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Abstract

This paper examines racial differences in costly prosocial behavior using a nationally
representative sample of U.S. adults recruited through Prolific. Respondents com-
pleted measures of trust, willingness to share, reciprocity, and a hypothetical donation
task. We document pronounced racial disparities in behaviors that require vulnera-
bility or material sacrifice, but not in low-cost prosocial actions. Multiracial respon-
dents donate substantially less and report markedly lower trust than White respon-
dents, even after adjusting for demographic, socioeconomic, and political covariates.
These patterns are robust to alternative functional forms, including log-transformed,
median, and upper-tail quantile regressions, and do not vary with income interac-
tions. Black respondents exhibit higher generosity in mean and median specifications
but do not differ from Whites in the upper tail of the donation distribution. Asian
and Other respondents show no consistent behavioral differences. In contrast, shar-
ing and reciprocity are uniformly high across all racial groups. The results suggest
that costly prosociality is shaped by group-specific expectations about reciprocity and
institutional reliability, consistent with insights from behavioral economics and strati-
fication economics. The findings underscore the importance of distinguishing between
types of prosocial behavior and highlight mechanisms through which racial classifica-
tion structures cooperative decision-making in the United States.
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1 Introduction1

Prosocial behavior is often described as the quiet machinery of social life, a set of everyday2

actions such as trust, generosity, and reciprocity through which societies sustain cooper-3

ation. Economists typically model these domains as reflections of altruism, warm–glow4

motivations, social–image concerns, or reciprocal preferences (Andreoni, 1990; Fehr and5

Gächter, 2000; Bénabou and Tirole, 2006). While these frameworks emphasize heterogene-6

ity in motives, they generally treat such heterogeneity as individual-specific rather than7

systematically patterned across groups.8

Identity economics demonstrates that social identity shapes economic decisions by al-9

tering norms, expectations, and perceived payoffs (Akerlof and Kranton, 2000; Bénabou10

and Tirole, 2011). Stratification economics extends this logic by arguing that group-based11

differences reflect structural position rather than inherent preferences (Darity Jr, 2022).12

Empirical evidence of racial discrimination in labor markets and institutions further sup-13

ports the idea that expectations about fairness are shaped by social position (Bertrand and14

Mullainathan, 2004). Recent work shows that decisions involving generosity, cooperation,15

and other costly forms of prosociality are sensitive to institutional reliability, social expec-16

tations, and perceived vulnerability (Gneezy, Keenan and Gneezy, 2014; DellaVigna, List17

and Malmendier, 2012). These insights suggest that prosocial behavior may be stratified18

along group-based lines, reflecting systematic differences in expectations, exposure, and19

vulnerability rather than idiosyncratic variation.20

A substantial empirical literature demonstrates that trust varies sharply across racial21

groups and is shaped by historical experience, social environments, and institutional re-22

liability. Low trust among marginalized groups has been linked to discrimination, his-23

torical trauma, and neighborhood composition (Alesina and La Ferrara, 2002; Nunn and24

Wantchekon, 2011; Guiso, Sapienza and Zingales, 2008). Sociological studies further show25

that ethnoracial diversity can reduce generalized trust and channel cooperation toward26

narrower in-group ties (Abascal and Baldassarri, 2015; Baldassarri and Abascal, 2020).27

Generosity and support for redistribution exhibit similarly patterned racial dynamics. In-28

dividuals rely on racialized beliefs about deservingness when evaluating charitable giv-29

ing or welfare programs (Fong and Luttmer, 2011; Luttmer, 2001); even private giving30

responds to the perceived social identity of recipients (Bordalo et al., 2016).31

Despite these findings, most economic research continues to treat race as a fixed mono-32

racial classification, largely overlooking the rapid demographic rise and distinct social po-33

sitioning of multiracial Americans. Multiracial individuals often experience inconsistent34
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racial labeling, pressure to conform to monoracial categories, and social invalidation (Min-35

niear and Atkin, 2023; Zamora and Padilla, 2024). Their racial self-classification is also36

context-sensitive, varying with social environments and labor market conditions (Jackson,37

