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HACKING KINDNESS
Optimization tactics for good behavior



INTRODUCTION
These are inspirational cards for designers, 
UX people, copy writers and others who 
want to make people behave better in their 
systems or convert people to take prosocial 
actions like donating or volunteering. 

Each card has a concept from psychology or 
behavioral economics supported by 
multiple independent papers with 
significant experiments published in 
peer-reviewed scientific journals.

I’ve kept the original terminology to make 
it easy to look up further information.

This is a living project and I am happy to 
receive ideas and feedback on content, 
copy, design and anything else. 

Consider contributing your thoughts as 
your good deed of the day!

Author: Mats Stafseng Einarsen 
Email: mats@einarsen.no 
@matseinarsen
This is version 1.1 of this slide deck.
Updates: https://www.einarsen.no/hacking-kindness/
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People always look to affirm their identity as a good person, and 
usually don’t like being told what to do. So refer to identity rather 
than behavior to make people take a positive action. For example, 
praise your kid for being a "helper" rather than "for helping". Or 
encourage people to “be a voter” rather than “go vote”.

INVOKING SELF-IDENTITY

Say “Be a Voter”, not “Go Vote!”



People with a high fear of others’ judgment are less likely to take any 
action in social situations. However, being observed may make us 
perform better on well-rehearsed behavior. 

Can you create both social and non-social paths to contribute in your 
system?

EVALUATION APPREHENSION

Avoid social pressure in new situations



People shape their behaviour after moral norms, so try to invoke 
those if you can.  Some examples are reminders of childhood, 
moral and religious symbols, accountability cues (cameras or 
receipts) or just asking people to consider what a moral action 
would be. 

MORAL NUDGES

Remind people about moral norms



People are less likely to take a prosocial action if the situation is 
ambiguous. They are also more likely to interpret a situation as 
ambiguous if their own responsibility is less ambiguous. Remove 
ambiguity in your system.

AMBIGUITY

Make everything very clear



Performing prosocial acts increase mood, self-esteem and release of 
endorphins. The same brain areas that are active in pleasurable 
activities also light up in response to our own prosocial behavior. This 
can be addictive, leading to more prosocial acts. 

HELPER’S HIGH

Nurture a virtuous cycle



If we have recently done something virtuous, we are more likely to 
give ourselves a free pass. 

If time has passed, we are more likely to think about it in abstract 
terms. It will contribute to our identity as being prosocial, and we act 
accordingly. 

MORAL SELF-LICENCING

Don’t call out recent virtuous acts



If we perceive ourselves as already being virtuous, we can be less 
compelled to behave virtuously.  This is also true if we regard 
ourselves as part of a group, and other people in the group or the 
group itself have a good prosocial record.  Be careful about how you 
talk about group membership, so you don’t give people a free pass.

VICARIOUS MORAL SELF-LICENCING

Challenge people’s group belonging



Both positive and negative moods can increase and decrease 
prosocial behavior. We want to maintain our good mood, but escape 
our bad moods, and prosocial behavior can be both a challenge or 
opportunity for both goals. Pay attention to the mood of your users, 
but check your assumptions.  

MOOD

Create a useful mood



People seek relief from negative moods, and this drives prosocial 
behavior towards others in need. It’s a self-serving drive to seek 
positivity for the sake of feeling better.

NEGATIVE STATE RELIEF MODEL

A good act is a great escape from a bad 
mood



Cues about religion is a robust way of increasing prosocial behavior 
with religious users.  Some drawbacks are that it can increase racial 
prejudice and might be limited to members of the same religion.

RELIGIOUS PRIMING

Remind people about their religion



Inducing guilt can increase prosocial acts and charitable giving. 

This can become a dark pattern. If too strong it can lead to an 
counter-arguing effect. If people can't find relief, they might 
self-punish as a substitute. 

GUILT RELIEF

Create guilt, then offer relief



Contributing can be daunting. Newcomers to a system benefit from 
starting out with simple, low-risk tasks. This is most effective if they 
can observe experienced contributors and have access to the same 
tools.  

LEGITIMATE PERIPHERAL PARTICIPATION

Create simple starter acts



Social exclusion increases aggression, leads to less cooperation and 
increases risk taking & procrastination. It even reduces analytical 
reasoning. Can your system make it's users feel included? Excluded?

SOCIAL EXCLUSION

Don’t make people feel excluded



Moods are contagious in both offline and online systems. Knowing 
mood affects likelihood to behave in a prosocial way, what is it like in 
your system? Can you influence the group mood? 

EMOTIONAL CONTAGION

Manage the mood in groups



A tendency to judge harmful action as worse than equally harmful 
inaction. 

OMISSION BIAS

Emphasize the harm in inaction



People who reveal personal facts or confess misdeeds tend to 
behave in a more prosocial manner afterwards. This is particularly 
dependent on getting positive feedback. 

SELF-DISCLOSURE

Make them recollect a misdeed



A tendency to answer survey and interview questions in a socially 
desirable way. Quite a few techniques exists to mitigate this, 
including asking indirect questions, using a social desirability scale, or 
increasing cognitive load.

