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Abstract
This experimental study examines the effects of social value orientation and accountability on
the choices made in a volunteer’s dilemma. This is a dilemma in which at least one person
must sacrifice their time and effort for everyone to have the benefits. In the experiment I used
156 participants (N = 156). 88 of them were men. The participants in this study were divided
in groups of three before being presented with the volunteer’s dilemma. A logistic regression
analysis showed that being prosocial did not have a significant influence on participants’
choice to volunteer and that being held accountable for this choice did not either. This
outcome is different from what would be expected based on existing literature. At the end of
this thesis, theoretical and practical implications are discussed and suggestions for follow-up

research are considered.

Key words: volunteer’s dilemma, social dilemma, social value orientation,

accountability
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Social value orientation and accountability: the effect on the volunteer’s dilemma

In our daily lives we come across a lot of volunteer’s dilemmas. I, for example, live in
a student house, so when the trash can is full or the dishwasher is finished, someone needs to
volunteer to take the trash out or clean out the dishwasher. Another example from daily life is
when you see an accident happen in the street. Someone has to go over there to help, but if
everybody goes, most people would be redundant and the street overcrowded. So, who is the
person that volunteers and offers his/her time to step up and help? A volunteer’s dilemma is a
type of social dilemma. In a social dilemma, people are interdependent of each other. The
choices everyone makes (to cooperate or to not cooperate) result in wins or losses for all of
the individuals involved. Many people would assume someone else will step up so they
themselves can continue going on with their day. This topic has already been researched
thoroughly. Balliet, Parks and Joireman (2009) have done research on the relationship
between personality and cooperation in social dilemmas. They concluded that personality
affects people’s cooperation in this type of dilemma. The research by Prezepiorka, Bouwman
and De Kwaadsteniet (2020) investigated the influence that personality has on outcomes in a
repeated volunteer’s dilemma. De Kwaadsteniet et al. (2007) conducted research on the effect
of “justification pressures” in social dilemmas. Justification pressures are when the people in
a social dilemma have to justify their choice in the dilemma. This happens when the choices
are not made anonymously. The difference between the previously done research and this
thesis is about the effects of personality and justification pressures in another type of social
dilemma, a volunteer’s dilemma. This thesis is distinguished from prior research on social
dilemmas because it analyzes the effects of personality and justification pressures in another
context: a volunteer’s dilemma.

This thesis considers what drives people to offer to help in a volunteer’s dilemma. |

investigated what characteristics are of influence, proself and prosocial, and whether
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individuals behave differently if they have to justify their choices. To do this, participants
were recruited and filled out an online questionnaire and performed a real effort task. It is
important to know what drives people to volunteer because knowing the reason why could,
for example, prevent the same person having to empty the dishwasher every day.

I will first discuss a real effort task and why 1 think it is important to use a real effort
task for this experiment, then the volunteer’s dilemma, then social value orientation and lastly
accountability and the existing literature on these topics. After this, the method, results and

discussion will follow.

Real effort task

A real effort task is a task in which the participant really must perform the task to be
able to finish the experiment, instead of only hypothetically having to do the task. It is
important to do research using this type of task because it represents a more realistic situation
than a chosen effort task. A chosen effort task is an experiment where monetary terms are
used to express effort. The advantage of a real effort task is its similarity to situations outside
of the laboratory, which we are ultimately interested in. A real effort task contributes to the
mundane realism of the experiment (Carpenter & Huet-Vaughn, 2019). Furthermore, a real
effort task has greater external validity than a chosen effort task (Gill & Prowse, 2018). It
increases the likelihood of carrying over the motivations from outside the experiment to the
experiment.

By choosing to use a real effort task in this experiment | can use the results of the tests
to say something about real-life situations, as the external validity of the experiment is

increased.

The volunteer’s dilemma
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In the volunteer’s dilemma, one person can save the day if he or she offers his or her
time to help. If more come to help, it leads to inefficiency (Krueger, Heck & Wagner, 2018).
A real-life example could be the one I wrote about earlier. If one person who notices the
trashcan being full or the dishwasher having finished acts on it, it is sufficient. If all people in
the household noticed it and wanted to start taking out the trash or cleaning out the
dishwasher, it would be very inefficient, because one person doing it would be enough. More
people helping with these tasks is unnecessary. This is what makes the volunteer’s dilemma
different from other social dilemmas, such as a standard public goods dilemma. A public
goods dilemma exists when people are asked how much they want to contribute to the public
good. The more people help and give their time in a public goods dilemma, the better (i.e.,
donating blood or voting) (Krueger, Heck & Wagner, 2018).

