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A B S T R A C T

The sociocultural perspective on social class holds that people from the working class (vs. middle and higher 
class) show more prosocial behavior because they have an interdependent self-construal (i.e., understanding the 
self as connected to others). This perspective, however, is challenged by numerous other studies that find that 
social class is positively related to prosocial behavior, arguing that prosocial behavior requires economic re
sources. Against this background, in an effort to integrate the disconnected sociocultural and economic per
spectives on social class, we argue that both are true, but that (a) sociocultural and economic aspects of social 
class differently influence the extent to which people from the working class engage in prosocial behaviors, and 
that (b) these influences differ depending on the situation. Specifically, when directly interacting with someone 
in need, the interdependent self-construal of people from the working class prompts them to help, but when 
doing so involves monetary costs, limited economic resources constrain their ability to help. We present three 
complementary studies—a meta-analysis, an archival data analysis, and an experiment—to support our theo
rizing. Together, these findings provide an integrated picture of when and why social class is associated with 
prosocial behaviors.

Research has proliferated around the relationship between social 
class and prosocial behavior, defined broadly as “action intended to help 
others” (Kraus & Callaghan, 2016, p. 769). Indeed, social class effects on 
prosocial behavior surface across disciplines and literatures (e.g., 
Andreoni et al., 2021; Kish-Gephart et al., 2023; Piff & Robinson, 2017; 
Vieites et al., 2022). In this regard, building on seminal social psycho
logical research (Piff et al., 2010), the sociocultural perspective on social 
class holds that people from working class (vs. middle and higher class) 
backgrounds show more prosocial behavior because of their interde
pendent self-construal (i.e., understanding the self as connected to 
others; Markus & Kitayama, 2010). While several studies could replicate 
the negative effects of social class on prosocial behaviors (e.g., Amir 
et al., 2018; Callan et al., 2017; Chen et al., 2013; Guinote et al., 2015), 
numerous other studies have challenged the effect, revealing either non- 
significant effects (e.g., Stamos et al., 2020) or even positive effects (e.g., 
Korndörfer et al., 2015). In aggregate, a recent large-scale meta-analysis 
across 471 studies (Wu et al., 2025) shows a small positive pooled effect 

of social class on prosocial behavior (r = 0.065, 95% CI [0.055, 0.075]1). 
They therefore conclude that overall, the economic perspective on the 
link between social class and prosocial behavior received more support, 
i.e., the notion that acts of prosocial behavior require economic re
sources, which lower-class individuals do not have. However, their re
sults also reveal substantial heterogeneity in effects (Q(1,105) =
35,947), suggesting that the average effect conceals systematic contex
tual differences that may drive positive and negative effects of social 
class on prosocial behavior.

Against this background, we propose a fundamental integration of a 
sociocultural and an economic perspective on the link between social 
class and prosocial behavior. We argue that sociocultural and economic 
aspects of social class have opposing effects on the extent to which 
people engage in prosocial behaviors. Specifically, working class in
dividuals' interdependent self-construal prompts them to help others. In 
contrast, the independent self-construal of middle and upper class in
dividuals leads them to prioritize their own individual goals and 
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interests (Manstead, 2018). At the same time, however, working class 
people might be less able to help because of limited economic resources 
(including downstream effects on time), while those from the middle 
and upper classes typically have more resources and thus more oppor
tunities to help. While we suggest that both effects coexist, we also 
propose that some situational characteristics tend to bring forth socio
cultural dynamics, while others tend to underlie economic effects. We 
therefore argue that social class shapes prosocial behavior in context- 
dependent ways. It tends to have more negative effects in direct in
teractions with someone in need, where individuals with a stronger 
interdependent self-construal feel more connected and thus more 
motivated to help, than in indirect situations. In contrast, social class 
shows more positive positive effects when helping involves monetary 
costs than when it does not, as limited resources constrain lower class 
individuals' ability to provide costly assistance. In effect, oftentimes, the 
overall effect of social class on prosociality may be a result of both 
dynamics.

We investigate our integrated model of sociocultural and economic 
effects of social class on prosocial behavior across a series of studies. 
First, we present a re-analysis of a recently published large-scale meta- 
analytic dataset on the link between social class and prosocial behavior 
(Wu et al., 2025). Specifically, extending Wu and colleagues' previous 
findings, we find that situational characteristics (i.e., monetary costs and 
direct social interaction) moderate the link between social class and 
prosocial behavior. In addition, we show that both effects together 
explain the variation in the social class–prosocial behavior relationship 
mentioned above. In a second study, we test the two parallel proc
esses—interdependent self-construal and economic resources—more 
directly through a mediation analysis using large-scale archival data. In 
a third preregistered experimental study, we provide causal evidence by 
manipulating key aspects of the psychological mechanism—perceived 
interdependence and resource availability.

With this research, we seek to contribute to the social class literature 
by disentangling and integrating previous research streams on the link 
between social class and prosocial behavior. Because interdependent 
self-construal and economic resource availability are correlated, previ
ous studies might have confounded their effects, leading to mixed 
findings. Our theorizing on sociocultural and economic effects shifts the 
focus from comparing prosocial behavior across class groups to exam
ining situational characteristics to explain when and how social class 
influences prosocial decision-making, clarifying inconsistent prior 
findings and suggesting potential ways to address class-related behav
ioral differences.

1. Theory and hypotheses

In 2010, Piff and colleagues published a seminal paper introducing 
the negative effects of social class on prosocial behavior. In it, they draw 
on a sociocultural view of social class to explain their findings. They 
argue that individuals growing up in a working-class household typi
cally develop an interdependent self-construal, meaning they tend to 
understand the self as connected to others (Grossmann & Varnum, 2011; 
Manstead, 2018; Stephens et al., 2007, 2012). In fact, there are struc
tural reasons why people in working-class contexts are more interde
pendent and find themselves in situations where they need to provide 
assistance and help each other out. For example, people in working-class 
communities often have more family members or others who depend on 
them for support and care due to inequalities in the healthcare system 
(Arber & Ginn, 1992; Van Doorslaer et al., 2006). Moreover, working 
class people often rely on one another for practical services (such as 
repairs and caretaking) because they have fewer resources to pay for 
them. Ultimately, uncertainty and unpredictability (such as living in less 
safe neighborhoods or facing job instability) are central aspects of lower 
class people's lives (e.g., Kraus et al., 2009), often requiring them to rely 
on and support one another. These structural factors expose working 
class individuals to and require them to internalize a culture of 

interdependence that prioritizes shared interests over individual in
terests (Manstead, 2018). In understanding the self as connected to 
others, individuals from working class tend to prioritize other-serving 
over self-serving goals (Stephens et al., 2012), display greater atten
tion to others’ emotions, thoughts, and actions (Dietze & Knowles, 2016, 
2021; Dietze et al., 2024), experience higher levels of compassion for 
others (Stellar et al., 2012), and demonstrate increased empathic accu
racy (Kraus et al., 2010). Ultimately, this heightened compassion and 
attentiveness to others’ needs can translate into greater prosociality (Piff 
et al., 2010).