SOCIAL DESIRABILITY BIAS

Distrust your users’ words



We don’t like the idea of misfortune happening to us. We tend to see 
others as less responsible for their own misfortune, the more similar 
they are to ourselves. We also see others as more responsible, the 
more severe their misfortune is. 

DEFENSIVE ATTRIBUTION

Highlight similarities to reduce blame



We always believe we are personally less likely to experience 
negative events, compared to others. This leads people to take more 
risk and plan less for negative events. Optimism bias is hard to 
reduce, and emphasizing risk and consequences is actually likely to 
increase the effect. Making people compare themselves to closer 
groups, like friends, can work better. 

OPTIMISM BIAS

Don’t exaggerate risks



Both winning and losing competitions tend to increase dishonesty 
and unethical behavior. However, if people feel they won a 
competition because of the help of others, it might work in the 
opposite direction.

SWEET WINS

Make competitions teamwork



To mistakenly believe most others hold a different opinion or belief 
than you. For example, people believe others are less concerned with 
avoiding embarrassment. 

PLURALISTIC IGNORANCE

Show that non-contributors are less 
informed



Prosocial behavior can be motivated by status seeking. Increased 
visibility of prosocial acts can be beneficial in creating healthy 
competition or reinforcement. This can also backfire, by leading us 
towards less effective but highly visible acts.   

VISIBILITY BENEFITS

Help them flaunt their good deeds



If breaking a rule is perceived to be for a greater good, people tend 
to regard it as a positive. However, people strongly over-estimating 
their ability to disobey and tend to follow even unreasonable 
requests. 

PROSOCIAL DISOBEDIENCE

Confront obedience to unhelpful norms



After violating a moral norm, people have an increased likelihood to 
act prosocially. Can you provide an outlet for the good behavior? It 
also works the other way. People are often less likely to take a 
positive action if they just did. 

CONSCIENCE ACCOUNTING

Approach people after a misdeed



People who are observed doing prosocial acts for rewards are judged 
as less moral than people who do not do the act at all. Be careful 
with public awards and praise for individual actions. 

EMOTIONAL SELFISHNESS

Make rewards subtle or private



Feelings of awe increase ethical decision making, generosity and 
prosocial behavior. It makes us feel better about ourselves.  Awe 
creates a feeling of time slowing down and makes people pay better 
attention to the moment. Can your product amaze your users? Can 
you reach them at a moment of awe? 

AWE

Do something amazing



Individuals are less likely to help a victim the more other people are 
present. Can you clarify responsibility in your system? Can you 
reduce the perception of bystanders? 

There's a wide range of factors that moderate this effect: Familiarity 
with the subject, competence, level of emergency, accountability, 
ambiguity and several others. 

BYSTANDER EFFECT

Signal that it’s time to act



Moral, social or perceptual perspective taking, including in computer 
games and virtual reality simulations, might make people more 
willing to assist or cooperate. 

PERSPECTIVE TAKING

Place people in others’ shoes



The altruistic-empathic hypothesis is the idea that people help others 
out of empathy, in ways that can't be explained by only self-interest. 
Consider if you need to provide an sort of reward to motivate 
contributions. How can people empathize with others in your 
system?

ALTRUISTIC-EMPHATIC HYPOTHESIS

Trust the goodness in people



Providing rewards for behavior might reduce natural motivation to 
do the behavior. This might lead to an long-term reduction in the 
reinforced behavior. Do you tie positive outcomes to individual 
actions?

OVERJUSTIFICATION EFFECT

Don’t provide rewards



People tend to value a reward now higher than an equal reward in 
the future. This also works in reverse: a donation now is a bigger 
request than an equal donation in the future. 

INTERTEMPORAL CHOICE

Get a commitment for later



We are more likely to act prosocially if someone uses our words, 
tone and postures. This is not limited towards the mimic, but induces 
prosocial behavior in general. 

MIMICRY

Use people’s own words



People contribute to online communities in different ways, for 
different reasons. Consider if your users contribute for socializing, 
information, visibility, or altruistic reasons. Are everyone's 
motivations met? Are you optimizing for the real reason users are 
using your system?

COMMUNITY BENEFITS

Create multiple reasons to contribute



The Just World Fallacy is the belief that actions inevitably will have 
appropriate consequences. A strong belief in a just world can, 
counter-intuitively, lead to increased antisocial behavior and 
dishonesty, by providing victim blaming as a moral justification. 

JUST WORLD FALLACY

Strip them of their illusions



We are more likely to behave prosocially towards people we perceive 
as similar to ourselves. This is not limited to physical similarity, also 
social identity, values and attitudes can trigger feelings of familiarity. 
Can you emphasize - or create - similarities between people in your 
system? 

PERCEIVED KINSHIP

Make a point of any similarities



Individuals differ in how much they value the welfare of others, and 
models that assume everyone is motivated out of narrow 
self-interest tends to be too inaccurate. 

SOCIAL VALUE ORIENTATION

Expect both saints and sinners


