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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the topic of altruism in the recent research literature 

of the public, private, and non-profit sectors. The top twenty most cited articles of each of the 

three sectors from 1995 to 2014 were retrieved from the Web of Science Journal Citation Report 

database and reviewed. Data was accumulated for content analysis of trends of publishing, 

changing industry viewpoints on altruism, and how altruism is referenced in these articles in 

each sector. With the results of the literary analysis, altruism can be considered a developable 

skill by organizations and that it can be encouraged through networking between the sectors.  

Altruism is also demonstrated to be more common in the nonprofit sector, based on nonprofit’s 

unique ability to attract people with higher altruistic attitudes, but altruism and other forms of 

altruism are also very prevalent in the public and private sectors.  
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Introduction 

In research, altruism can be understood in terms of psychology, human behavior, 

evolutionarily, economically, and more. This has led to multiple interpretations of altruism in the 

nonprofit sector, as well as the private and public sectors. Altruism has multiple definitions, but 

at its core it “captures a concern for others that is not linked to a concern for oneself” 

(Rutherford, 2010, p. 1033).  There are many types of altruism that have developed throughout 

different schools of thought. Some of the most common are listed in a quote from D’Souza & 

Adams next.  

Many distinct ideologies have emerged to explain altruism, namely pure and impure 

altruism (Andreoni, 1990), reciprocal altruism (Trivers, 1971), competitive altruism 

(Roberts, 1998), psychological altruism (Wilson, 1992), ethical egoism (Medlin, 1957), 

psychological egoism (Feinberg & Shafer-Landau, 2008), moral obligation (Wolfe, 

1991), ethical altruism (Caplan, 1978), rational egoism (Mueller, 1986), enlightened self-

interest (Keim, 1978), deferred gratification (Schneider & Lysgaard, 1953), 

unenlightened self-interest (Smith, 2010), effective altruism (Singer, 2010), utilitarianism 

(Mill, 2007) and consequentialism (Scheffler & Scheffler, 1994) ( D’Souza & Adams, 

2014, p. 183).  

Altruism is a trait that is represented in all three sectors. It is especially prevalent in the 

nonprofit sector as altruistic practices are a core component of the creation of nonprofits and 

foundations (Duncan, 2004). As the nonprofit sector grows exponentially, intertwinement of the 

three sectors is shown to be growing as well. This trend has exposed the concept of altruism into 

industries where it has previously never been allowed or noticed. In other words, the “move to 
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involve charities in ‘quasi-markets,’ competing to win contracts to provide public services, has 

highlighted the need for a better understanding of the economics of charities and how their 

behavior in competitive environments might differ from private firms” (Rutherford, 2010, p. 

1032). Private firm giving and nonprofit giving, while both benefit those in need and are 

philanthropic donations, stem from very different stimuli.  

The similarities and differences of charities and nonprofits as related to the other sectors 

will be explored as well as the three sectors’ current understanding of altruistic tendencies in 

employees. An extensive literature review was conducted to determine how altruism is being 

discussed across the three sectors. Articles were chosen from the Web of Science Journal 

Database from the years 1995 to 2014. The twenty top-cited articles from each sector were used 

to conduct this literature review. By choosing the highest cited articles, it is inferred that these 

articles are the most widely read and shared throughout the sector. A cross- sector comparison is 

then performed which helps determine altruistic qualities as demonstrated in the three sectors 

management. By understanding the prevalence and ways to generate altruism, businesses and 

nonprofits can essentially manipulate donors as well as better understand the motivation behind 

current giving trends. Altruistic tendencies in employees are also shown to correlate with job 

satisfaction and even work productivity in all three sectors.  

Several questions arose throughout the research process including:  Is true altruism 

possible in the workplace, and if so, how common is it? It is rare to see charitable giving with no 

expectation for a return in some manner. How does management treat altruism in their 

organizations in the three sectors? Popular image would have one believe that altruism is heartily 

encouraged at nonprofits and stamped out in business ventures, but what is the truth behind that 

image? How do public service motivation and altruism compare? With the Web of Science 
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Journal Citation Report, citation data is available for each article selected. Trends can be viewed 

for citation amounts and what year the topic of altruism was increasing or decreasing in 

popularity. 