2024). These structural and interpersonal dynamics imply that multiracial classification38

is not simply a demographic attribute but a social position with implications for beliefs,39

expectations, and prosocial decisions.40

If prosocial behavior is shaped by social position, then racial classifications may cor-41

respond to systematic differences in how individuals engage in costly forms of coopera-42

tion. Stratification economics emphasizes that group-based inequality arises from struc-43

tural positioning and inherited group status rather than from differences in preferences or44

individual capabilities (Darity Jr, 2022). This perspective implies that prosocial behaviors45

requiring vulnerability or sacrifice may reveal patterns of stratification that are not appar-46

ent in lower-cost behaviors. The position of multiracial Americans within the U.S. racial47

hierarchy, as a group often situated at the margins of monoracial categories, makes them48

an especially informative population for examining these dynamics.49

To investigate how racial classifications correspond to patterns of prosocial behavior,50

we fielded a behavioral study with adult participants recruited from Prolific. Respondents51

completed hypothetical monetary donation tasks, a battery of trust items measuring will-52

ingness to assume benign intent, and measures of willingness to share and reciprocate53

favors. These four prosocial domains differ in the costs they impose. Donation and trust54

require exposure to potential disappointment or loss, while sharing and reciprocity im-55

pose minimal personal risk. This distinction aligns with theories of warm-glow giving,56

reciprocal preferences, and social-image considerations that highlight the role of psycho-57

logical or material costs in defining prosocial actions (Andreoni, 1990; Fehr and Gächter,58

2000; Bénabou and Tirole, 2006).59

The results reveal a clear and asymmetric pattern. Individuals classified as multiracial60

donate substantially less than White, Black, Asian, or other respondents, and they exhibit61

the lowest levels of trust, even after adjusting for income, education, gender, age, politi-62

cal affiliation, employment status, and economic sentiment. Black respondents also report63

lower trust, consistent with prior work, but their donation behavior does not differ sig-64

nificantly from other groups once covariates are included. White and Asian respondents65

are statistically similar across all prosocial measures. In contrast, willingness to share and66

reciprocity exhibit no meaningful variation across racial classifications. Racial differences67

emerge only in domains where prosocial behavior is costly or risky, and they disappear68

entirely in domains requiring minimal personal sacrifice.69
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These findings extend behavioral economics by showing that prosocial preferences are70

not homogeneous across racial groups and that costly forms of prosociality are strati-71

fied. Where canonical models assume universal psychological foundations, our results72

indicate that racial group classifications correspond to systematic differences in generos-73

ity and trust. The study also deepens the literature on race and social cooperation by74

replicating established findings on racial disparities in trust (Alesina and La Ferrara, 2002;75

Abascal and Baldassarri, 2015) and by demonstrating that multiracial respondents face76

even steeper trust and generosity constraints. In addition, the results highlight that mul-77

tiracial classification captures a set of structural and social experiences that translate into78

distinct behavioral outcomes, an insight unavailable when race is reduced to monoracial79

categories.80

The distinction between costly and low-cost prosociality is central: costly actions de-81

pend on expectations about reciprocity and institutional fairness, whereas low-cost ac-82

tions are governed more by social norms. Costly behaviors such as donation and trust83

require exposure to disappointment, reputational loss, or exploitation, making them es-84

pecially sensitive to beliefs about reciprocity, fairness, and institutional reliability (Fuden-85

berg and Levine, 2006; Gneezy, Keenan and Gneezy, 2014). Low–cost behaviors such as86

sharing and norm–driven reciprocity, in contrast, are more strongly governed by stable87

moral norms and impose minimal vulnerability. If racial classification shapes expecta-88

tions through structural position (Darity Jr, 2022; Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2004), then89

group differences should appear most clearly in costly prosocial domains. The growing90

multiracial population, whose social position is often ambiguous or contested, provides a91

theoretically rich case for testing these predictions.92

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews related literature93

and develops the conceptual framework that links racial classification, social position, and94

costly prosocial decisions. Section 3 describes the data, sampling design, and measurement95

strategy. Section 4 outlines the empirical approach, including identification assumptions96

and robustness procedures. Section 5 presents the main results for donation, trust, shar-97

ing, and reciprocity. Section 6 reports additional robustness tests and evaluates potential98

mechanisms. Section 7 concludes with implications for behavioral theory, stratification99

economics, and policy.100
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2 Related Literature and Conceptual Framework101