In contrast, the economic perspective on the link between social class 
and prosocial behavior highlights the utility of economic resources for 
prosocial behaviors (e.g., Andreoni et al., 2021). Specifically, the eco
nomic view holds that economic resources create opportunities for in
dividual action, whereas a lack of economic resources limits them. 
Indeed, economic resources are related to opportunities for prosocial 
behaviors: For instance, large-scale data analyses show a positive rela
tionship between income and charitable giving (Gittell & Tebaldi, 2006; 
James III & Sharpe, 2007), and this relationship is particularly strong for 
permanent, invariable income (Hughes & Luksetich, 2008). Notably, 
previous research also found that higher (vs. lower) income households 
donate a greater percentage of their income, as well as that this rela
tionship is linear (vs. U-curved) when including both donors and non
donors (Korndörfer et al., 2015). In short, the economic perspective on 
social class holds that individuals from middle and higher classes are 
more likely to exhibit prosocial behaviors than individuals from 
working-class backgrounds, simply because they have the economic 
resources to do so.

In a recent meta-analysis, Wu et al. (2025) found a positive, albeit 
small, overall effect of social class on prosocial behavior and evidence of 
considerable heterogeneity among effects. They interpret this result as 
supporting the economic perspective over the sociocultural perspective, 
framing the two as competing explanations in a “horse race” where only 
one can be true. Notably, the authors do not offer theoretical or 
empirical evidence to help integrate the perspectives or to allow for the 
possibility that both could be valid simultaneously. Moreover, although 
they examined a wide range of potential moderators, only a few yielded 
significant effects. Thus, while their approach was valuable in identi
fying some sources of variation, their study left space for further clari
fication and integration of the relationship between social class and 
prosocial behaviors.

Past research has generally assumed that the sociocultural and eco
nomic effects of social class are stable across situations, interpreting 
positive or negative main effects as evidence for or against one theo
retical perspective. We take a different view. We argue that certain 
situational characteristics afford sociocultural class effects on prosocial 
behavior, whereas others constrain the extent to which people with 
fewer resources can display such behaviors. Psychologists use the 
concept of situational affordances to describe how the effects of per
sonality traits on outcomes are “made possible” by situational proper
ties—such as features of social interactions or aspects of an experimental 
design (e.g., Buss, 1987; Chong & Proctor, 2020; Gibson, 1977; Guinote, 
2007; Larsen et al., 1986; Stoffregen, 2004; Thielmann et al., 2020). In a 
similar vein, we propose that situational characteristics can afford or 
constrain the influence of self-construal on prosocial behavior. In 
particular, direct social interaction plays a key role because it shapes 
how people's self-construal influences their perceptions of themselves 
and others. As Markus and Kitayama (2010, p. 423) note, “with an 
interdependent self […], interaction with others produces a sense of self 
as connected to, related to, or interdependent with others.” This sense of 
connection that comes from direct interactions should prompt those 
with an interdependent self-construal to help others when help is 
needed. Indeed, interacting with someone in need often creates a felt 
obligation to help (Reinhart et al., 2024), especially among people with 
an interdependent self-construal, who experience stronger feelings of 
connection to others (Markus & Kitayama, 2010). By contrast, people 
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with an independent self-construal tend to prioritize their own goals and 
interests and are therefore less likely to feel social obligations toward 
help-seekers. Importantly, not all prosocial acts arise from direct social 
interaction. Behaviors such as donating to charity or formal volunteer
ing often occur without personal contact with someone in need. In such 
cases, interdependent self-construal should play a smaller role in moti
vating helping behavior. If prosociality contexts were isolated to direct 
interactions only, we predict that social class is negatively related to 
prosocial behavior via interdependent self-construal.

However, we do not expect that social class is always, or even most of 
the time, negatively related to prosocial behaviors. From an economic 
perspective, we argue that the monetary costs of prosocial behaviors 
constrain the extent to which people with limited resources, such as 
those from lower social classes, can engage in them. Compared with 
upper class individuals, lower class individuals' pursuit of goals and 
interests is constrained by their limited economic resources (Kraus et al., 
2012). Indeed, research shows that people from lower (vs. middle/ 
higher) social classes are more likely to consider monetary costs when 
making decisions (Shah et al., 2018). Accordingly, when prosocial be
haviors are costly, social class should be positively related to prosocial 
behaviors, as people from working-class backgrounds are constrained in 
their ability to help. The monetary costs of giving money may therefore 
explain why individuals from the working class, on average, donate 
lower amounts. We thus argue that the greater the monetary costs of 
prosocial behaviors, the more positive (i.e., stronger) the effects of social 
class on prosocial behaviors.

In some situations, prosocial behaviors may involve both social 
interaction and monetary costs. In that case, we expect the effects of 
sociocultural and economic aspects of social class to act in opposition, 
which entails that the overall effects of social class on prosocial behavior 
should be weaker or even absent. Conversely, prosocial behaviors may 
sometimes involve neither social interaction nor costs and should thus 
be unaffected by sociocultural and economic aspects of social class.

Taking all this together, we predict that the effects of social class on 
prosocial behaviors will be more negative in direct social interactions 
than when helping does not require direct interaction (explained by 
interdependent self-construal) and more positive when prosocial be
haviors involve monetary costs than when they don't (explained by 
resource availability). Formally: 

Hypothesis 1. Sociocultural aspects of social class are related to prosocial 
behavior. 

a. The effects of social class on prosocial behavior are more negative for 
prosocial behaviors that involve (vs. do not involve) direct social inter
action with a beneficiary.

b. Interdependent self-construal mediates the negative effect of social class 
on prosocial behaviors.

Hypothesis 2. Economic aspects of social class are related to prosocial 
behavior. 

a. The effects of social class on prosocial behavior are more positive for 
prosocial behaviors that involve (vs. do not involve) monetary costs.

b. Resource availability mediates the positive effect of social class on pro
social behaviors.

It follows from the logic of the above that H1a and H2a aggregate, such 
that the overall association between social class and prosocial behavior be
comes weaker when the context involves both social interaction with the 
beneficiary and monetary costs as opposed to the association becoming 
weaker when the context is more isolated to either social interaction with the 
beneficiary or involving monetary costs.

2. Overview of studies

We investigate the proposed theoretical model in three comple
mentary studies. Taken together, the three studies provide a robust test 
of our theorized model. They triangulate the findings by combining field 
observations with experimental evidence and constructively replicate 
the results using diverse operationalizations and empirical approaches 
(Lykken, 1968).

In Study 1, we test Hypotheses 1a and 2a using moderation analyses 
(Jacoby & Sassenberg, 2011; Spencer et al., 2005). Specifically, we 
conducted a re-analysis of a recently published meta-analytic dataset on 
social class and prosocial behavior (kstudies = 245, Ntotal = 679,721) (Wu 
et al., 2025), investigating the moderating influences of monetary costs 
and direct social interaction. However, Study 1 does not test the 
cognitive mechanisms we argue underlie these effects. Therefore, in 
Study 2, we assess the two proposed parallel mecha
nisms—interdependent self-construal and economic resources (Hy
potheses 1b and 2b)—by reanalyzing archival data (k = 16,368) that 
have been repeatedly used in previous studies on social class and pro
social behavior (Korndörfer et al., 2015; Schmukle et al., 2019). This 
study, consistent with our arguments, examines whether reliance on 
others, as part of a chronic interdependent self-construal, explains the 
negative impact of social class on helping during direct interactions and 
whether perceived resource availability accounts for the positive influ
ence of social class on costly helping. Finally, in Study 3, we provide 
causal evidence for our proposed psychological mechanism with a pre
registered experimental study (N = 958). Specifically, we experimen
tally manipulated key aspects of the psychological mechanisms, 
resource availability, and interdependence with the help recipient, 
known to vary with social class, to test their parallel influences on 
prosocial behaviors while ruling out potential confounding effects. By 
varying whether participants depend directly on the help recipient, we 
influence a core aspect of interdependent self-construal: the extent to 
which the self is experienced as connected to others.