In this thesis I will investigate what drives people to invest into effort in a
volunteer’s dilemma. So, in this type of dilemma, the effort of only one person is needed for
everyone in the group to get the gains (Prezepiorka, Bouwman & De Kwaadsteniet, 2020).
This means that negative coordination is needed to get the best outcome (Krueger, Heck &
Wagner, 2018). Negative coordination means that people should make the opposite decision
from each other to get the best outcome. In a one-shot volunteer’s dilemma, people need to
make their decision based on only their expectations of what the others will do. So, another
difference between the volunteer’s dilemma and other social dilemmas is that the volunteer’s
dilemma involves more risk than the other ones. Other people’s choice are more predictable in
other social dilemma’s than in a one-shot volunteer’s dilemma. A one-shot volunteer’s
dilemma exists when the participants only have to make their choice on volunteering or not
once. In a multiple-shot volunteer’s dilemma, with more rounds in which this choice is made,

other people’s choices become more predictable, because naturally people begin taking turns
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volunteering in the subsequent rounds to maximize everyone’s outcome (Diekman &
Przepiorka, 2016; Przepiorka, Bouman, De Kwaadsteniet, 2020).

People are generally better at making strategic decisions about who is going to
volunteer when the group is small as opposed to when the group is big (Campos-Marcade,
2021; Goeree, Holt & Smith, 2017). The larger the group, the lower the liklihood of people
rationally volunteering (Archetti, 2009; Diekmann, 1986). Therefore, if an accident happens
in the street, the victim would be better off when only a small crowd was watching than when
a big crowd was present. Because with only a few other people, people are more willing to
step up and help, says also Campos-Marcade (2021) in his article. Diekmann (1986) came to
the same conclusion. When people witness an accident happening and they feel sympathy
towards the victim, they gain a psychological gain when the victim is helped by at least one
person. Helping is costly, so most people would decline in this situation hoping somebody
else volunteers to help.

People who do not step up to volunteer while someone else does can freeride, this
means they get the benefit, without paying the cost of volunteering, since only one person in
the group needs to volunteer for everyone to get the same benefit. In a social dilemma, such as
a public goods dilemma, freeriding needs to be prevented. But in a volunteer’s dilemma this is
not harmful. The only problem is that the group needs to know who from the group performs
the task at hand, otherwise no one gets the benefits.

In this thesis, I investigate what drives people to volunteer in a single shot volunteer’s
dilemma. This means that it is an experiment with only one round, so the participants only
had one opportunity to offer to volunteer. I constructed a volunteering game in which the
participants could not communicate with each other. Participants had to answer a question

about whether they would volunteer to do a real effort task that benefits everyone in the
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group. At the beginning of the experiment, | measured if the participants were proselfs or

prosocials using social value orientation, as explained in the following section.

Social value orientation

According to Balliet, Parks and Joireman (2009) social value orientation is an
individual difference variable introduced over 50 years ago by Messick and McClintock
(1968). They state in their article that most people are prosocial, followed by people who are
proself and, least commonly, some are competitive. Prosocial people are more concerned with
others’ outcomes than proselfs and competitors. Proselfs just want the highest outcome for
themselves, and competitors want a high outcome relative to other people’s outcomes. So,
prosocials consider other people’s outcome and equality in outcomes when being confronted
with a social dilemma, whereas proselfs and competitors are mainly concerned with their own
outcome, relative or irrelative to others. Because of this distinction I decided to use prosocial
and proself as my two categories in this research and have included people with competitor-
qualities to be proself.

Social value orientation influences cooperation in social dilemmas. Balliet, Parks and
Joireman (2009) concluded in their article that people who are prosocial are more willing to
cooperate in a social dilemma than people who are proself or competitive. Van Lange (1999)
writes that prosocial people approach interdependent people in a prosocial way as long as
others do the same. Once the interdependent people fail to also act this way, prosocial people
quit acting in a prosocial way. Prosocial people are aware that they could easily be exploited
in a social dilemma. This is why they will act less prosocial when others do not act in the
same way (Bogaert, Boone & Declerg, 2010). Another instance when prosocials stop
behaving prosocially happens when the social or the physical environment is not supportive

(Brucks & Van Lange, 2007). Proselfs only act prosocially if there is a very clear reason for
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them to do so (Van Lange, 1999). A reason to act prosocially would be when they are in a
multiple round social dilemma. If a social dilemma has more than one round of interaction
between the players and their choices are not anonymous, people’s reputation becomes
important. Proselfs know that they need to act prosocially in a multiple shot social dilemma in
order for them to achieve a good outcome. Prosocial people start with cooperation, but
proselfs do not.