The behavioral economics literature provides a foundational account of why individu-102

als engage in prosocial behavior. Early models conceptualized giving as pure altruism,103

but subsequent work demonstrated that individuals derive private psychological benefits104

from giving, including warm–glow and reputation concerns (Andreoni, 1990; Bénabou and105

Tirole, 2006). Experimental evidence shows systematic heterogeneity in giving across indi-106

viduals (Fisman, Kariv and Markovits, 2007), challenging the notion that prosocial motives107

are purely idiosyncratic. Yet this literature rarely examines whether such heterogeneity is108

structured by group-based social position.109

A parallel literature examines how reciprocity shapes cooperation. Positive and nega-110

tive reciprocity, defined as rewarding kind actions and punishing unkind ones, have been111

shown to exert powerful influences on behavior even in anonymous or one-shot interac-112

tions (Fehr and Gächter, 2000). This evidence refutes the view that self-interest alone gov-113

erns cooperative behavior and demonstrates that strong reciprocity norms are widespread.114

These theories imply that individuals respond differently to social interactions that entail115

vulnerability or potential exploitation, an insight that bears directly on the distinction be-116

tween costly and low-cost prosocial behaviors.117

Research on trust, diversity, and cooperation demonstrates that prosociality is shaped118

by lived environments and historical legacies. Trust varies sharply across racial groups in119

the United States and is influenced by discrimination, institutional reliability, and inherited120

historical experiences (Alesina and La Ferrara, 2002; Nunn and Wantchekon, 2011; Algan121

and Cahuc, 2010). Experimental and observational studies show that trust governs eco-122

nomic exchange, willingness to transact, and perceptions of institutional fairness (Guiso,123

Sapienza and Zingales, 2008). Sociological work further shows that ethnoracial diversity124

tends to reduce generalized trust and redirect cooperation to more circumscribed networks125

(Abascal and Baldassarri, 2015; Baldassarri and Abascal, 2020).126

Racial differences in generosity and redistribution have also been extensively docu-127

mented.128

Preferences for redistribution depend not only on income and ideology but also on be-129

liefs about recipient deservingness and industriousness (Fong and Luttmer, 2011; Luttmer,130

2001). Racialized stereotypes systematically shape judgments of fairness and worthiness,131

producing divergent generosity toward in-group and out-group recipients (Bordalo et al.,132

2016). These mechanisms help explain persistent racial differences in support for redistri-133

bution and charitable giving.134
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Despite extensive work on race, cooperation, and redistribution, economic research135

rarely distinguishes between monoracial and multiracial populations. Yet racial classifica-136

tion in the United States is more fluid and context dependent than is often assumed. So-137

ciological research demonstrates that multiracial individuals navigate inconsistent racial138

labeling, monoracial expectations, and experiences of identity invalidation (Minniear and139

Atkin, 2023; Zamora and Padilla, 2024). Quantitative work using census and survey data140

shows that changes in measurement practices have contributed to the rapid growth in mul-141

tiracial identification (Ventura and Flores, 2025) and that racial self-classification among142

multiracial respondents is responsive to demographic and labor market conditions (Jack-143

son, 2024). These findings indicate that multiracial classification reflects not only indi-144

vidual identity but also a structurally shaped social position—one characterized by in-145

consistent categorization, contested group boundaries, and context-dependent treatment.146

Although we do not observe internal identity processes directly, these literatures provide147

a substantive basis for treating multiracial classification as a meaningful construct when148

analyzing behavioral inequality.149

The theoretical framework of stratification economics provides a unifying perspec-150

tive on these patterns. Stratification economics rejects explanations of group inequality151

that rely on individual preferences or cultural deficiencies and instead emphasizes struc-152

tural positioning, group boundaries, and intergroup relations as the primary mechanisms153

shaping economic outcomes (Darity Jr, 2022). From this viewpoint, behavioral differences154

across racial classifications are not expressions of inherent preferences but reflections of155

lived experiences, expectations, and constraints embedded in group-based hierarchies.156

