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I believe that every person wants to do good. I think we all share a desire to think of ourselves as 
‘good’ and that doing good makes us happy. So what holds us back?  
 
After writing this I noticed I got sidetracked somewhat and the structure isn’t great. So be warned 
. 
 
 
1. Lack of emotional response  
The distant doesn’t feel close. 
 
In the end, I think we are emotional creatures sometimes behaving rationally, not the other way 
around. This works well for altruism if a friend/relative of us has a problem, or we see a child 
drowning on our way to work. But in the current society I think most of these direct, emotion 
provoking acts of altruism are no longer required as we become ever more self-sufficient, everything 
gets more safe and care has been delegated to professionals. 
 
On the other hand the opportunities opportunities to do good on a larger scale are increasing. But 
unfortunately emotions aren’t all that good with scale and definitely not good with what we cannot 
see. 
 
There are two examples where we see this barrier at work. First is in case there is a large natural 
disaster, it is all over the news and various shows on the television are collecting money. This 
extensive coverage brings the distant closer and (at least in the Netherlands) we see much money 
being donated. Another example is breast cancer. Many people know someone who has (or has had) 
breast cancer and we see significant amounts being donated. Much more than is being donated to 
colon cancer for example, even though the number of deaths for both are similar (or even higher for 
the colon cancer). But paradoxically since colon cancer has a relatively low survival rate and 
relatively low incidence, it is less well known and therefore less emotionally appealing and therefore 
gets less money. 
 
 
2. Lack of urgency 
Person 1: how are you doing? 
Person 2: Good, a little busy, but it is OK. 
 
Feels familiar? I guess so. many of us feel (are?) busy. I will first look into something which might 
cause this feeling of busy, then I will look at the link between feeling busy and our overprioritization 
of the urgent, third I will briefly look into the un-urgency of altruism and finally we will look into a 
small example of this barrier at work. 
 
When I was young I always thought that if you have enough money you can do anything you want! 
Later I realized that money doesn’t make you happy and I figured that if you have enough time you 
can do anything you want! Recently I realized that (just) having time and doesn’t make you happy. 
Time without the mental energy to follow a purpose and/or to fill that time, leads you to less often 
enjoy the pleasant satisfied collapse after a day of hard work. Nowadays I believe that if you have 
enough mental energy (whatever the exact definition might be) you can do anything you want!  
 
Although I might be proven wrong again, I do think we tend to overestimate the importance of time 
and money as resources. As humans we are also limited by our mental energy/passion. This also 
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explains why some people seem to have 30 hours in a day and claim to be ‘not so busy’ and others 
complain they are busy because they worked for 8 hours and even had to cook afterwards!  
 
It makes sense to see our limited mental energy as a significant barrier because if we believe people 
have a desire (i) to do altruistic, have the money (ii) to do altruistic (they buy large televisions and go 
on expensive holidays so I guess so), have the time (iii) to do altruistic (the average US citizen 
watches 4 hours a day, so I guess they have the time) so it must be something else (limited mental 
energy!). 
 
The limited mental energy might be one of the explanations why we feel busy; we plan to fill our 
time: not realizing that our mental energy will run out long before our time does. Also we might feel 
busy even when we’re not, we/I feel drained and ‘not into it’.  
 
This feeling of being busy at the moment leads us to prioritize the urgent over the important and the 
things which capture your attention over the rest. Although one might argue that altruism is urgent 
it isn’t “your boss will scream in your face tomorrow if you don’t” kind of urgent. In his book 
‘originals’ Adam Grant states that the the #1 determinant of the effectiveness of an altruistic speech 
is the focus on urgency. 
 
We can see our ‘limited mental energy’ at work at organ donation rates. Generally in countries 
where you have to put in effort (about 10 minutes) to become a donor the donation rates are much 
lower than in countries where you have to put in effort NOT to be a donor. Because people are/feel 
busy they never really get triggered to take action. This also explains why people asking for a 
donation on the street can be succesful (because it might cost more energy NOT to donate than it is 
to donate) (want to read more similar to this? Search for ‘nudging’). 
 
 
3. A step forwards might feel like a step backwards 
 
Although I believe that generally people become happier as they behave more altruistic I believe 
there are (at least) three reasons why this isn’t always the case. 
 
First of all, healthy humans subconciously employ many tricks to keep self-image and self-esteem 
intact. Although this leads to things like 93% of the US citizens rating themselves as being in the top 
50% safest drivers, it also leads to a happy population. Unfortunately for altruism these tricks allow 
persons to downplay the importance of certain altruistic acts they are not partaking in. Furthermore 
once they are (slightly) partaking in some acts it is much harder to keep the self-delusion of not 
caring intact because people want to feel consistent and either believe the altruistic act is important 
or it is not (this need for inner consistency is sometimes called cognitive dissonance). So while not 
being vegetarion might feel normal, being 10% vegetarian might feel more like being 90% not 
vegetarian which paradoxiaclly might make you feel like a less altruistic person. 
 
Second, altruism might take effort or might involve doing an activity which people will not like. This 
is pretty obvious but I wanted to mention it for completeness sake. 
 
Finally, a sense of fatalism might make any effort at altruism feel very futile and therefore feel more 
depressing than empowering. If you cannot solve something you will just feel useless trying. This 
sense of fatalism is similar as to why so many people choose not to vote. 
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4. Lack of a clear path 
 
Continuing on this limited mental energy from section 2. I believe there are (at least) 2 things which 
take a lot of energy: i. ignoring/subduing emotions and ii. making choices. We will look at the 
second. 
 
Scientific research shows that sometimes more options will result in more postponing of the choice 
and people more often just sticking to the default choice. They call this decision paralysis (or analysis 
paralysis). This effect gets stronger as transparancy decreases and importantance increases. 
 
Altruism really fits into ‘intransparant’ and a lot of choices. A lot of people wonder what will happen 
with their money (intransparant). And if you decide to donate there are hundreds of different causes 
with all different charities, with all websites which say their cause is the most important in the world 
(many choice options). Even if you manage to decide between this you still have multiple options to 
donate (membership vs one-time vs… whatever).  
 
I think we al know how hard it is to make choices. I think if you look back at the days you worked 
hardest, you’ll notice you had a clear path, and the days you felt most ‘useless’ were the days where 
there was not a clear path. 
 
5. The end 
 
This is a small list of things which I believe are barriers to altruism. It certainly isn’t complete. 
Furthermore removing barriers aren’t our only options to increase altruistic behaviors (somehow 
harnessing social proof?).  
 
The common theme in these is that as humans we are even more limited by our mental energy and 
self-image-preserving-tricks than our time or money. Although knowing this is the case doesn’t solve 
it, hopefully it is a start. 
 
How would you solve all these problems? I think designing altruism for trust, simplicity and ensuring 
one step forward feels like one step forward are the most important. Focussing on emotions can 
help but we need to do it in such a way that avoids increasing the guilt of not doing more. 
 
If you are interested in how to change behavior I recommend the book ‘Switch’ by Dan and Chip 
Heath. 
 
Any feedback is always welcome: elivian@feedback.nl 