We report how we determined our sample size, all data exclusions, 
manipulations, and measures. Our data, all data analysis scripts, and 
materials are available on the Open Science Framework (OSF; htt 
ps://osf.io/ep2u3/?view_only=ea198ba7dadb4dbe876e1e8dabb3b81 
7).

3. Study 1: meta-analytic review

We begin by testing Hypotheses 1a and 2a through a re-analysis of a 
recently published meta-analytic dataset on social class and prosocial 
behavior (Wu et al., 2025), which allowed us to test our hypotheses 
using a sample of 679,721 respondents. Specifically, we predicted that 
social class effects are more negative (i.e., weaker) for prosocial be
haviors that involve (vs. do not involve) direct social interaction (Hy
pothesis 1a) and that effects are more positive (i.e., stronger) for 
prosocial behaviors that involve (vs. do not involve) monetary costs 
(Hypothesis 2a).

3.1. Method

The main goal of this re-analysis was to test the moderating effects of 
direct social interaction and economic resources via meta-regression.

3.1.1. Meta-analytic dataset
We obtained the meta-analytic dataset from Wu et al.'s (2025) online 

repository. In the following, we present an overview of Wu et al.'s (2025)
literature search, screening, and coding strategies.

Wu et al. (2025) searched for peer-reviewed journal articles, working 
papers, and theses or dissertations both in English- and Chinese- 
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language, using common databases (i.e., Academic Search Complete, 
APA PsychInfo, APA PsychArticles, EBSCO Open Dissertations, ProQuest 
Dissertations and Theses, PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science Core 
Collection, and Google Scholar, as well as several databases for Chinese- 
language sources), and the following search terms (equivalent in Chi
nese): (social class OR socioeconomic* OR social rank OR income OR 
wealth OR poverty OR education OR occupation) AND (prosocial OR 
altruis* OR cooperat* OR donat* OR sharing OR volunteering OR 
helping OR genero* OR reciproc*). In addition to their database search, 
the authors scanned cited and citing references of the included articles, 
and searched for gray literature in disciplinary repositories, as well as 
references in book chapters, reviews, and meta-analyses on social class 
and prosociality. The literature search was completed in January 2024 
and included sources published between 1968 and 2024.

To be included in Wu et al.'s (2025) meta-analytic sample, studies 
had to meet the following criteria: (a) they were published as peer- 
reviewed journal articles, theses or dissertations, preprints, working 
papers, book chapters, or as unpublished datasets, and were written in 
either English or simplified Chinese; (b) they examined nonclinical 
human populations or healthy individuals in clinical research, across all 
age ranges; (c) they assessed or manipulated social class using objective 
indicators (e.g., income, education, or occupational status) or subjective 
measures (e.g., perceived socioeconomic status relative to others); (d) 
they evaluated prosociality either through measures of prosocial 
behavioral intentions or actual prosocial behaviors; and (e) they re
ported sufficient statistical information to allow for the calculation of 
effect sizes. Wu et al. (2025) double-coded their data with acceptable 
interrater agreement. All discrepancies in data extraction and coding 
were resolved through discussion.

Wu et al. (2025) used the Pearson correlation coefficient r as the 
metric of effect size. When unavailable, this metric was computed from 
raw data or other statistics. Further, the authors coded social class 
measures as objective social class (e.g., income, education, and/or 
occupational prestige), subjective social class (i.e., subjective perception 
of social class), and mixed (i.e., composite measure of objective and 
subjective social class). Moreover, the authors coded prosocial behavior 

measures as prosocial intention (i.e., intention to behave prosocially 
without any actual commitment of time, money, or other resources) and 
prosocial behavior (i.e., actual prosocial behavior that involves real 
commitment of resources). Ultimately, the authors coded whether the 
behavior involved a monetary cost (e.g., money), a nonmaterial cost (e. 
g., time), or a mixed cost (e.g., both time and money).

3.1.2. Inclusion criteria
We included studies from Wu et al.'s (2025) dataset in our re-analysis 

dataset if they reported effects of objective social class on prosocial 
behaviors. Relying on Wu et al.'s (2025) original coding of social class 
measures (objective vs. subjective), we excluded 33 sources that did not 
use objective measures of social class (Fig. 1). We focused on objective 
measures of social class (e.g., income, level of education, and occupa
tional prestige; Côté, 2011) to uncover the consequences of actual dif
ferences in sociocultural experiences rather than subjective self- 
perceptions. In fact, people tend to identify as “middle-class” regard
less of their objective social class, or even with social classes they have 
not objectively experienced (e.g., Phillips & Lowery, 2020). Recent so
cial class theorizing thus suggests a focus on objective social class ex
periences and how they shape people's behaviors, rather than on their 
subjective perceptions of their social class (Martin & Côté, 2019).

Moreover, and again relying on Wu et al.'s (2025) original coding of 
prosocial behavior measures (behavior vs. intention), we excluded 80 
sources that did not capture prosocial behavior (Fig. 1). By focusing on 
behavioral outcomes (vs. prosocial intentions), we aimed to rule out the 
confounding influences of class-related self- and other-perceptions. 
Specifically, people from middle- and higher-class (vs. working-class) 
backgrounds tend to have more positive self-perceptions (Kraus & 
Park, 2014) and are typically evaluated more positively by others 
(Cuddy et al., 2008; Durante & Fiske, 2017). As such, we followed recent 
recommendations that meta-analytic reviews focus on high-quality 
sources for a given effect in order to obtain more accurate estimates 
(Simonsohn et al., 2022).

Ultimately, we excluded 28 sources that used integrated measures of 
different prosocial behavior types (e.g., a combined score of donating 

Fig. 1. Preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses (PRISMA) flowchart. 
Note. n = number of sources (research papers); k = number of effect sizes.
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and volunteering or a multidimensional questionnaire score), as well as 
5 sources inaccessible to us, for which social interaction and monetary 
costs could not be unambiguously coded (Fig. 1). After exclusions, our 
meta-analytic dataset comprised 159 sources, comprising 245 inde
pendent studies and 513 effect sizes, with a total of 679,721 respondents 
(median sample size: 992). For comparison, Wu et al.'s (2025) original 
meta-analysis drew on 298 sources, comprising 471 independent studies 
and 1106 effect sizes, totaling 2,340,806 participants.

3.1.3. Coding of situational moderators
Most central to this research, we coded whether prosocial behaviors 

involved direct interaction and monetary costs. For monetary costs, we 
used Wu et al.'s (2025) coding in the original dataset, i.e., whether 
prosocial behaviors involved monetary cost (e.g., money). Non- 
monetary costs (e.g., time) were coded as no costs, whereas mixed 
costs (e.g., involving both time and money) were coded as costs.

For direct social interaction, we employed a low inference coding 
approach, using non-judgmental codes. A detailed coding scheme is 
reported on the OSF. We coded whether situations in which people 
decided to engage in a prosocial activity involved (vs. did not involve) 
direct interaction with the beneficiary. Accordingly, helping, care- 
taking of, and sharing money with a direct counterpart was coded as 
involving direct interaction, whereas donating, (signing up for) formal 
volunteering, and doing good for an unknown beneficiary was coded as 
not involving direct interaction.

A trained coder, blind to the research question, second-coded all 
studies (i.e., whether prosocial behaviors involved direct interaction). 
The interrater agreement between the first and second coder was at κ =
0.93 (p < .001), indicating almost perfect agreement (Landis & Koch, 
1977). All discrepancies were resolved through discussion.