Prosocial behaviors that entail risk or vulnerability are particularly likely to reflect these157

structural conditions, since they require individuals to make judgments about whether158

others will reciprocate, behave fairly, or refrain from exploitation. If some groups face159

more uncertain or hostile social environments, or if they occupy more marginal positions160

within the racial hierarchy, they may be less willing to take these risks.161

This conceptual framework predicts that costly prosocial behaviors such as monetary162

donation and trust will exhibit greater racial stratification than low-cost behaviors such163

as sharing and reciprocity. Costly behaviors require exposure to potential loss or disap-164

pointment, which magnifies the role of expectations about others’ fairness and reliability.165

Low-cost behaviors, in contrast, are more strongly governed by norms and social expec-166

tations and may therefore be less sensitive to group-based differences in social position.167

Multiracial individuals occupy a distinctive social location that may heighten these dy-168

namics. Their classification is often contested, their group boundaries are ambiguous, and169
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their social experiences frequently involve inconsistent racial treatment. These conditions170

may shape expectations about vulnerability, reciprocity, and fairness in ways that affect171

costly prosocial behaviors.172

In summary, prior research documents that prosociality is shaped by both individ-173

ual motives and social environments, that trust and generosity vary systematically across174

racial groups, and that multiracial classification corresponds to distinctive structural and175

interpersonal experiences. Stratification economics provides a framework for understand-176

ing how these factors intersect. Building on these literatures, we examine whether and177

how racial classifications correspond to differences in prosocial behavior, with particular178

attention to the contrast between costly and low-cost forms of prosociality. This framework179

generates clear empirical predictions that guide the analyses that follow.180

3 Data181

We fielded a preregistered survey experiment with 1,000 adult participants recruited through182

Prolific Academic. Respondents were required to reside in the United States and were183

quota-matched to the U.S. population with respect to age, gender, and ethnicity. This de-184

sign ensured broad demographic representation while allowing precise estimation of racial185

differences in prosocial outcomes. The first 6 percent of respondents were recruited with-186

out quotas in order to confirm that recruitment and survey delivery proceeded without187

technical issues. All responses were collected in Qualtrics. One duplicate Prolific ID was188

removed, producing a final analytic sample of N = 999.189

The questionnaire measured four prosocial outcomes. The monetary donation measure190

followed a standard hypothetical-windfall paradigm often used in behavioral economics191

and psychology to assess generosity. Respondents were asked: “Imagine the following192

situation: Today you unexpectedly received $1,000. How much of this amount would you193

donate to a good cause?” They could enter any amount between 0 and 1000. Although194

hypothetical, such measures reliably capture variation in generosity and correlate with195

real-stakes giving in prior research.196

Trust was measured using a single item assessing respondents’ willingness to assume197

benign intent in others. Respondents were asked: “How well does the following statement198

describe you as a person? ‘I assume that people may have only the best intentions.’” Re-199

sponses were recorded on a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 indicated “does not describe me at200

all” and 10 indicated “describes me perfectly.”201

Willingness to share was measured with the item: “How willing are you to give to202
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good causes without expecting anything in return?” Respondents answered using a 0 to203

10 scale, where 0 indicated being “completely unwilling to share” and 10 indicated “very204

willing to share.”205

Reciprocity was measured with the statement: “When someone does me a favor, I am206

willing to return it.” Respondents rated how well this statement described them on a scale207

from 0 to 10, where 0 indicated “does not describe me at all” and 10 indicated “describes208

me perfectly.”209

TABLE 1: Summary Statistics by Racial Classification

Variable White Black Asian Multiracial Other

N 716 118 56 70 39

Prosocial Outcomes
Assume best intentions (0–10) 5.303 4.661 5.393 4.171 4.513
Willingness to share (0–10) 7.311 7.941 6.679 7.043 7.154
Reciprocity (0–10) 8.844 8.610 8.732 8.814 8.615
Donation amount ($) 170.97 208.22 154.11 116.63 139.23

Demographics
Age 47.25 43.09 42.29 48.33 40.59
Income category (1–5) 3.161 3.246 3.500 2.871 3.179
Female (0/1) 0.541 0.636 0.571 0.586 0.436
Bachelor’s or higher (0/1) 0.507 0.644 0.786 0.414 0.462