A recent article “Altruism by Job Sector” published in 2015 by Jaclyn Piatak succinctly 

summarizes the need prompting the exploration of the topic of altruism in her introduction. An 

excerpt is included below as it equally effective in helping define the need for altruism 

investigation for this literature analysis.  

[…]Younger individuals see opportunities to engage in public service in nonprofit and 

for-profit organizations, which has undoubtedly affected the ability of government 

agencies to recruit and retain those with public service values. […] Are public and 

nonprofit employees any different from those in for-profit organizations, especially when 

it comes to public service values? Understanding why individuals engage in public 

service is arguably more important than ever as social capital and civic engagement 

decline. (Piatak, 2015, pp. 877).  

Altruism, as well as public service motivation, are two qualities a potential employee can 

possess in any of the three sectors. The literature may demonstrate that altruism is encouraged 

more for nonprofit sector employees rather than private sector employees. The literature analysis 

helps provide a better image of employee altruism in each of the three sectors, as well as the 

concept of altruism as a developable skill that can be encouraged by an organizations 

management. Employees in all three of the sectors, as demonstrated through recent cited articles, 

with higher rates of altruism and public service motivation are happier, feel as if their career has 

a purpose, and oftentimes put more effort into their work. Employees with inherent altruistic 
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tendencies are seen to gravitate towards the nonprofit sector because nonprofits are created to 

effectively cater to the needs of the individual. Networking between the three sectors is getting 

more common and is shown to be able to help develop altruism and philanthropic efforts in an 

organization’s employees and management no matter the sector.  

Statement of Methodology 

This literature analysis was done by viewing journals and reading articles from the Web 

of Science, Journal Citation Reports, a reputable and often used source in other published 

citation analyses (see for example Yang & Tsaih, 2010; Torres-Salinas, Lopez-Cozar, & Jimenz- 

Contreras, 2009; and Vanga et al., 2015). Only articles and reviews were included in the 

analysis. Terms used for searching articles included “altruism” and “altruistic behavior” as 

keywords. The default search choice was changed to make the articles choose either term, 

instead of requiring every article to include both terms. The years published were limited to 1995 

to 2014 to offer relatively recent articles, while also being able to show any trends in the citation 

of altruism. Similar terms like “charity” or “philanthropy” were not used as this analysis was 

specifically formed around the more elusive concept of altruism. The public sector subheading 

choices included the categories of “Public Administration” and “Political Science.”  The private 

sector subheadings were limited to the topics of “Business,” and “Business Finance,” and 

“Economics.”  The Nonprofit sector provided difficulties as there was no subheading choice for 

nonprofits, philanthropy, or charity. Therefore, the altruism search terms were applied and next 

the search was refined by adding in the topic of “Nonprofit” and “Non-Profit.” The articles 

chosen to be reviewed are detailed in Appendix A for the Public sector, Appendix B for the 

Private sector, and Appendix C for the Nonprofit sector. 
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Literature Analysis 

The debate over altruism continues to develop as to whether it is a born trait, learned trait, 

or not even a character trait at all and instead, simply social pressure. A common explanation for 

altruism is that people are inherently giving when presented with the right situation and social 

pressures, such as when they perceive a child in need. From “a social-psychological perspective, 

altruism is a disposition or identity” with the problem being “whether people are truly altruistic 

or whether their actions are covertly selfish in some way- a question of purity of motive” (Healy, 

2004, p.  388). Purity of motive is central to the debate of altruism, as if the action performed has 

an ulterior motive, it cannot be classified as altruistic.  

This concept of altruism and motive is explained through multiple interpretations, for 

example when “Sober and Wilson (1998) note that evolutionary biologists define altruism 

entirely in terms of survival and reproduction” (Healy, 2004, p. 388). These biologists conclude 

that a “behavior is altruistic when it increases the fitness of others and decreases the fitness of the 

actor” (Healy, 2004, p. 388). This concept of a trade-off in an altruistic action is accurate, but 

potentially less dramatic in a real life setting on a daily basis. The trade-off may simply represent 

the actor accepting no gain from an action; they do not necessarily have to have a detriment 

given to them. Even volunteers, who donate their time with no reward, are able to “derive a 

reward for their efforts, which includes opportunities to socialize” (Bowman, 2004, p. 249).  