3.1.4. Analyses
We conducted all analyses using the metafor package (Viechtbauer, 

2010) in R version 4.4. We employed a two-level random-effects model 
with sample-size weights (Hunter & Schmidt, 2004) to pool the effect 
sizes nested within studies. Moreover, we assessed the presence of het
erogeneity in effect sizes (Cochran's Q). Finally, and central to our 
research, we conducted a moderation analysis (via meta-regression) of 
the moderating effect of interaction and monetary costs on the rela
tionship between social class and prosocial behaviors.

3.2. Results

In line with Wu et al.'s (2025) findings, the analysis of all included 
studies revealed an overall positive effect of social class on prosocial 
behaviors, rpooled = 0.07 (SE = 0.01, t(508) = 11.88, p < .001, CI 95% 
[0.06, 0.09]), and substantial heterogeneity (Q(512) = 20,732.08, p <
.001).

Corroborating Hypotheses 1a and 2a, we found that direct social 
interaction and monetary costs significantly moderated the effect of 
social class on prosocial behaviors. Specifically, the positive effects of 
social class on prosocial behavior were weaker when the prosocial be
haviors involved direct social interaction with a beneficiary compared to 
when the prosocial behaviors involved no direct social interaction with a 
beneficiary (b = − 0.08, SE = 0.01, t(510) = − 11.17, p < .001, CI 95% 
[− 0.10, − 0.07]). Moreover, the positive effects of social class on pro
social behavior were stronger when prosocial behaviors involved mon
etary costs than when they did not (b = 0.04, SE = 0.01, t(510) = 3.63, p 
< .001, CI 95% [0.02, 0.06]).

The cell-mean patterns in Table 1 are consistent with and help clarify 
these moderation results. Specifically, reflecting the negative modera
tion effect of social interaction on the link between social class and 
prosocial behavior, pooled correlations between social class and pro
social behavior are, on average, smaller in studies involving social 
interaction (r= 0.03, p = .028, k = 172) than in those without interac
tion (r = 0.10, p < .001, k = 341). Thus, the effect is weaker (i.e., 0.03 <

0.10), even though the pooled association in interaction studies is not 
itself negative. This attenuation occurs for both costly (interaction: r =
0.02, p = .051, k = 119; no interaction: r = 0.12, p < .001, k = 108) and 
non-costly prosocial behaviors (interaction: r = 0.02, p = .359, k = 53; 
no interaction: r = 0.08, p < .001, k = 233). Importantly, Hypothesis 1a 
concerns this reduction in the association under interaction (i.e., a lower 
correlation than in non-interaction contexts), not whether the pooled 
correlation within interaction studies must be negative. Moreover, 
reflecting the positive moderation effect of monetary costs, pooled 
correlations between social class and prosocial behavior are, on average, 
stronger in studies involving monetary costs (r = 0.08, p < .001, k =
286) than in those without monetary costs (r = 0.07, p < .001, k = 227), 
particularly for prosocial behaviors without social interaction (costs: r =
0.12, p < .001, k = 108; no costs: r = 0.08, p < .001, k = 233).

Notably, 22 sources (50 effect sizes) in our dataset were not peer- 
reviewed publications. As a robustness check, we repeated all analyses 
excluding these sources, which yielded essentially equivalent results.

3.3. Discussion

Our re-analysis of a recently published meta-analytic dataset on the 
link between social class and prosocial behavior revealed heterogeneity 
in the effects of social class on prosocial behaviors. As expected, the 
overall effects of social class were weaker when prosocial behaviors 
involved direct social interaction, arguably because lower class in
dividuals’ interdependent self-construal required them to help in such 
situations. On the other hand, effects were more strongly positive when 
prosocial behaviors involved monetary costs, arguably because lower 
class individuals’ limited economic resources constrained their prosocial 
behaviors in such situations.

The pattern of cell-means (Table 1) aligns with our theoretical 
framework: when helping did not involve direct interaction, lower class 
individuals helped less than higher class individuals, particularly when 
helping was costly (r = 0.12). Conversely, when helping involved direct 
interaction, the social class–helping link weakens and is nearly absent 
when helping is low-cost and interactive (r ≈ 0.00). These findings 
suggest that the net effect of social class on prosocial behaviors is the 
sum of the negative and the positive effects of social class caused by the 
affording (interactions) or constraining (monetary costs) features of the 
social context in which it takes place.

As such, the meta-analytic evidence supports our prediction that 
direct interaction elicits a negative effect of social class on prosocial 
behavior (relative to non-interaction contexts), rendering the overall 
positive association weaker (i.e., the pooled association within interac
tion studies is close to zero on average). Notably, the pooled correlations 
do not turn negative, likely because many real-world helping contexts 
combine interaction with other constraining features (e.g., opportunity 
costs). While our theorizing does suggest such negative effects in situ
ations where helping involves social interaction but no costs, such 
conditions are probably rare in real-world settings (i.e., in many studies 
included in the meta-analysis), but can be present in experimental 
studies that carefully disentangle the typically confounded effects of 
social class on helping (e.g., Piff et al., 2010).

Additionally, the social interactions and costs involved in prosocial 

Table 1 
Pooled correlations per cell.

interaction no interaction

(k = 172) 
0.03 (.028)

(k = 341) 
0.10 (<.001)

costs (k = 286) 
0.08 (<.001)

(k = 119) 
0.02 (.051)

(k = 108) 
0.12 (<.001)

no costs (k = 227) 
0.07 (<.001)

(k = 53) 
0.02 (.359)

(k = 233) 
0.08 (<.001)

Note. Pooled correlations are presented per cell. p-values are presented in 
brackets. k = number of studies.
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behaviors may be more nuanced than we coded. For instance, interde
pendent self-construal might be less relevant when interacting with 
distant vs. close others (e.g., Reinhart et al., 2024). Similarly, there 
might be types of costs that require more or fewer economic resources. 
By testing only the effects of direct social interaction (yes vs. no) and 
monetary costs (yes vs. no), our approach constitutes a conservative test 
of our hypotheses.

Note also that, while this study tests the theoretical argument that 
effects of social class on prosocial behaviors are more negative in direct 
social interactions, it does not directly test the role of interdependent 
self-construal in that relationship. Thus, we can only argue, but not test, 
whether an interdependent self-construal causes this effect.

4. Study 2: archival data

Whereas Study 1 addressed the proposed mechanisms by way of 
moderation analyses (Jacoby & Sassenberg, 2011; Spencer et al., 2005), 
Study 2 sought to more directly test the two indirect effects of social 
class on prosocial behaviors (i.e., interdependent self-construal and 
economic resources; Hypotheses 1b and 2b) via mediation analysis. To 
that end, we reanalyzed archival data from previous studies on the ef
fects of social class on prosocial behavior (Korndörfer et al., 2015; 
Schmukle et al., 2019). Specifically, we tested the indirect effects of 
social class on prosocial behavior via interdependent self-construal and 
perceived economic resources. In these analyses, we focused on two 
prototypical indicators that past research has used to operationalize 
prosocial behaviors: charitable donations (which involve monetary costs) 
(e.g., Korndörfer et al., 2015) and taking care of others (which involves 
direct social interaction) (e.g., Armstrong-Carter & Telzer, 2021; Hank & 
Stuck, 2008; Reinhart et al., 2024). We predicted a negative indirect 
effect of social class on caretaking via interdependent self-construal 
(Hypothesis 1b). Conversely, we predicted a positive indirect effect of 
social class on charitable donations via perceived economic resources 
(Hypothesis 2b).