Social value orientation is the dispositional value people give to the outcomes of
others in interdependent situations (Pletzer et al., 2018). So, social value is about people’s
sense of fairness and equality in outcomes. Prosocial people, for example, give more money
to good causes than proselfs, and are more environmentally friendly, say Pletzer et al. (2018).
To get back to the examples of volunteer’s dilemmas in the beginning of this thesis, I expect
people that are prosocial to be more willing to empty the dishwasher, take out the trash or to
help when they see an accident happening in the street, than people who are proself.

This brings me to the first hypothesis of this thesis:

Hypothesis 1: People who are pro self are less likely to volunteer in a one-shot

volunteer’s dilemma than people who are prosocial.

One of the conditions in the experiment is the accountability of the participants. In the

next part of this thesis, | will explain why I used this condition and what accountability is.

Accountability
People experience reciprocity when being held responsible for their choices and
behavior. They want others to think positively of them and to respect them. When people are

being held accountable for their actions, this influences their reputation (Beu & Buckley,
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2001). When someone makes an unacceptable decision, for example, to not take out the trash
when noticing the trashcan is full, people around him or her will perceive this in a negative
way, which will hurt his or her reputation. This is because not cooperating in this type of
situation is perceived as unethical or misaligned with social norms. Accountability reduces
egoism, leading to people being more concerned with the group outcome than their own
outcome (De Kwaadsteniet et al., 2007). It causes people to make decisions taking others into
consideration. This usually means that they will behave more cooperatively, as this is the
norm in an interdependent situation.

People seek approval from others because they are social beings. Being respected by
the people surrounding a person has a positive effect on his or her self-esteem (De Cremer,
Sneyder & De Witte, 2001), which he or she feels is important. De Cremer, Sneyder and De
Witte (2001) conclude in their article that people show more cooperation in a social dilemma
when they experience accountability, which they experience when they are not able to make
their choice anonymously. Not being anonymous makes people immediately accountable.
When people are accountable for their actions, they make choices that are easy to explain -
they choose to cooperate in a social dilemma, because it is expected by others. Accountability
can only affect decisions when everyone in the group shares identical norms about the
decision to cooperate or not.

In a social dilemma, it is often thought that decisions are made from an economic
perspective, a perspective in which everyone maximizes his or her own outcome. When
taking accountability into consideration, it turns out that people in a social dilemma are also
motivated through a social perspective such as having a good reputation (De Cremer &
Bakker, 2003). As described above, one can see that previous research about accountability
has been done in social situations. In this thesis, | have researched accountability in the

volunteer’s dilemma. | chose to examine accountability as a condition because it can be found
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in real life situations as well. When seeing an accident happen in the street or noticing the
dishwasher being finished, one’s choice to act on it is not anonymous because people will
always be around to notice. By researching accountability, this study is more realistic than
without doing so.

This brings me to the second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: When people know that they will have to justify their choice, meaning
that they are being held accountable, they are more likely to volunteer in a volunteer’s

dilemma than if they know that they will not have to justify their choice.

Method
Participants
The participants in this research were recruited through the online platform Amazon
Mechanical Turk. I recruited 156 participants. 88 Men participated in this research and 53
females. 15 Participants did not answer the personal questions, with the result that their age,
jobs, hobbies, etc. are unknown. The mean age of the participants was 34.60 years (SD =
14.75). The oldest person to participate was 70 years old. Some of the hobbies they reported

in the experiment were reading, singing and different kinds of sports.

Table 1. Crosstab of the gender of the participants in each condition

Accountable Not accountable Total
Male 39 49 88
Female 34 19 53

Total 73 68 141
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Procedure

The participants for this research were recruited through an online platform, Amazon
Mechanical Turk. After approval from the ethical committee at Leiden University, the
participants were recruited. Then, the participants received the information about the research
and an informed consent. After they consented to the experiment, they received a
questionnaire and then, depending on their answers, the real effort task. When they finished

the task, they were debriefed, paid and thanked for their participation.

