, at
best, independent.
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