4.1. Method

The data used in this study were derived from the German Socio- 
Economic Panel (SOEP-Core, v37, 2022) from the German Institute for 
Economic Research. The data are available from the German SOEP 
project due to third-party restrictions (for requests, please contact 
soepmail@diw.de). The analysis script can be found on the OSF.

4.1.1. Sample
Started in 1984, the SOEP is a large longitudinal survey of private 

households and persons in Germany. The survey measured interdepen
dent self-construal, perceived economic resources, and prosocial be
haviors in 2010, 2015, and 2020. We used all observations from those 
survey waves and their respective variables. This resulted in a sample 
size of k = 16,368 observations nested within N = 8525 subjects.

4.1.2. Measures
To enhance comparability, we operationalized social class closely in 

line with previous research on the relationship between social class and 
prosocial behaviors. Specifically, identical to previous analyses of social 
class effects on prosocial behavior in this dataset (Korndörfer et al., 
2015; Schmukle et al., 2019), we computed a composite measure of 
objective social class, including an integrated score of the z-standardized 
annual household income, educational level, and occupation prestige of 
the household head.

Perceived economic resources were measured with one item (“How 
satisfied are you today with your household income?”) on an 11-point 
Likert scale (0 = very low satisfaction; 10 = very high satisfaction). 

By assessing people's satisfaction with their economic resources, we 
captured the psychological mechanism underlying social class effects on 
prosocial behavior. In other words, only when working class people are 
aware of their economic constraints do they show less prosocial 
behavior.

We operationalized interdependent self-construal with its core 
experiential component, experienced (in)dependence, using the inver
ted score of one item (“How my life is going depends on me”) on a 7- 
point Likert scale (1 = not at all; 7 = completely). In sociocultural 
theories of social class, interdependent self-construal is defined by the 
experience that one's outcomes are contingent on forces beyond the self, 
reducing opportunities for autonomy, choice, and control (Kraus et al., 
2009, 2012; Stephens et al., 2007). This experience of dependence is 
sufficiently conceptually narrow to be reliably and validly assessed with 
a single-item measure (Allen et al., 2022; Matthews et al., 2022), which 
has face validity against single-item independence–interdependence 
measures used in previous social class research (e.g., Acemoglu, 2022). 
To empirically demonstrate the convergent validity of our measure with 
an established measure of independent and interdependent self- 
construal (Singelis, 1994), we collected additional data via Connect 
(N = 98). Consistent with its wording, an exploratory factor analysis 
showed that the item loaded stronger on the factor capturing indepen
dent self-construal (loading = .44), comparable to the loadings reported 
for independence items in the original scale development (Singelis, 
1994), and weaker on the interdependent self-construal factor (loading 
= .23). Taken together, these findings suggest that the item resides in the 
correct conceptual neighborhood, but on a different end of the inde
pendence–interdependence spectrum than labeled initially. Thus, the 
analysis does not indicate a construct mismatch but clarifies the specific 
facet of the construct the item captures. Specifically, our measure does 
not capture interdependent self-construal in the narrow, relational sense 
(e.g., communal orientation or emotional closeness), but experienced 
dependence, a core experiential component of interdependence in 
social-class contexts.

The measure of charitable donations was operationalized as the 
annual amount of donations relative to household income (in line with 
Korndörfer et al., 2015).

We measured caretaking using a single item (i.e., “How many hours 
per normal workday do you spend on care and support of persons in 
need of care?”). In the questionnaire, care-taking time was explicitly 
distinguished from time spent on childcare and housework, as well as 
time spent at a job, apprenticeship, and a second job. As such, caretaking 
represents a prototypical form of prosociality, shaped by an interde
pendent self-construal, because it necessarily involves direct interaction 
with a beneficiary.

4.1.3. Analyses
We conducted the analyses using the lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012) 

in R version 4.4. We performed structural equation modeling (SEM) to 
estimate indirect effects via interdependent self-construal and perceived 
resources, accounting for the nested data structure (i.e., observations 
within persons) by using clustered SEM and controlling for survey waves 
with two dummy-coded variables. In addition, we used Monte Carlo 
simulations to estimate confidence intervals of indirect effects (Tofighi 
& MacKinnon, 2016). To ensure robustness, we repeated these analyses 
with age, gender, and household characteristics (i.e., number of adults 
and children in a household) as control variables.

4.2. Results

Table 2 contains the means, standard deviations, and correlations of 
main variables and controls for all observations.

Corroborating Hypothesis 1b, we found a negative indirect effect of 
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social class on caretaking via interdependent self-construal (b = − 0.003, 
SE = 0.001, p < .001, CI 95% [− 0.005, − 0.002]). In other words, 
interdependent self-construal accounted for a statistically significant 
portion of the variance in the link between people's social class and the 
time they spent taking care of others (Fig. 2). Specifically, social class 
was negatively related to interdependent self-construal (b = − 0.08, SE 
= 0.02, p < .001, CI 95% [− 0.11, − 0.05]), which was positively related 
to caretaking (b = 0.04, SE = 0.01, p < .001, CI 95% [0.03, 0.06]). That 
said, we did not find a significant indirect effect of social class on 
caretaking via perceived resources (b = − 0.006, SE = 0.05, p = .198, CI 
95% [− 0.015, 0.003]).

Moreover, in line with Hypothesis 2b, we found a positive indirect 
effect of social class on charitable donations via perceived resources (b 
= 0.57, SE = 0.07, p < .001, CI 95% [0.44, 0.70]). In other words, 
perceived resources accounted for a statistically significant portion of 
the variance in the link between people's social class and the amount of 
money they donated to charity (Fig. 3). Specifically, we found that social 
class was positively related to perceived resources (b = 0.95, SE = 0.04, 
p < .001, CI 95% [0.87, 1.04]), that were positively related to charitable 
donations (b = 0.60, SE = 0.07, p < .001, CI 95% [0.47, 0.73]). Notably, 
we also found a significant negative indirect effect of social class on 
charitable donations via interdependent self-construal (b = − 0.02, SE =
0.01, p = .017, CI 95% [− 0.042, − 0.005]).

4.2.1. Robustness checks
Most robustness checks yielded results essentially equivalent to those 

of our main analyses. First, when controlling for age, gender, and 

household characteristics, we still find a negative indirect effect of social 
class on caretaking via interdependent self-construal (b = − 0.003, SE =
0.001, z = − 3.06, p = .002, CI 95% [− 0.005, − 0.001]). In addition, 
though not theorized, we also find a significant indirect effect via 
perceived resources (b = − 0.01, SE = 0.01, z = − 2.39, p = .017, CI 95% 
[− 0.023, − 0.003]). Moreover, we still find a positive indirect effect of 
social class on donations via perceived resources (b = 0.46, SE = 0.07, z 
= 6.39, p < .001, CI 95% [0.32, 0.60]), but not via interdependent self- 
construal (b = − 0.02, SE = 0.01, z = − 1.53, p = .126, CI 95% [− 0.04, 
0.01]).

4.3. Discussion

The findings from a large-scale panel confirmed our hypotheses. In 
line with our theory, social class had an indirect negative effect on 
prosocial behaviors that we argue require interactions (i.e., caretaking) 
mediated via interdependent self-construal. In addition, we find that 
social class had an indirect positive effect on prosocial behaviors that we 
argue require monetary costs (i.e., donations) mediated via perceived 
resources. Given the constraints of the archival data, such as measuring 
the experienced independence aspect of interdependent self-construal 
with a single item, Study 2 represents one component of a broader 
multi-method investigation, triangulated with the meta-analysis (Study 
1) and the experimental manipulation of interdependence and resources 
(Study 3). As such, Study 2, even if interdependence has not been 
perfectly captured with the single item, presents a further building block 
in our set of studies that we seek to parsimoniously interpret.