Measuring instrument social value orientation

To measure a participants’ social value orientation, I used the SVO Slider Measure
(Murphy, Ackermann & Handgraaf, 2011). | used the six primary slider items in my
experiment. In the experiment, the participant is required to allocate resources to himself or
herself and to another person in a well-defined joint payoff. He or she chooses one out of nine
possible distributions for himself or herself and the other person. This measuring instrument is
tested to have a good reliability and validity (Murphy, Ackermann & Handgraaf, 2011). Out
of the results, an angle is calculated which represents the social value orientation of the

participants (prosocial or proself).

Manipulation

To manipulate accountability, the participant was simply told whether he must explain
his decision to the other group members. In the data, this is a “Yes” or “No” option. To check
if the manipulation worked, | did a manipulation check based on three questions about how

accountable they felt for their choice.
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Volunteer’s dilemma task

To test the hypotheses, an experiment was conducted. The participants first received
an explanation of the experiment followed by a few questions to ensure that they understood
what was going to happen. They were divided in groups of three. Then, they had to answer
some personal questions (hobbies, age, job, etc.) to make it feel like the experiment was less
anonymous. After this, they were told if they had to explain their choice at the end of the
experiment. So, they were told if they were being held accountable or not. After reading the
answers to other participants’ personal questions, each participant was asked if her or she
would like to volunteer to perform the real effort task, without seeing what the other group
members chose. If a participant chose to volunteer, he or she would get the slider task next
and, once finished, he or she would be shown the result and everyone would get to see if he or
she earned his or her dollar.

The slider task was first introduced by Gill & Prowse (2012). When the screen is first
shown to the participant all the sliders are positioned at 0. The participant has to move the
sliders with his or her mouse across the screen to the right number. The sliders start at 0 and
the highest they can be moved to is 100. The number to which each slider has to be moved is
shown above each one. Each slider can be moved and readjusted an unlimited number of
times and the number on which the slider is put, is shown next to the slider. When all the

sliders are put in the right position, the task is successfully completed.

Results
Manipulation check
To do a manipulation check, I first calculated the Cronbach’s alpha of the three

variables in the manipulation check. This analysis showed a good reliability (o = .84). This
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means that I could turn the three variables into one variable by calculating the mean score.
Next, | did an independent samples t-test to check if the participants in the accountability
group indeed felt like they were being held more accountable than participants in the no
accountability group. The t-test showed an insignificant outcome for the accountability check
(F=2.40,t=-.43, df = 154, p =.12). This indicates that the accountability manipulation was
not effective (see Table 3). The participants in the accountability group did not feel more

accountable for their choices in the experiment than the participants in the other group.

Table 2. Means accountability check

Accountability Mean Std. Deviation
Accountability check (new 0 4.98 1.75
variable) 1 5.09 1.43
Table 3. T-test manipulation check
F t df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean difference
2.40 -.43 154 12 -11

Logistic regression analysis

The first hypothesis in this research predicted that people who are proself are less
likely to volunteer in a volunteer’s dilemma than people who are prosocial. The second
hypothesis predicted that when people know they are being held accountable for their choice
to volunteer or not volunteer, they will be more willing to volunteer than when they know

they are not being held accountable. The binary logistic regression analysis showed that being
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proself or prosocial did not have a significant influence on the decision of people to volunteer
or not (B =.01, SE =.02, Wald = .05, p = .83). The binary logistic regression also showed that
being held accountable for one’s choice on volunteering did not have a significant influence
either (B = -.46, SE = .51, Wald = .84, p = .36). Both hypotheses in my thesis are disproved by
these tests (see Table 3). This means that being held accountable for one’s actions and the
type of social value orientation someone has does not have a significant influence on choosing

to volunteer in a volunteer’s dilemma.

Table 4. Logistic regression analysis

B S.E. Wald df Sig.
Social Value Orientation .01 .02 .05 1 .83
Accountability -.46 51 .84 1 .36
Constant 2.15 57 14.20 1 .00

Table 5. Crosstab of the choices made in the accountability conditions

Accountable Not accountable Total
Volunteer 66 71 137
Not volunteer 7 12 19

Total 73 83 156
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Table 6. Crosstab of the choices made in the SVO groups

Prosocial Proself Total
Volunteer 49 88 137
Not volunteer 7 12 19
Total 56 99 156

Note. This table is categorical, the test was done with the angle.