Categories of Altruism 

Altruism is generally categorized into three kinds of altruistic giving. These include “one-

shot opportunities with no organizational context; conventional or routine actions, also with little 

in the way of formal social organization; and repeated giving managed by organizations” (Healy, 
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2004, p. 391). These different types of altruistic action generally come from a person’s response 

to a prompt as volunteerism “results from the overflowing need many people have to express 

themselves which compels them to act” (Perry et al., 2008, p. 4). Different organizations prompt 

that need in a variety of manners which then results in different forms of giving; one-shot 

temporary donations or repeated, habitual giving. Some people respond better to an urgent call 

for aid while others prefer to slowly provide monetary support to promote a legislative change to 

society. These are all forms of giving and altruism, if the giving is performed in a manner 

without ulterior motives or future plans to gain from the action.  

 Public service motivation represents a subset of altruism that directly affects a 

community and society. This type of altruism is often linked to the public sector and public 

sector employees. It can specifically be used to describe an action or even a person’s disposition. 

It is “useful for predicting outcomes that are important to public organizations and to society” 

(Perry et al., 2008, p. 1). This idea of a public service motivation is credited to “actually 

represent an individual’s predisposition to enact altruistic or pro-social behaviors regardless of 

setting” (Moynihan & Pandey, 2008, p. 3) Learning about altruism is a necessity for public and 

nonprofit organizations and, an unseen asset to the private sector. Having a better “understanding 

of public service motivation among citizens could be beneficial for conceptualizing how public 

responsibilities are devolved across our society” (Perry et al., 2008, p. 2). It is necessary to 

disassemble the roots of altruism and how it is portrayed in the different sectors to know how to 

best sustain it, as well as for how to better understand others with high altruistic tendencies.  
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Exercising altruism 

To make giving and donations more effective, nonprofits have studied manners in which 

to promote altruism in their donors and their audience in general. Nonprofits are keen to learn the 

best candidates to target that would have the highest chance for large, repeated donations. It has 

even been suggested that a quality like altruism can be thought of as “being a capacity or skill 

that becomes more available with regular use” (Healy, 2004, pp. 400). This concept encourages 

nonprofits to continue contacting donors as well as rewarding donors with feedback and 

souvenirs to keep the organization in a positive light. It is necessary to contact donors for regular 

donations because “givers seem to have latent demands to donate [in that] until they are asked, 

this demand goes unexpressed” (Andreoni & Payne, 2003, p. 793). While this is a necessary 

tactic from nonprofits it has resulted in altruism becoming “highly institutionalized” (Healy, 

2004, p. 387). Without these organizations, many altruistic actions would not happen meaning 

that “helping, giving, or caring is systematically elicited from people by organizations that are 

usually the immediate recipients of individual good will or at least, the necessary brokers for it” 

(Healy, 2004, p. 387). Furthermore, donors now have the ability to attach strings to their 

contributions in the nonprofit sector (Valentinov, 2011, p. 901). This diversion of pure altruism 

into more “self-interested behavior has resulted in a separation between the economics of charity 

and the concept of altruism, where charitable behavior has been modeled as firmly rooted in self-

interest” (Rutherford, 2010, p. 1032).  

Citation Graphs & Analysis 

The private sector overwhelmingly shows a higher amount of total citations, due to the 

fact that this sector is much larger than the public and nonprofit sectors (Appendix D). The most 

cited private sector article averaged at almost 20 citations a year, compared to the public and 
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nonprofit sector’s average of 6 (Appendix D, E, & F). This could show a rising interest in 

altruism in the private sector, except for the most cited private article is titled “Detrimental 

Effects of Sanctions on Human Altruism” by Fehr and Rockenbach in 2003. Sanctions can be 

described as economic agreements, when greed or selfishness is employed, or simply when fair 

altruism is compromised (Fehr & Rockenbach, 2003). Other popular altruism related articles in 

the business sector dealt with the topic of familial altruism and the commonality of families 

violating procedures for each other. The concept of familial misuse of altruism is a common 

topic in business sector journals and was the main topic of ten of the top twenty articles in 

Appendix B. This helps confirm that the most prevalent type of altruism in the private sector is 

familial altruism.  