Table 2 
Means, standard deviations, and correlations of main variables for all observations.

M SD (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

(1) social class 0.07 0.80
(2) perceived resources 6.68 2.18 0.36 

(p < .001)
(3) interdependence 2.54 1.29 − 0.05 

(p < .001)
− 0.23 
(p < .001)

(4) donation 4.66 14.20 0.18 
(p < .001)

0.14 
(p < .001)

<0.01 
(p = .777)

(5) caretaking 0.16 1.02 − 0.02 
(p = .008)

− 0.03 
(p < .001)

0.06 
(p < .001)

<0.01 
(p = 686)

(6) age 53.1 15.6 − 0.03 
(p < .001)

0.08 
(p < .001)

0.05 
(p < .001)

0.13 
(p < .001)

0.03 
(p < .001)

(7) gender 0.58 0.49 0.13 
(p < .001)

0.06 
(p < .001)

− 0.01 
(p = .293)

0.03 
(p < .001)

− 0.04 
(p < .001)

0.10 
(p < .001)

(8) number of children 2.29 1.17
− 0.04 
(p < .001)

0.03 
(p < .001)

0.01 
(p = .397)

− 0.04 
(p < .001)

0.01 
(p = 098)

− 0.27 
(p < .001)

0.12 
(p < .001)

(9) number of household members 0.29 0.67 − 0.04 
(p < .001)

<0.01 
(p = .637)

− 0.02 
(p = .011)

− 0.03 
(p < .001)

− 0.01 
(p = .194)

− 0.38 
(p < .001)

− 0.05 
(p < .001)

0.65 
(p < .001)

Note. M = mean, SD = standard deviation. Social class represents the integrated score of the z-standardized annual household income, educational level, and occu
pation prestige of the household head.

Fig. 2. Indirect effects of social class via interdependent self-construal on caretaking. 
Note. Regression coefficients and 95% confidence intervals are displayed. All effects yielded p < .001.
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While we did not expect it, we also found a negative effect of eco
nomic resources on caretaking, which could be explained by lower class 
individuals' reduced ability to delegate time-intensive helping, such as 
caretaking, to others (in line with our economic constraints theorizing). 
While we cannot statistically test this explanation, it would be consistent 
with our theoretical model. Therefore, we designed Study 3 to provide a 
causal test of our model in a controlled experimental setting.

5. Study 3: experimental study

Our prior findings support our theorizing that interdependent self- 
construal and economic resources explain when and why social class 
is positively and negatively related to prosocial behaviors (Hypotheses 
1b and 2b). Complementary to Studies 1 and 2, Study 3 experimentally 
manipulated perceived interdependence and resource availability, key 
aspects of the psychological mechanism that are affected by social class. 
By varying whether participants engage directly depended on the person 
in need, we effectively influence a core aspect of interdependent self- 
construal, namely, the extent to which the self is experienced as con
nected to others. While scholars often treat social class as an exogenous 
variable (e.g., Côté, 2024; Kish-Gephart et al., 2023), the psychological 
experiences of interdependent self-construal and resource availability 
(which we conceptualized as mediators) are not and may even be 
confounded. Indeed, in Study 2, we found a negative correlation be
tween interdependent self-construal and perceived resources (r = − 0.23, 
p < .001). Therefore, instead of manipulating or measuring social class, 
we manipulated the psychological experience of interdependent self- 
construal and resource availability. By showing that interdependent 
self-construal and resource availability causally affect prosocial behav
iors, we can provide causal evidence for our theoretical model that these 
two are predictors of prosocial behavior and thus qualify as mediators of 
social class effects (stated in Hypotheses 1b and 2b), while also ruling 
out alternative explanations (cf. Bullock et al., 2010). For instance, we 
could rule out the possibility that interdependent self-construal and 
resource availability are merely correlates or even consequences of 
prosocial behaviors (e.g., as people feel more interdependent after per
forming direct help or feel richer after donating money). Moreover, we 
can rule out that interdependent self-construal effects on prosocial be
haviors are confounded with (a lack of) resources, and vice versa.

Hence, we conducted a preregistered, high-powered experimental 
study (N = 959), allowing us to detect small effects with a 2 × 2 
between-subjects ANOVA with a > 90% power (see below for a sensi
tivity power analysis). Following previous research (e.g., Kraus & Call
aghan, 2016; Piff et al., 2010), we designed the experiment as a 
“context-neutral” economic game in which prosocial behavior was 
operationalized as endowments shared with another player. We 
manipulated interdependent self-construal and resource availability as 

between-subjects factors. Specifically, we manipulated resource avail
ability by varying the amount of money participants received in the 
game. Moreover, we manipulated interdependent self-construal by 
varying the extent to which participants depended on the beneficiary for 
their outcomes (dictator game vs. ultimatum game). This manipulation 
of interdependent self-construal should represent the same relational 
logic that people with an interdependent self-construal experience in 
social interactions (Markus & Kitayama, 2010). Given this, if the expe
rience of depending on the beneficiary increases prosocial behavior, 
then the interdependent self-construal of working class individuals 
would be associated with greater prosocial behavior. Indeed, we found a 
negative correlation between social class and experiences of interde
pendence in Study 2 (r = − 0.05, p < .001), while we found a positive 
correlation between social class and perceived resources (r = 0.36, p <
.001). Based on this reasoning and our hypotheses, we predicted that 
both resource availability and interdependent self-construal are posi
tively related to the amount of money people share with the other 
player.

5.1. Method

Participants were recruited via Amazon's Mechanical Turk using 
CloudResearch, which implements a variety of methods to ensure reli
able data, including vetting users based on data quality and IP activity. 
This allowed us to specifically recruit from an ‘approved’ (i.e., high- 
quality) group of users (Grégoire et al., 2025; Hauser et al., 2022; Van 
Quaquebeke et al., 2022). Participation took about 5 min and was 
rewarded with a participation fee of $1.20.

Hypotheses, materials, sample size, and exclusion criteria were 
preregistered (https://aspredicted.org/3B5_PPP2). The data and anal
ysis script are available on the OSF.

5.1.1. Procedure and materials
After obtaining participants' informed consent, providing 

Fig. 3. Indirect effects of social class via perceived resources on donations. 
Note. Regression coefficients and 95% confidence intervals are displayed. All effects yielded p < .001.

2 Note that only Hypotheses 1 and 2 are pertinent for the present manuscript. 
H3 in the preregistration reflected an earlier model proposing a three-way 
interaction among social class, interdependence, and economic resources in 
shaping prosocial behavior. Our current theoretical model, however, argues 
that social class influences prosociality through two distinct, parallel mecha
nisms—interdependence norms and economic resources—rather than through 
their interaction. Accordingly, Study 3 tests the independent effects of inter
dependence and resources, not their interaction with social class. For trans
parency, we report that a test of H3 did not yield significance, which does not 
affect our main conclusions and further highlights the importance of the hy
pothesized parallel effects rather than an alternative model including a three- 
way interaction.
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instructions, and administering a comprehension check, we paired 
participants. To establish plausibility, we first asked participants to 
write a short message to their partner. Next, we automatically directed 
participants to the next stage. Participants were randomly assigned to 
one of four conditions, corresponding to a 2 (endowments: low vs. high) 
x 2 (interdependence: low vs. high) between-subjects design. Specif
ically, participants received either a low ($0.5) or a high ($2) endow
ment. Across all conditions, participants were told that their partner did 
not receive any endowments and that they could decide how much of 
their endowments (in ¢) they wanted to keep for themselves or share 
with their partner. Across all conditions, the endowment participants 
kept for themselves were paid out as a bonus at the end of the game. As a 
comprehension check, we asked participants how valuable they 
considered their assigned endowments (1 = not at all valuable, 7 = very 
valuable). We found that participants considered high endowments (M 
= 6.15, SD = 1.06) as more valuable compared to low endowments (M 
= 4.37, SD = 1.75, F(1, 958) = 357.34, p < .001, d = 1.24).

