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The co-occurrence of ingroup and outgroup prosociality
requires cross-group partner choice
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Otten (1) reported a robust individual-level positive associa-
tion between ingroup and outgroup prosociality across six
cross-cultural datasets, including diverse self-report and
behavioral measures. Hence, prosociality appears to gener-
alize beyond group boundaries when people are not made
to choose between ingroups and outgroups. Based on this
finding, Otten suggests that a promising strategy to “establish
prosociality across group boundaries” is to restructure the
interdependence of cross-group interactions so thatitis less
negative on the group level (i.e., benefiting one group does
not necessarily harm another), or less perceived as such.

We note a qualification regarding the effectiveness of this
strategy for promoting cross-group prosocial behaviors.
Specifically, the relevance of less negative interdependence
presupposes intergroup exposure and contact, and Otten’s
prescription may be effective only if people are generally
willing to interact with outgroups. A substantial body of evi-
dence, however, indicates that this is unlikely to be the case
in practice. Even for likely positive-sum interactions, people
preferentially interact with ingroups (2). As such, even though
ingroup and outgroup prosocialities are positively correlated,
prosocial behaviors toward ingroups and outgroups may not
co-occur, not because people enter interactions with “preim-
posed negative interdependence” and discriminate within
those interactions, but because they selectively avoid cross-
group interactions, not to mention that the opportunities of
such interactions are often already less available due to social
network structures (3-5).

Recent field and laboratory evidence underscores a poten-
tially more central role of partner choice relative to behavioral
discrimination in suboptimal intergroup relations. Studies
jointly assessing partner choice and behavior within interac-
tions consistently found preferences for ingroups at the
partner-choice stage, whereas evidence for behavioral discrim-
ination conditional on interaction is sometimes mixed. A lab-
in-the-field experiment conducted in Milan with a representative
Italian sample found no systematic behavioral discrimination
between coethnics and immigrants when the Italian partici-
pants were pushed to interact with them (therefore, corrobo-
rating Otten’s findings), but clear preferences for coethnics in
both partner choice and behaviors when they could choose
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partners for trust-based strategic interactions (6). In a labora-
tory experiment using minimal groups, participants, particularly
those who were risk-averse, were willing to pay a cost to interact
with ingroups. The experiment was set up in a way such that
this choice might not be realized, and interestingly, when par-
ticipants could (vs. could not) choose interaction partners, they
displayed reduced ingroup bias in behaviors (7).

These findings suggest that promoting cross-group proso-
ciality requires addressing partner choice dynamics in addi-
tion to reshaping the payoff structures of cross-group
interactions. Reducing the actual or perceived negativity in
interdependencies, though undoubtedly critical, may be insuf-
ficient if people sort into homogenous networks and develop
ingroup preferences in partner choice. In research aimed at
insights for promoting cross-group prosocial behaviors,
measurements of prosociality should not only consider self-
reports of attitudes and behaviors but also reflect the social
dynamics that create opportunities for prosociality to mate-
rialize. In practice, increasing group boundary permeability—
so that cross-group interactions can occur—and creating
incentives that facilitate and reward those interactions (8, 9)
may be as important as modifying interdependencies in pro-
moting universal prosociality.
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