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Though the [moral] norms are initially external to the individual and often in conflict with

his desires, the norms eventually become part of his internal motive system and guide his

behavior even in the absence of external authority. Control by others is thus replaced with

self-control. (Hoffman, 1977, p. 85)

It is essential to the effective functioning of the nation–state that the basic tenets of

its ideology be widely accepted within the population. . . . This means that the average

citizen is prepared to meet the expectations of the citizen role and to comply with the

demands that the state makes upon him, even when this requires considerable personal

sacrifice. (Kelman, 1969, p. 278)
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In slightly different ways, both of these epigraphs suggest that people must learn to regulate
their actions for the greater good, to transform external societal rules into an internal
lodestone, to go from me to we. In short, people must learn to—and want to—cooperate with
others.

The social sciences have tended to approach cooperation from a more or less default
point of view, however. Ever since Adam Smith (1776/2003) introduced the invisible hand
as the market mover, traditional economic models have posited that human behavior in
exchanges, whether social or mercantile, is based ultimately in self-interest.

Subsequently, psychoanalysts, political philosophers, evolutionary scientists, and
quite a few psychologists echoed the refrain of their colleagues from the dismal science. If
people primarily act out of self-interest, so goes the logic, then theories of behavior,
particularly social behavior, should attend to the nature and the variety of the rewards
(“carrots”) or penalties (“sticks”) on offer. This instrumental approach to understanding and
regulating behavior is ubiquitous, found everywhere from the classroom to the boardroom.

But self-interest may have some limits. There is some evidence that people routinely
overestimate how much of their activity is truly motivated by their own self-interest (Miller,
1999); we are biased toward believing we have self-interested motives even when we do not.

Other work in the social psychology of emotion also challenges the dominance of
self-interest as the presumptive motivator of human behavior. Keltner (2009), for example,
argued that pursuing individual desires cannot be people’s sole goal when competing,
contradictory prosocial emotions—such as modesty, compassion, and even awe—can be
found in diverse cultures around the planet. Other research suggests that friends who
consider themselves to be in a communal relationship (based on mutual concern, often love)
do not keep tabs on who owes exactly what to whom, the earmark of an exchange-based,
self-interested tie (Clark, 1984; Clark & Mills, 1979).

Of course, these examples generally illustrate behavior occurring in dyadic
relationships. Perhaps self-interest holds exclusive behavioral sway where aggregate
behavior or even behavior in small groups—say, people living in a community or working
for some organization—is concerned. Or perhaps not; at least not always.

Social Motivations Explored

In Why People Cooperate: The Role of Social Motivations, Tom Tyler uses programmatic
research and theory to challenge the instrumental assumption by demonstrating that people
working in groups are often driven to cooperate and to focus on doing (and reflecting on) the
greater good by what he calls social motivations. To Tyler, who teaches at New York
University, such social motivations occur when people have identities linked to positive
social connections (e.g., pride in group membership, respect from group peers), or when they



share similar attitudes (e.g., a positive outlook toward the workplace) and values (e.g., a
sense of obligation, to see regulations in the workplace as legitimate), instead of being
preoccupied with purely material (e.g., security, salary, influence) concerns.

To be sure, incentives and sanctions can explain as well as cause quite a bit of
important, even essential, types of cooperative behavior; many people avoid speeding on the
highway because they fear high fines or the loss of their licenses, facts that make traveling
the interstate (somewhat) safer for the rest of us. Still, social motivations do something that
goes beyond such instrumental results—they push people to voluntarily collaborate with one
another.

Tyler demonstrates the power of social motivations with models for and data from
three distinct cases of group cooperation: managerial authority in a work setting, legal
authority in a local community, and citizens’ engagement with political authorities. Space
constraints preclude detailed discussion of these three exemplars, but highlighting some key
factors is possible.

To Tyler, two characteristics found in such groups are virtual requirements for the
development and maintenance of social motivations: exercise of fair procedures by the
authority overseeing the group and the corresponding belief held by group members that the
authority figures are benevolent as well as sincere in their dealings. Fair procedures refer to
procedural justice, where group members perceive that leaders’ methods for dispersing
outcomes and making decisions are evenhanded. Authority figures cannot “play favorites,”
for example.

As to the benevolence of authority, Tyler suggests that it is based on trust and how
group members develop confidence in those in power. Trust is part of procedural justice, of
course, as when goods and services are shared fairly and openly. But groups also come to
trust authorities when their complaints are heard and they feel they are being treated with
dignity and respect.

Authorities can achieve trust by justifying decisions in light of group members’
concerns, even when the eventual choice is to not accommodate to such concerns, for
whatever legitimate reason. Honest acknowledgment by authorities of concern for group
members’ well-being, too, matters; the power of acting in good faith has beneficial
consequences for promoting cooperation. If Tyler’s arguments sound straightforward, even
simple, so be it, but consider how rare procedural justice and trust are perceived to be in our
current cultural arenas and how commonplace a “me first” mentality can be.

One of the clear strengths of Why People Cooperate is its applicability to a variety of
disciplines. Certainly, social psychologists and some political scientists with an empirical
bent will want to read this book because it offers new ways to explore interactions and
exchanges within groups. Industrial/organizational psychologists and researchers in
management science, too, will readily see the applicability of Tyler’s persuasive evidence
for the study of behavior in the workplace or the firm. Researchers interested in social



policies, including sociologists, legal theorists, and criminologists, are also likely to find
grist for their respective mills in this brief but rich book.

Will—should—our friends, the economists, be interested in Tyler’s data and models?
Well, behavioral economics is chipping away at the heretofore sacrosanct foundations of
various self-interested rational models (e.g., Thaler & Sunstein, 2009), so, yes, economists
will want to consider the weight of Tyler’s arguments for examining (at least some) behavior
in institutional settings that make societies run reasonably well for the benefit of their
citizens. Perhaps the invisible hand has a charitable side, after all?

Implication: Self-Regulation May Be a Group-Based
Good

Why are people willing to throw in their lot with others in lieu of pursuing a self-interested
agenda? A quick answer is, when they feel authority is open, candid, approachable, and
trustworthy. As Tyler’s research demonstrates, such feelings matter in the daily affairs of
individuals in group settings.

But there’s more to Tyler’s analysis than that. One implication (an admittedly
inferential leap) is that questions of cooperation also matter on a collective level, where
laypeople as well as social scientists will increasingly need to turn their attention as global
challenges (e.g., climate change, food and water shortages, identifying new energy sources
to replace fossil fuels) become more pressing.

Tyler has not broached these topics specifically in this book, but his findings point to
the important role of social motivations in creating cooperation and reducing people’s more
instrumental desires. What is more, as readers learn, there are decided benefits in possessing
the self-control to cooperate with others.

The final chapter in Why People Cooperate deals with self-regulation as a general
model for behavior, one alluded to earlier by the quotations from Hoffman (1977) and
Kelman (1969). Social motivations promote the greater good because they turn out to be
more powerful than are instrumental motives and more likely to produce positive changes in
cooperative behavior. They also cost less than most sanctions or incentives, but, like trust,
they take time to flower.

Tyler’s research suggests that connected identities, attitudes and values, and
procedural justice, as well as trust, lead to cooperation within groups. In ideal settings,
cooperation becomes a social norm, a fact of life that people witness, experience, and
hopefully imitate. What began as an external influence is modeled, then internalized;
although cooperation emerges within the group, it is really part of each person, a self-
regulated quality. Readers will want to mull over these arguments, but if Tyler is correct,
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then we might all benefit from considering how best to link social motivations to
socialization processes found in our everyday lives.
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