In the low interdependence condition (i.e., the dictator game), par
ticipants could voluntarily share their bonus payout while remaining 
entirely independent of their partners for their own outcomes (i.e., their 
partner could not influence their bonus payout). In the high interde
pendence condition (i.e., the ultimatum game), participants were told 
that their partner could either accept the offered share of the endow
ment or suspend the bonus payout for both. Participants were thus 
dependent on their partner for their own outcomes. To check compre
hension, we asked participants whether they depended on the other 
player for their outcome. We found that 94.44% of participants in the 
high interdependence condition (compared to 1.83% of participants in 
the low interdependence condition) experienced dependence on the 
other player (F(1, 958) = 5537.18, p < .001, d = 4.83).

For a randomization check, we captured participants' present social 
class with a composite measure (in line with Study 2 and previous 
research), including an integrated score of the z-standardized household 
income, educational level, and occupational prestige of the participants. 
In addition, we captured participants' social class origin with an inte
grated score of the z-standardized parental household income, highest 
level of parental education, and highest level of parental occupational 
prestige. Notably, we did not find significant differences in participants' 
present social class (F(1, 958) = 0.37, p = .776) or social class origin (F 
(958) = 0.14, p = .896) between conditions.

5.1.2. Sample
After removing participants based on our preregistered exclusion 

criteria, our sample consisted of N = 958. Specifically, we excluded 
participants who expressed doubt that they had been matched with a 
real person or that they had received a real payout (n = 92, 8.55%). 
Moreover, we excluded participants who did not answer all items (n =
25; 2.32%). Participants (46.82% male; 53.18% female) were on 
average 43.48 years old (SD = 13.03). Most participants (60.58%) had at 
least a bachelor's degree.

A sensitivity power analysis suggested that for N = 959, α = 0.05, we 
had 90% power to detect an effect size of f = 0.12 with a 2 × 2 between- 
subjects ANOVA, corresponding to a small effect.

5.1.3. Analyses
We tested the main effects of resource availability and interdepen

dent self-construal with a 2 × 2 between-subjects ANOVA. To assess 
robustness, we repeated these analyses using Welch's tests to account for 
heteroscedasticity, yielding essentially equivalent results. Further, we 
repeated these analyses with present social class and social class origin 
as control variables, which again yielded equivalent results.

5.2. Results

In a first exploratory analysis, we did not find that current social class 
(b = − 2.74, SE = 2.16, t(958) = − 1.26, p = .206, CI 95% [− 6.58, 1.51]) 

and social class origin (b = 1.86, SE = 1.58, t(956) = 1.18, p = .240, CI 
95% [− 1.24, 4.95]) were related to prosocial behavior. This aligns with 
our theorizing that the positive effects of social class on prosocial 
behavior are weaker or even absent when prosocial behaviors involve 
both direct interaction and monetary costs, as in this study.

Consistent with our theorizing, we found that participants shared 
more when interdependence was high (M = $0.52, SD = 0.40) than 
when it was low (M = $0.36, SD = 0.38; F(1, 958) = 69.87, p < .001, d =
0.40). Moreover, participants shared more when they had many re
sources (M = $0.68, SD = 0.43) than when they had few resources (M =
$0.20, SD = 0.11; F(1, 958) = 587.17, p < .001, d = 1.52). The cell-mean 
patterns in Table 3 are consistent with, and help clarify, these results. 
Specifically, we found that participants shared more when interdepen
dence was high (vs. low) both when having many resources (interde
pendence high: M = $0.80, SD = 0.40; interdependence low: M = $0.55, 
SD = 0.43) and when having few resources (interdependence high: M =
$0.24, SD = 0.09; interdependence low: M = $0.12, SD = 0.12).

5.3. Discussion

In a behavioral experiment, we tested the causal effects of two key 
aspects of the psychological mechanism—interdependent self-construal 
and resource availability (which we conceptualized as mediators)—on 
prosocial behavior. As theorized, interdependent self-construal and 
resource availability increased prosocial behaviors; in this case, sharing 
money with another person. Scholars have treated social class as an 
exogenous variable (e.g., Côté, 2024), whereas interdependent self- 
construal and resource availability are not; hence, this experimental 
study was crucial for establishing the causal direction of our mediation 
model. Moreover, by manipulating perceived interdependence and 
resource availability in one study, we could test the effects of interde
pendent self-construal at different levels of resource availability, and 
vice versa, thereby ruling out confounding influences of one mechanism 
on the other.

6. General discussion

While research has proliferated around the narrative of the negative 
relationship between social class and prosocial behaviors, the empirical 
picture presents mixed findings: negative, null, and even positive effects. 
Indeed, a recent meta-analysis revealed a positive overall effect with 
substantial heterogeneity in effect sizes (Wu et al., 2025).

To help explain this variance in effects, we integrated two theoretical 
perspectives—the sociocultural and economic effects of social class, 
both of which influence the extent to which people from the working 
class engage in prosocial behavior. Specifically, individuals from the 
working class exhibit an interdependent self-construal (Manstead, 
2018), which may prompt them to engage in prosocial behavior. How
ever, individuals from the working class also typically lack economic 
resources, which limits their ability to act prosocially. Critically, we 
highlight that these effects depend on contextual features. As such, we 
argue that an interdependent self-construal should influence prosocial 
behaviors toward others with whom they feel connected in direct social 
interaction (Markus & Kitayama, 2010). In addition, resource avail
ability should affect prosocial behaviors when monetary costs are 
involved. Thus, we pivot away from previous theoretical approaches 

Table 3 
Cell means and standard deviations.

interdependence

high low

0.52 (0.40) 0.36 (0.38)

resources many 0.68 (0.43) 0.80 (0.40) 0.55 (0.43)
few 0.20 (0.11) 0.24 (0.09) 0.15 (0.12)

Note. Means (in $) and standard deviations (in brackets) are presented per group.
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that have frequently taken a context-independent approach to analyzing 
the relationship between social class and prosocial behaviors.

Corroborating our proposed theoretical model, our reanalysis of a 
recently published meta-analysis revealed that the positive effects of 
social class on prosocial behaviors are stronger when prosocial behav
iors involve monetary costs (Hypothesis 2a), and weaker in social in
teractions (Hypothesis 1a). Moreover, when we reanalyzed large-scale 
archival data, we found that interdependent self-construal accounted for 
a significant portion of the negative effects of social class on prosocial 
behaviors (Hypothesis 1b), whereas economic resources accounted for a 
significant portion of the positive effects (Hypothesis 2b). Finally, we 
tested the causal relationships between the psychological mecha
nisms—interdependent self-construal and resource availability—and 
prosocial behavior in an experimental study. Specifically, participants 
showed more prosocial behavior (i.e., shared more money with another 
player) when interdependent self-construal was high (vs. low) and when 
they had many resources (vs. few).