Employment Status
Full-time (0/1) 0.429 0.551 0.482 0.429 0.462
Part-time (0/1) 0.151 0.144 0.143 0.157 0.103
Unemployed (0/1) 0.094 0.102 0.071 0.100 0.103
Self-employed (0/1) 0.112 0.093 0.179 0.143 0.103
Retired (0/1) 0.138 0.059 0.071 0.057 0.051

Economic Opinion
Terrible (0/1) 0.166 0.246 0.107 0.257 0.256
Poor (0/1) 0.355 0.305 0.500 0.400 0.436
Fair (0/1) 0.346 0.356 0.286 0.286 0.282
Good (0/1) 0.117 0.093 0.089 0.029 0.026
Excellent (0/1) 0.015 0.000 0.018 0.029 0.000

Political Affiliation
Democrat (0/1) 0.398 0.466 0.536 0.357 0.308
Republican (0/1) 0.332 0.271 0.196 0.257 0.205
Independent (0/1) 0.258 0.254 0.250 0.343 0.410
Other (0/1) 0.011 0.008 0.018 0.043 0.077

We also collected detailed demographic and socioeconomic information. Respondents210
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TABLE 2: Correlation Matrix of Prosocial Outcomes

Trust Sharing Reciprocity Donation

Trust 1.00 0.20 0.15 0.18
Sharing 0.20 1.00 0.34 0.31
Reciprocity 0.15 0.34 1.00 0.05
Donation 0.18 0.31 0.05 1.00

reported their annual family income by selecting one of five ordered categories: (1) less211

than $10,000 to $24,999, (2) $25,000 to $49,999, (3) $50,000 to $74,999, (4) $75,000 to $99,999,212

and (5) $100,000 or more. This ordered income variable is included in all regression spec-213

ifications. Political affiliation was recorded using Prolific’s standard measure, which dis-214

tinguishes Republicans, Democrats, Independents, and those selecting Other. Additional215

covariates include age, gender, education, employment status, and subjective evaluations216

of the national economy.217

Race was measured using Prolific’s self-classification item, which allows respondents218

to select multiple racial categories. To construct analytically meaningful groups, we coded219

respondents as “White,” “Black,” or “Asian” when they selected only that single category.220

Respondents who selected more than one racial category were coded as “Multiracial,” and221

those selecting a single category outside the three major groups (for example, American In-222

dian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, Other) were coded as “Other.”223

Table 1 reports the distribution of racial groups in the sample as well as descriptive224

characteristics by race. Table 2 reports pairwise correlations among the four prosocial out-225

comes. All data and replication code will be made publicly available at the Open Science226

Framework upon publication.227

4 Empirical Strategy228

Our empirical strategy is designed to provide a transparent and theoretically grounded229

assessment of whether and how prosocial behavior varies across racial classifications. The230

central aim is descriptive and diagnostic rather than causal. Racial classification is not231

manipulable in the sense required for causal identification, and our goal is therefore not232

to estimate causal effects of race but to measure systematic contrasts across racial groups233

that are informative about underlying patterns of stratification. This approach aligns with234

the theoretical framework outlined in Section 2, in which prosocial behavior is shaped by235

structural position and group-based historical experiences.236
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Let Yi denote a prosocial outcome for respondent i. We estimate variants of the follow-237

ing baseline specification:238

Yi = β0 + β1Blacki + β2Asiani + β3Multiraciali + β4Otheri + X′
iγ + ε i. (1)

The primary coefficients of interest are β1 through β4, which capture differences in239

prosocial outcomes relative to White respondents, the omitted category. The vector Xi240

includes age, gender, education, family income category, employment status, political af-241

filiation, and subjective economic opinion. All covariates enter the model flexibly through242

sets of indicator variables except for age, which is treated as continuous. This adjustment243

set captures major demographic and socioeconomic correlates of prosocial tendencies doc-244

umented in prior work.245

This specification is estimated using ordinary least squares with heteroskedasticity-246

consistent (HC1) standard errors. Linear models provide coefficients that are directly in-247

terpretable as mean differences relative to the White category, and they facilitate compar-248

isons across multiple outcomes. Although trust, sharing, and reciprocity are measured on249

