
 

Page 1/2 

Communications 
 

Media Relations 

Phone: +41 44 634 44 67 

Fax: +41 44 634 23 46 

mediarelations@kommunikation.uzh.ch 

www.media.uzh.ch 

 

News Release 

 

Zurich, 10. Juli 2017 

 

Generous people live happier lives  
 
Generosity makes people happier, even if they are only a little generous. People who act 

solely out of self-interest are less happy. Merely promising to be more generous is enough to 

trigger a change in our brains that makes us happier. This is what UZH neuroeconomists 

found in a recent study. 

 

What some have been aware of for a long time, others find hard to believe: Those who are concerned 

about the well-being of their fellow human beings are happier than those who focus only on their own 

advancement. Doing something nice for another person gives many people a pleasant feeling that 

behavioral economists call a warm glow. In collaboration with international researchers, Philippe 

Tobler and Ernst Fehr from the Department of Economics at the University of Zurich investigated how 

brain areas communicate to produce this feeling. The results provide insight into the interplay 

between altruism and happiness.  

 

Even a little generosity makes people happier  

In their experiments, the researchers found that people who behaved generously were happier 

afterwards than those who behaved more selfishly. However, the amount of generosity did not 

influence the increase in contentment. "You don't need to become a self-sacrificing martyr to feel 

happier. Just being a little more generous will suffice," says Philippe Tobler.  

 

Before the experiment started, some of the study participants had verbally committed to behaving 

generously towards other people. This group was willing to accept higher costs in order to do 

something nice for someone else. They also considered themselves happier after their generous 

behavior (but not beforehand) than the control group, who had committed to behaving generously 

toward themselves. 

 

Intent alone suffices to cause neural changes 

While the study participants were making their decision to behave or not to behave generously, the 

researchers examined activity in three areas of the participants’ brains: in the temporoparietal junction 

(where prosocial behavior and generosity are processed), in the ventral striatum (which is associated 

with happiness), and in the orbitofrontal cortex (where we weigh the pros and cons during decision-

making processes). These three brain areas interacted differently, depending on whether the study 

participants had committed to generosity or selfishness.  

 

Simply promising to behave generously activated the altruistic area of the brain and intensified the 

interaction between this area and the area associated with happiness. "It is remarkable that intent 

alone generates a neural change before the action is actually implemented," says Tobler. 
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Benefit from the promise to behave generously 

"Promising to behave generously could be used as a strategy to reinforce the desired behavior, on 

the one hand, and to feel happier, on the other," says Tobler. His co-author Soyoung Park adds: 

"There are still some open questions, such as: Can communication between these brain regions be 

trained and strengthened? If so, how? And, does the effect last when it is used deliberately, that is, if 

a person only behaves generously in order to feel happier?" 

 

Literature:  

Soyoung Q. Park, Thorsten Kahnt, Azade Dogan, Sabrina Strang, Ernst Fehr, and Philippe N. Tobler. 

Nature Communications. July 11, 2017. DOI: 10.1038/ncomms15964 

 

 

About the experiment 

 

At the beginning of the experiment, the 50 participants were promised a sum of money that they 

would receive in the next few weeks and were supposed to spend. Half of the study participants 

committed to spending the money on someone they knew (experimental group, promise of 

generosity), while the other half committed to spending the money on themselves (control group). 

 

Subsequently, all of the study participants made a series of decisions concerning generous 

behavior, namely, whether to giving somebody who is close to them a gift of money. The size of the 

gift and the cost thereof varied: One could, for example, give the other person five francs at a cost 

of two francs. Or give twenty francs at a cost of fifteen. While the study participants were making 

these decisions, the researchers measured activity in three brain areas: in the temporoparietal 

junction, where prosocial behavior and generosity are processed; in the ventral striatum, which is 

associated with happiness; and in the orbitofrontal cortex, where we weigh the pros and cons during 

decision-making processes. The participants were asked about their happiness before and after the 

experiment.  

 

The experiment was carried out in the Laboratory for Social and Neural Systems Research (SNS 

Lab) in the Department of Economics. The research was supported by the Templeton World Charity 

Foundation.  
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