
Summary Chapter 7 – Explaining Tastes: The Importance of Altruism and other Nonegoistic Behavior 

 An Application of the Present-Aim Standard: Altruistic Preferences 

- Not everyone has purely selfish interests 

- People can derive satisfaction from behaviors that conflict with self-interest 

 The Strategic Role of Preferences 

- The present-aim standard of rationality lets us broaden our analysis to embrace nonegoistic 

motives whose existence is well documented 

- A strategic preference is one that helps the individual solve important problems of social interaction 

A Parable of Hawks and Doves 

- This example shows the interaction between two groups which are almost identical, their only 

difference is their aggressiveness – hawks and doves 

- The example shows the interaction in the fight for resources 

- While hawks are defectors, doves are cooperators, meaning that when two hawks meet, they fight, 

when a hawk and a dove meet, the hawk takes everything, and when two doves meet, they share 

- If hawks get -4 calories for each time two of them fight, and 12 calories when meeting a dove, and 

doves share equally 6 & 6, then the payoffs look like this: 

                                       

                                    

- The hawks and doves model is there to illustrate how the usefulness of a preference for a certain 

mode of behavior depends on the frequency with which others in the population also prefer that 

behavior 

 The Commitment Problem 

- Commitment problems are problems where people can do better if they can commit themselves to 

behave in a way that will later be inconsistent with their own material interests 

- A commitment device is a device that commits a person to behave in a certain way in the future, 

even though he may wish to behave otherwise when the time comes 

 Illustration: The Cheating Problem 

- A cooperator is someone who has developed a heritable capacity to experience a moral sentiment 

that predisposes him to cooperate 

- A defector is someone who either lacks this capacity or has failed to develop it 

- As in the hawks and doves example, our task here is to determine what will happen when people 

from the two groups are thrown into a survival struggle against one another 



(for the following assumptions, the payoffs will always be the same) 

Population Movements when Cooperators and Defectors Look Alike  

(we assume that cooperators and defectors look alike, i.e. there is no way to distinguish them from 

each other) 

- The expected payoff to defectors and cooperators depends on the likelihood of a pairing with a 

cooperator which in turn depends on the proportion of cooperators in the population 

- Imagine that c denotes the proportion of cooperators and 1-c denotes the corresponding 

proportion of defectors 

- If two cooperators meet, they both get 4, when a cooperator meets a defector, they get 0 and 6 

respectively, and when two defectors meet, they both get 2 

                                                                    

                                                              

- Just like in the hawk and dove example before, the assumption here is that both defectors and 

cooperators will reproduce in the proportion to their average payoff 

- However, as the two curves never intersect, and the average payoff of defectors is higher than that 

of cooperators, the defector population will increase while the cooperators will eventually go extinct 

Population Movements when Cooperators are easily Identified 

- If cooperators are easily identified, then no cooperator will interact with a defector. Thus get no 

payoff at all. Only defectors will be willing to interact with other defectors 

- The average payoff for cooperators will then be 4 and the average payoff of defectors will be 2 

- Payoffs will no longer depend on one’s proportion in the population 

- Cooperators, with larger payoffs, will be able to grow and increase their population, and defectors 

will therefore likely to face extinction 

Mimicry without Cost or Delay 

- If a certain “mutant” species of defectors forms which perfectly mimics the behavior of 

cooperators, then those won’t be able to tell if they interact with another cooperator or a defector, 

and the mutants will receive a higher payoff 

- Those defectors which do not show this new trait will face extinction as their payoff is still only 2. 

However, if cooperators do not adapt, they will also go extinct and only mutant defectors will remain 

Imperfect Mimicry and the Cost of Vigilance 

- Imagine both groups have the ability to distinguish another as defector or cooperator for the cost of 

1 unit 

- If the cooperator uses this ability, then his average payoff is  4 - 1 = 3  



- For cooperators, using this ability however only makes sense if the population is big enough.  

     

   
 

 
 

- Only if the population of cooperators is below 75%, the use of this ability will pay off for 

cooperators 

 Tastes not only differ, they must Differ 

- Peoples tastes not only can differ, but must differ 

- The best explanation of behavioral differences is that one assumes that people have the same 

tastes but have different incomes and face different prices 

- The commitment model suggests that one’s taste can be expanded beyond the simple egoistic 

tastes assumes in the self-interest model, but only if this tastes is advantageous in a material sense 

 The Importance of Tastes 

- The self-interest model assumes certain tastes and constraints and then calculates what actions will 

best serve those tastes 

- The inclusion of tastes that help solve commitment problems substantially alters the predictions of 

self-interest models 

- The presence of conscience predicts clearly that when interactions between people are not 

repeated, people will cheat if they know they can get away with it 

 

  