There is a substantial increase in the citing of articles with the topic of altruism after 2010 

in all three of the sectors, as shown by the following three graphs (Appendix D, E, & F). The 

public and nonprofit sectors have very similar trend curves on their graphs, showing a similar 

increase in interest among the sectors (Appendix D & F). The sudden drop that occurs in the 

2015 column is not included in the analysis as the data is retrieved from 1985-2014 only, but 

when the data was acquired 2015 data had already begun to be compiled into the graph 

(Appendix D, E, & F).  

Cross Sector Similarities and Differences 

 The public sector represents a unique binding of citizenship and service to the 

community. Public sector employees seek to provide protection through military services, public 

education for posterity, as well as working for the government itself. Many concerned citizens 

often take positions or become involved to help respond to a community wide issue. This type of 
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“community involvement and participation in local administrative processes constitute [a] unique 

aspect of participatory citizenship” (Vigoda & Golembiewski, 2001, p. 279). Citizens have the 

desire to offer their time, expertise, and skill sets to help give back to the community through 

government processes which contributes to their motivation to work for the public sector. For 

“certain types of workers, besides extrinsic rewards, an important drive is a concern towards the 

social cause pursued by the organization they work for or a sense of altruism towards the welfare 

of a third party that is the recipient of the goods or services being produced in their workplace” 

(Tonin & Vlassopoulos, 2010, pp. 1086). The third party is easily represented and understood in 

the public and nonprofit sector. It has even been noted that “the beauty of public organizations 

lies in the fact that they foster expressive activities such as love, caring, empathy, and devotion” 

(Perry et al., 2008). Many of these activities are related to nonprofits as well, as it is common for 

the public and nonprofit sector to show strong links in programs and personnel as many share 

common goals. Public service motivation is usually mentioned in tandem with the public sector 

and the types of people it often employs. Employees of the public sector are often interested in 

making a difference to benefit the greater good, which would help them qualify as a high public 

service motivator. Public sector organizations have been noted to “encourage the recruitment of 

individuals with high levels of public service motivation” (Moynihan,Wright, & Pandey, 2008, 

pp.9).  High public service motivators are most definitely prevalent in the private sector as well; 

their focus is more often tuned into making a difference in one smaller instance (Moynihan, 

Wright, & Pandey, 2008). Public sector employees with high levels of public service motivation 

are more likely “to engage in whistle blowing behaviors” because they experience a greater rift 

between organization and social goals (Moynihan, Wright, & Pandey, 2008). Employees of the 
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public sector from the research performed are shown to be encouraged to display public service 

motivation to help work towards a greater good for their community.  

 The private sector’s impression of altruism is that it is not a “situationally induced motive 

but [a] general disposition (a prosocial value orientation) and [… ] they have concluded that this 

disposition is relatively rare” (Batson & Moran, 1999, p. 911). The quote from Batson and 

Moran is taken from a prominent business journal and this article was included in the above list 

of the private sector’s most cited altruistic articles. This idea would then be considered relatively 

common among the business sector; that altruism is rare and a disposition instead of a societal 

response. There are some that feel that altruism cannot belong in the business sector as it is 

understood that “some people cooperate because they feel obligated to do what is good and right 

[and that this] obligation may, however diminish in certain situations, such as in a business 

transaction” (Batson & Moran, 1999, p. 923).  Individuals are only supposed to “do others a 

favor only if they can themselves reap direct or indirect future benefits from such others” (Fehr 

& Rockenbach, 2003, p. 137). In business, “pursuit of self interest is what matters, not being 

nice, and the Golden Rule takes a new form: ‘Do unto others as you know they are trying to do 

unto you’” (Batson & Moran, 1999). To many, altruism is a quality hard to imagine in an 

economic setting where a profit is oftentimes the only goal. Therefore for many in the private 

sector, “altruism is hard to fully understand by the traditional economic view that people behave 

to maximize their own preference” (Kwon & Wen, 2010, p. 256). The “economic perspective 

treats philanthropy as discretionary altruism by undisciplined managers violating short-term 

fiduciary responsibility in being intended strategically to minimize intrusive public policy” 