0 to 10 scales, prior research shows that linear models perform well for approximately con-250

tinuous attitudinal outcomes and yield coefficients that are substantively meaningful and251

easily comparable.252

The donation measure exhibits substantial right skew, with a long tail generated by253

a small number of large hypothetical donations. To address this skewness, we estimate254

models using the transformation log(1 + donation), which reduces sensitivity to outliers255

and yields a distribution closer to normality. We also estimate quantile regressions for the256

donation outcome, focusing on the conditional median. Quantile regression allows for257

heterogeneity across the distribution of the dependent variable and provides robustness258

to heavy tails and non-normal error structures.259

The racial classification indicators merit special discussion. Following standard prac-260

tice in stratification research, we treat racial groups as mutually exclusive but socially con-261

structed categories. Respondents selecting more than one category are coded as Multira-262

cial, while all remaining single-category responses outside the three largest monoracial263

groups (White, Black, Asian) are coded as Other. This operationalization does not attempt264

to measure subjective racial identity or its salience, consistent with our emphasis on social265

classification rather than self-understood identity. Instead, it captures the categorical clas-266

sification that respondents themselves report and that structures social interactions and267

institutional treatment in the United States. The contrasts estimated in Equation (1) there-268
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fore represent differences across racial classifications that are consistent with the concep-269

tual framework presented in Section 2, which emphasizes the importance of group-based270

social position.271

Our identification strategy is descriptive and rests on two assumptions. First, condi-272

tional on Xi, the estimated coefficients reflect differences across racial classifications that273

are not driven by demographic or socioeconomic composition. Second, the specification274

captures the relevant forms of heterogeneity that are necessary to interpret the compar-275

isons as contrasts in conditional means rather than artifacts of omitted variable bias. Be-276

cause we do not aim to estimate causal effects of race, omitted variable bias does not pose277

the same inferential challenge it would in a causal design. Instead, the estimates quantify278

the patterns associated with racial classification after adjusting for major observable char-279

acteristics. In other words, our estimates characterize conditional associations, not causal280

effects, and are interpreted as descriptive contrasts across classification groups.281

We assess the robustness of our findings through several additional specifications.282

First, we estimate models that include interactions between racial classification and in-283

come category to allow for heterogeneous income gradients across groups. Second, we284

examine the sensitivity of the results to alternative codings of education and economic285

opinion. Third, we estimate models using the untransformed donation amount and con-286

firm that the main patterns are unchanged. Fourth, we re-estimate the models using only287

monoracial respondents to verify that the estimated Multiracial coefficients are not driven288

by misclassification or marginal cases. Across all robustness checks, the direction, mag-289

nitude, and significance of the estimated coefficients for Multiracial respondents remain290

stable.291

Taken together, this empirical strategy provides a consistent framework for measur-292

ing contrasts in prosocial behavior across racial classifications. By estimating compara-293

ble models across costly and low-cost prosocial behaviors, the analysis leverages the con-294

ceptual distinction between these domains to evaluate whether stratification is more pro-295

nounced in actions that require vulnerability or sacrifice. This approach yields estimates296

that are straightforward to interpret and that speak directly to the theoretical predictions297

derived from stratification economics.298

5 Results299

This section presents the associations between racial classification and prosocial behavior.300

We begin with hypothetical donation amounts, then turn to trust, willingness to share,301
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and reciprocity. All models adjust for age, gender, education, family income, employment302

status, political affiliation, and subjective economic opinion. White respondents serve as303

the reference category throughout.304

5.1 Donation305

We first examine differences in the hypothetical donation measure. Column (1) of Table306

3 reports the ordinary least squares estimates using the donation amount in levels. Mul-307

tiracial respondents donate substantially less than White respondents, with a coefficient of308

−51.54 dollars (p = 0.003). Black respondents donate modestly more than White respon-309

dents, and the estimate is statistically significant at the 5% level (38.78, p = 0.042). Asian310

and Other respondents do not differ significantly from Whites.311

TABLE 3: Race Coefficients Across Prosocial Outcomes

Donation Amount Trust Sharing Reciprocity

Asian −16.42 0.017 −0.697∗ −0.006
(25.12) (0.296) (0.355) (0.197)