Note that our studies focus on a selection of potential situational 
moderators and related prosocial behaviors. In our meta-analysis, we 
coded direct interaction and monetary costs as broad situational char
acteristics. In Study 2, we tested the indirect effects of social class on two 
prototypes of prosocial behavior (i.e., charitable donations and care
taking). Even though these two prosocial behaviors are classics in pro
social behavior studies (e.g., Armstrong-Carter & Telzer, 2021; Hank & 
Stuck, 2008; Korndörfer et al., 2015), future research may want to test 
our model with a wider range of types and contexts of prosocial be
haviors in order to examine its robustness and boundaries (e.g., inter
dependent self-construal might be less relevant when interacting with 
distant vs. close others; cf. Reinhart et al., 2024; see also Piff & Rob
inson, 2017).

6.1. Theoretical contributions

With this research, we contribute to an emerging literature on the 
link between social class and (prosocial) behavior by disentangling and 
integrating the seemingly conflicting perspectives of the two main 
psychological theories of social class, a sociocultural and an economic 
perspective. Primarily, we establish that social class involves both the 
sociocultural and economic aspects that both influence prosocial 
behavior in fundamentally different ways. Our study shifts the scientific 
debate on class-prosociality linkages away from a view that the socio
cultural and economic effects of social class are competing explanations 
in a “horse race” in which only one can be true (e.g., Wu et al., 2025). 
Instead, we advance the view that both the sociocultural and economic 
perspectives can be true simultaneously, emphasizing that certain situ
ational characteristics afford sociocultural class effects on prosocial 
behavior, whereas others constrain the extent to which people with 
fewer resources can display such behaviors. We thus help reconcile 
heterogeneous, seemingly contradictory findings on the class- 
prosociality linkages that the previous view could not fully clarify or 
integrate.

By demonstrating how the parallel effects of self-construal and re
sources can counteract each other, we also clarify when and why the net 
effect of social class on prosocial behavior may be zero, namely, when 
prosocial behavior involves both monetary costs and social interaction. 
Therefore, we emphasize that researchers should be cautious in inter
preting null findings as evidence of no effect.

More generally, we highlight the importance of considering both 
economic and sociocultural influences, as well as the situational char
acteristics on which they depend. As such, our view allows for a more 
nuanced analysis of behavioral tendencies related to social class, in 
which both cultural imprinting and economic constraints drive social 
class differences. We thus offer a framework for further, and more 
generally, specifying the link between social class and behavior. Spe
cifically, since resources and self-construal are correlated both with 

social class and with each other, researchers should carefully design 
their studies to disentangle these effects, either statistically (e.g., using 
covariates) or through experimental design (e.g., manipulation).

6.2. Limitations and future research

As with any study, ours features limitations and opportunities for 
future research. Complementing each other, our three studies examine 
the phenomenon of sociocultural and economic class effects from three 
different angles, each using distinct methods and operationalizations of 
economic and sociocultural class. In Study 1, we can only argue, but not 
test, whether social class effects are caused by interdependence and 
resources. Study 2 then shows that helping is indeed related to people's 
experience of depending on others (i.e., a core aspect of interdependent 
self-construal) and to perceptions of having fewer resources, which, in 
turn, are related to social class. Yet, the measures of interdependence 
and resources are rather global, and we do not know whether people feel 
interdependent with the help recipient or experience a lack of resources 
when they act prosocially, which is part of our theoretical argument. 
Therefore, Study 3 manipulates the key aspects of the psychological 
mechanism—i.e., perceived interdependence and resource availability 
—that guide people in attending to others' needs. Notably, while we 
could test our theorized effects of high (vs. low) interdependence, this 
study does not allow us to conclude whether these effects were driven by 
a high or low level of interdependent self-construal or a high level of 
independent self-construal, for which we would need a control condition 
that establishes a baseline against the high and low levels of interde
pendent self-construal. As such, our design only allows us to examine the 
relative effect of high vs. low interdependence on prosocial behavior. 
Hence, while our present study set had the advantage of showing that 
our core findings, i.e., parallel influence of sociocultural and economic 
aspects of social class on prosocial behavior, were consistent across 
different ways of testing and operationalizing key variables, future 
research is warranted to test the unique effects of high (vs. low) levels of 
interdependence and few (vs. many) resources more thoroughly, e.g., by 
using the appropriate experimental control condition designs.

7. Conclusion

In this study, we investigated the parallel influences of sociocultural 
and economic aspects of social class, thereby explaining the heteroge
neity in previous mixed findings on the relationship between social class 
and prosocial behaviors. We show that, depending on contextual fea
tures, social class can be both negatively and positively related to pro
social behaviors. Thus, our studies help to disentangle and reconcile 
inconsistent earlier findings, thereby providing an integrated account 
for future research.
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Grégoire, D. A., Tröster, C., Kotha, R., Zhu, J., Farh, C., Roberson, Q., & Gruber, M. 
(2025). Compelling empirics in quantitative studies. Academy of Management 
Journal, 68(4), 669–679.

Grossmann, I., & Varnum, M. E. (2011). Social class, culture, and cognition. Social 
Psychological and Personality Science, 2(1), 81–89. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
1948550610377119

Guinote, A. (2007). Behaviour variability and the situated focus theory of power. 
European Review of Social Psychology, 18(1), 256–295. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
10463280701692813

Guinote, A., Cotzia, I., Sandhu, S., & Siwa, P. (2015). Social status modulates prosocial 
behavior and egalitarianism in preschool children and adults. Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences, 112(3), 731–736. https://doi.org/10.1073/ 
pnas.1414550112

Hank, K., & Stuck, S. (2008). Volunteer work, informal help, and care among the 50+ in 
Europe: Further evidence for ‘linked’productive activities at older ages. Social Science 
Research, 37(4), 1280–1291. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2008.03.001

Hauser, D. J., Moss, A. J., Rosenzweig, C., Jaffe, S. N., Robinson, J., & Litman, L. (2022). 
Evaluating CloudResearch’s approved group as a solution for problematic data 
quality on MTurk. Behavior Research Methods, 55, 3953–3964. https://doi.org/ 
10.3758/s13428-022-01999-x

Hughes, P., & Luksetich, W. (2008). Income volatility and wealth: The effect on 
charitable giving. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 37(2), 264–280. https:// 
doi.org/10.1177/0899764007310416

Hunter, J. E., & Schmidt, F. L. (2004). Methods of meta-analysis: Correcting error and bias in 
research findings. Sage. 

Jacoby, J., & Sassenberg, K. (2011). Interactions do not only tell us when, but can also 
tell us how: Testing process hypotheses by interaction. European Journal of Social 
Psychology, 41(2), 180–190. https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.762

James, R. N., III, & Sharpe, D. L. (2007). The nature and causes of the U- shaped 
charitable giving profile. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 36(2), 218–238. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764006295993

Kish-Gephart, J. J., Moergen, K. J., Tilton, J. D., & Gray, B. (2023). Social class and work: 
A review and organizing framework. Journal of Management, 49(1), 509–565. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/01492063221076822

Korndörfer, M., Egloff, B., & Schmukle, S. C. (2015). A large scale test of the effect of 
social class on prosocial behavior. PLoS One, 10(7), Article e0133193. https://doi. 
org/10.1371/journal.pone.0133193

Kraus, M. W., & Callaghan, B. (2016). Social class and prosocial behavior: The 
moderating role of public versus private contexts. Social Psychological and Personality 
Science, 7(8), 769–777. https://doi.org/10.1177/1948550616659120
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