(Windsor, 2006). Discretionary altruism technically falls under a type of altruism, yet it would be 

a misnomer as true altruism would not have an aspect of choice for reward. Continuing with the 
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economic perspective, “altruism may involve uncompensated or costly contributions to 

stakeholders or general welfare” (Windsor, 2006). In the business sector, philanthropy can be 

thought of as discretionary expenditures, which while accurate, does not accurately summarize 

the benefits that donating can provide. How businesses and managers handle “public policy and 

social issues describes their corporate social responsibility” (Windsor, 2006). There does seem to 

be a shift towards altruism and philanthropic efforts, as shown by in the increase in altruistic 

focused articles and the face that “three/fourths of America’s major corporations are actively 

trying to build ethics into their organizations” (Stark, 1993).  

Corporate Social Responsibility 

Positive Impacts 

 

Public Policy          Corporate  

Compliance           Discretion 

 

 

Negative Impacts 

Figure 1 Corporate Social Responsibility Chart from (Windsor, 2006, p. 107). 

 

Figure 4 depicts four possible relationships between public policy and corporate discretion and 

helps demonstrate the many intersections and similarities between the private and the public 

sector.  

Expectations of  
-positive externalities 
-altruism 

Command Corporate Duties 

Impartial moral reflection on 
-negative externalities 

Prohibit violations of stakeholder 

rights 
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The “vertical axis makes a distinction between positive social impacts and negative 

social impacts of businesses. Both society and firm can share an objective of maximizing 

the former and minimizing the latter. The horizontal axis makes a distinction between 

increasing mandatory public policy compliance and increasing unregulated corporate 

discretion. An aspect of public policy commands positive impacts as duties for welfare 

contributions to stakeholders or society. […]The upper right-hand cell is defined by 

positive impacts in a relationship to corporate discretion includes positive externalities 

(i.e. costless altruism) and various forms of costly altruism. This cell is purely 

discretionary: there cannot be a compelling corporate duty to be benevolent. Society, 

through public policy or opinion or stakeholder expectation, can only signal desirability 

of positive impacts.” (Windsor, 2006).  

Figure 4 effectively demonstrates the restraints placed upon the governmental agencies by the 

people that they serve, to create programs that can do the most good to a wide audience as well 

as the somewhat opposite lack of pressure for corporations to give. A strong desire for positive 

impacts can inspire giving and “prudent altruism can be used as a strategic tool for developing 

corporate reputation and market opportunities” (Windsor, 2006, pp. 99). 

Nonprofits, or the third sector, are given the difficult task of “[working] where the states and 

markets fail” (Goodin, 2003, p. 359). They help to bridge the gap between what the state and 

government can provide and what the private sector offers for a price. Nonprofits can offer 

services for free or for much lower prices due to their generous donors and are benefited with 

their tax-exempt status. Nonprofits themselves have “more than tripled over the past 30 years 

from just over 300,000 in 1967 to nearly 1 million organizations in 1998” and paid “employment 

in the nonprofit sector grew by 41%, more than double the overall national employment growth 
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rate” (Brickley & Van Horn, 2002, p. 227). With such recent exponential growth of nonprofits 

luckily, “private giving to charitable causes has significantly grown in the past decades […] 

more than 89% of Americans donate to charity” (Karlan & List, 2007, p. 1774).  This 

phenomenon is most definitely also due to better fund raising programs developed by nonprofits 

to increase and improve their donor relations. Nowadays “charities are not passive receptacles of 

contributions as they have so often been treated in the past, but are active players in the market 

for donations” (Andreoni & Payne, 2003, p. 811).  

 Throughout the research performed, altruism is referenced in a manner that would 

describe it as a developable skill. Altruism is referenced in the private sector as “the selfless 

regard for the well-being of others- [which] provides useful alternative explanations of human 

behavior” (Steier, 2003). This idea that altruism is a method of explaining human behavior 

allows the theory that many private sector employees are unfamiliar with altruism and 

uncomfortable with it, to grow. Altruism may be described as being relatively rare in the private 

sector, because it is more commonly referenced as discretionary expenditures. Business sector 

management should instead  realize that “[incidences] of altruism [vary] greatly, and second that 

altruism is structured, promoted, and made logistically possible by organizations and institutions 

with a strong interest in producing it“ (Healy, 2004, p. 387). Spinning altruism in a “manufacture 

to profit from” light, may potentially allow for a better understanding of the trait in the private 

sector.  