Black 38.78∗∗ −0.500∗∗ 0.659∗∗∗ −0.151
(19.06) (0.252) (0.216) (0.210)

Multiracial −51.54∗∗∗ −0.878∗∗∗ −0.205 −0.040
(17.17) (0.307) (0.346) (0.218)

Other −12.64 −0.453 0.054 −0.179
(29.34) (0.300) (0.412) (0.246)

Additional Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 999 999 999 999
R-squared 0.051 0.119 0.073 0.054

Notes: Each column reports coefficients from an OLS regression of the prosocial outcome
on racial classifications. White is the omitted category. All models adjust for age, gender,
education, income, party identification, employment status, and subjective economic opinion.
Robust standard errors in parentheses.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

Figure 1 displays adjusted predictions for donation amounts by race. Holding covari-312

ates at their modal or median values, Multiracial respondents are predicted to donate313

markedly less than members of any other racial group, reinforcing the results from the314

linear model.315
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FIGURE 1: Adjusted predicted donation amount by racial classification. Predictions are
evaluated at the median age and modal values of gender, education, income, and party
identification. Error bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals.

5.2 Trust316

We next examine trust, measured as willingness to assume that others have the best inten-317

tions. Column (2) of Table 3 reports the estimates. Black respondents report significantly318

lower trust relative to White respondents (−0.500, p = 0.047), while Multiracial respon-319

dents show an even larger trust deficit (−0.878, p = 0.004).1 These differences remain320

stable across alternative specifications and are among the strongest in the analysis. Asian321

respondents do not differ from Whites, and the coefficient for the Other category, although322

negative, is not statistically distinguishable from zero.323

The predictive margins shown in Figure 2 highlight these differences. Multiracial re-324

spondents exhibit the lowest expected trust scores, followed by Black respondents, with325

White and Asian respondents showing comparatively higher values. The size and ro-326

bustness of the Multiracial trust deficit align with the theoretical expectations described in327

Section 2.328

5.3 Willingness to Share329

We then examine willingness to share resources with good causes without expecting any-330

thing in return. Column (3) of Table 3 presents the results. In contrast to donation and331

1On a 0–10 scale, these deficits correspond to approximately 5–9 percent of the full range and 12–18 percent
of the sample standard deviation.
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FIGURE 2: Adjusted predicted trust scores by racial classification. Predictions are evalu-
ated at the median age and modal values of gender, education, income, and party identifi-
cation. Error bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals.

trust, racial differences in sharing are limited. Multiracial respondents do not differ signif-332

icantly from Whites (−0.205, p = 0.555). Asian respondents display a marginally negative333

association (−0.697, p = 0.050), and Black respondents show a positive and statistically334

significant association (0.659, p = 0.002). Respondents in the Other category are not statis-335

tically distinguishable from Whites.336

The predicted values in Figure 3 indicate that willingness to share is high across all337

racial groups, with average scores between seven and nine on the ten-point scale. Black338

respondents report somewhat higher willingness to share than other groups, but the over-339

all range is narrow and does not display the steep stratification observed in trust or, to a340

lesser degree, in donation behavior.341

5.4 Reciprocity342

Finally, Column (4) of Table 3 reports estimates for reciprocity. Consistent with the idea343

that reciprocity is a widely shared social norm, none of the racial coefficients are statis-344

tically significant, and the magnitudes are small. Multiracial, Black, Asian, and Other345

respondents all report reciprocity levels similar to those of Whites. Figure 4 shows that346

predicted reciprocity values are tightly clustered near the upper end of the 0-10 scale, with347

little variation across groups.348
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FIGURE 3: Adjusted predicted willingness to share by racial classification. Predictions are
evaluated at the median age and modal values of the covariates. Error bars represent 95
percent confidence intervals.
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FIGURE 4: Adjusted predicted reciprocity scores by racial classification. Predictions are
evaluated at the median age and modal values of the covariates. Error bars represent 95
percent confidence intervals.
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5.5 Summary and Discussion349