Discussion

This research tested whether people in my sample would be more willing to volunteer
in a real effort task if they are prosocial instead of proself and if they would be more willing
to volunteer if they were held accountable for their choice in this matter. | found that when
testing the hypotheses, being proself or prosocial does not have a significant effect on
choosing whether to volunteer or not. I also found that whether one is being held accountable
in this experiment does not have a significant effect on his or her choice to volunteer or not. |
expected the participants that were being held accountable to choose the volunteering option
more often than the participants who were not held accountable and | expected that the
participants who scored high on the social value orientation to volunteer more often than the
people with a lower score. The findings are not in line with my expectations. What this means
is that people who do not naturally think about others and their wellbeing chose to volunteer
in the volunteer’s dilemma.

A reason for why the tests are insignificant could be that people in general are more
likely to cooperate in a social dilemma (Kanazawa & Fontaine, 2013). People expect others to
reciprocate and they want to protect their reputation. But in the case of the experiment
conducted in this thesis, it would be logical to choose to not cooperate as the situation is fairly

anonymous (it is online, there is not a real chance of meeting the people from their 3-person
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group after the experiment, no names are made public). Surprisingly, the data reveals that
most of the participants chose to volunteer and perform the task irrespective of whether they
are being held accountable and their score on the SVO.

Since the entire experiment was done online, the participants were extremely
anonymous. This could have resulted in the participants having low trust in the others, which
could led most of the participants to cooperate. When trust is low, people become scared that
others will not cooperate, resulting in a worse outcome than when participants cooperate.

Another reason why the outcome of this research is different from previous research
outcomes may be the difference between the volunteer’s dilemma and other social dilemmas.
The choice that is made in a volunteer’s dilemma involves more risk than the other social
dilemmas, which could cause people to play it safe in a volunteer’s dilemma by choosing to
volunteer. In the other social dilemmas, the moves of the interdependent are somewhat
predictable, thus choosing not to cooperate is less of a risk than it would be in a single shot
volunteer’s dilemma.

The small size of the groups in this study could be another factor influencing the
outcome. Goeree, Holt & Smith (2017) state in their article that a small group size causes
people to volunteer. In this study, the participants were divided into groups of three.
Therefore, it would be interesting to repeat this study in larger groups to see whether this

could change the results.

Limitations and suggestions for further research

A possible limitation in this research is that all the participants were recruited from
Amazon Mechanical Turk. A consequence may be that the group of participants is not
representative of the general population in the world. Buhrmester, Talaifar en Gosling (2018)

researched this effect. They found that the sample of participants one gets from Amazon
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Mechanical Turk tends to be more diverse than a group of participants that is recruited from
an American university, for example. Buhrmester, Kwang and Gosling (2011) researched this
topic as well. They found that participants on Amazon Mechanical Turk are demographically
more diverse than a group of participants that is recruited with a standard sample on the
internet.

Another potential limitation of this study is that the research was done completely
online. I could not control the environment in which the participants did the experiment, so |
do not know if they all completed the whole experiment on their own or had help from others
to complete the task for example. If | were to have conducted it offline, | think the
manipulation would have had a greater effect and the results of my research may have been
different. Due to COVID, it was not possible to conduct my research in person.

This research contributed to measuring what influences on one’s likelihood of
volunteering in a volunteer’s dilemma. For further research on this topic, | would suggest
conducting experimental research in which the participants can meet each other. This could
make a difference in whether the manipulation for accountability is effective or not. When
doing online research, it is hard to make the participants feel as if they know each other and
make them feel accountable.

I would also suggest examining more predictors for volunteering in a volunteer’s
dilemma. I studied SVO and accountability, which both turned out to be insignificant.
Therefore, it is important to do research on other possible predictors and expand the research
model. In further research, | would suggest also testing accountability as a predictor,
manipulating this condition in another way to better elicit its effects on the propensity to

volunteer. Also, other personality traits could be tested in future research.
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Conclusion

To summarize, | tested two hypotheses in this thesis. The first one was that someone
with a high score on social value orientation, a prosocial person, would be more likely to
volunteer in a volunteer’s dilemma than someone who has a lower score. The second
hypothesis was that people who were being held accountable for their choice to volunteer or
not would be more likely to volunteer in a volunteer’s dilemma than someone who was not
being held accountable for this choice. After testing the hypotheses, | have concluded that,
during this experiment, people who were prosocial were not more likely to volunteer than
people who were proself and that people who were being held accountable for their choice did
not choose to volunteer more than people who were not. To draw a more definite conclusion

about this topic, more research needs to be done.
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