The “production of altruistic action can be thought of as a resource extraction problem for 

organizations” (Healy, 2004). High altruism in an individual, in any sector for that matter, does 

help facilitate “desirable organizational attitudes and behaviors such as job satisfaction, 

organizational commitment, and work effort” (Perry et al., 2008, p. 1). Altruism should be 
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encouraged in the individual throughout the three sectors, and furthermore, should be a common 

factor looked upon favorably in a potential job-seeking candidate. Nonprofits and the public 

sector would desire candidates with histories of volunteering, donating, and other altruistic signs, 

but a corporation can also benefit from an inherently altruistic individual.  It has been found out 

that “an altruistic worker will provide more effort, and an altruistic worker requires less 

monetary compensation” (Tonin & Vlassopoulos, 2010, p. 1086). These types of workers in the 

private sector may sponsor favors more often than true giving, but these discretionary 

expenditures with a purpose may still bring about good.  

Networking between the three sectors can help inspire successful collaborations and a 

better understanding of how altruism is a thread running through all three sectors. Different 

“sectors being accountable, each in their own complimentary way, can yield greater 

accountability across social institutions overall” (Goodin, 2003, p. 360). Nonprofits can more 

specifically address the concerns of individual consumers because “for-profit firms are 

unacceptable providers for many public goods because of their incentive to cut quality to 

increase profits” (Meyer, 1995). This is only attributed to private businesses established to run 

“purely on selfish motivations” and not organizations and for-profit firms that have a “judicious 

reliance on motivations such as empathy and principle” (Healy, 2004, pp.1280).  Nonprofits have 

a tendency to appear because “potential donors are left under satisfied with the publicly 

determined level of public goods” (Healy, 2004, pp. 1280). During networking, organizations 

have the opportunity to “create contexts for giving and so they can generate altruistic action” 

(Healy, 2004).  

Management in the public sector encourages hiring employees with public service 

motivation as these types of people care for the greater good. They commonly put extra effort 
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into their work and show more care as they have an emotional investment in the outcomes. The 

private sector displays altruism as a rare occurrence, while in reality it appears, just simply under 

another name, as discretionary expenditures. These are choice philanthropic donations given 

with good intentions, but also with the aim to receive favors or respect in return from other 

companies or from their consumers. Nonprofits help fill the gap between the public and the 

private sector. Their employees work to provide services and goods for those in need. Oftentimes 

to reach their goals they need to fundraise efficiently and maintain great donor relations. 

Altruistic employees can help reach these goals and can display more care and drive to reach 

them. Management treats altruism in the three sectors very differently. Public sector it is 

encouraged and oftentimes recognized boldly, in nonprofits it is unavoidable and necessary, and 

in the private sector it is more common than previously believed. Popular image of the private 

sector does not accurately portray the many incidents of altruism that occur in corporations and 

for profits. Philanthropic giving is greatly encouraged and better results are seen when society 

encourages that corporate giving as consumers. As the three sectors intertwine and collaborate, 

their different unique types of altruism, including discretionary expenditures, and public service 

motivation, help demonstrate multiple understandings of altruism in the workplace. Networking 

can help show employees that altruism is accepted and encouraged. By understanding that 

altruism is a developable skill, the benefits of altruistic employees in an organization, and the 

realization that different forms of altruism are present in each sector, stronger collaborations 

between all three of the sectors can be created to benefit more people.  
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Appendix A  
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Appendix B  
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Appendix C  

Nonprofit Sector Articles 
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Rand Journal 

of Economics 

The Supply of Charity Services by Nonprofit 

Hospitals - Motives and Market- Structure 

Frank, RG; Salkever, DS 59 2.36 
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Handy, F; Srinivasan, NH 16 1.45 
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Appendix D 

Public Sector with Hundreds of Citations Each Year 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Investigation of Altruism Research in the Three Sectors                26 

Appendix E 

Private Sector with Hundreds of Citations Each Year  
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Appendix F 

Nonprofit Sector with Hundreds of Citations Each Year 
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