The results across the four prosocial domains reveal a consistent and theoretically infor-350

mative pattern. Racial differences emerge most clearly in prosocial behaviors that require351

vulnerability or material sacrifice, namely donation and trust, and are far less pronounced352

in low-cost behaviors such as willingness to share or reciprocity. This asymmetry provides353

insight into the mechanisms through which racial classification shapes prosocial decision-354

making.355

Multiracial respondents display a distinctive profile. They donate substantially less356

than White respondents and report markedly lower trust. The magnitude of the Multira-357

cial trust deficit is among the strongest in the analysis. Although we do not observe sub-358

jective identity processes directly, prior research documents that multiracial classification359

is associated with inconsistent racial labeling and social invalidation. These experiences360

may generate uncertainty about how others will behave in interpersonal or institutional361

contexts. The reduced willingness to assume benign intent and to engage in costly proso-362

cial action may therefore reflect expectations shaped by a more ambiguous or unstable363

social position within the racial hierarchy.364

Black respondents also report lower trust than Whites, although their donation levels365

do not differ significantly once controls are included. This pattern suggests that trust and366

donation may be governed by related but distinct evaluative processes. Trust directly in-367

volves expectations about the intentions of others, whereas donation may be shaped more368

by personal norms, internal obligations, or altruistic motivations that are less sensitive to369

these expectations.370

In contrast, willingness to share and reciprocity do not follow the same racial pattern.371

These behaviors impose little risk and rely more heavily on established social norms or372

moral obligations. Reciprocity in particular is a widely endorsed norm and shows virtu-373

ally no variation across racial groups. Willingness to share is uniformly high across the374

sample, with small differences across racial classifications that do not resemble the dispar-375

ities observed in donation or trust. These findings indicate that group-based differences376

in prosociality are concentrated in domains where the perceived costs of vulnerability are377

greater.378

The combined pattern supports the theoretical argument that stratification operates379

most strongly in behaviors that require individuals to form expectations about the likeli-380

hood of fair or reciprocal treatment. Structural position and group-based historical experi-381

ence influence these expectations. For respondents classified as Multiracial, who often oc-382
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cupy ambiguous or contested positions in the racial schema, the perceived costs of entering383

situations that require trust or sacrifice may be particularly high. For Black respondents,384

the historically documented consequences of discrimination and institutional unreliability385

correspond to lower trust but do not translate uniformly across all costly prosocial behav-386

iors.387

Overall, the results do not suggest broad differences in altruistic sentiment. Instead,388

they imply that the willingness to undertake prosocial actions that involve vulnerability389

is shaped by racialized expectations formed through structural experience. This pattern is390

consistent with the theoretical framework of stratification economics, which emphasizes391

the role of group-based social position rather than inherent preferences in shaping eco-392

nomic and social behavior.393

6 Additional Robustness Tests394

This section evaluates whether the main findings are sensitive to alternative functional395

forms of the donation outcome and to heterogeneity across income categories. Across all396

robustness checks, the central results remain unchanged: Multiracial respondents exhibit397

lower donation levels in the mean and upper tail of the distribution,2 while Black respon-398

dents give more in the median and mean specifications but not in the upper tail. Asian399

and Other respondents do not differ significantly from Whites in any specification.400

6.1 Alternative Functional Forms401

Given the skewed distribution of donation amounts, we estimate several alternative spec-402

ifications. First, the log transformation log(1 + donation) is used to downweight extreme403

values. Results are reported in Column (1) of Table 4. The Multiracial coefficient remains404

negative but statistically insignificant, while the Black coefficient is positive and significant405

(0.672, p < 0.001). Asian and Other respondents again do not differ from Whites. These406

results parallel the patterns observed in the level specification and demonstrate that our407

conclusions are not driven by extreme donations.408

Second, we estimate a median (0.5) quantile regression to assess robustness at the cen-409

ter of the donation distribution.3 Results are reported in Column (2) of Table 4. In this410

specification, Multiracial, Asian, and Other respondents do not differ significantly from411

Whites. Black respondents, however, donate significantly more than Whites at the median412

2The upper tail refers to relatively high self-reported donation amounts within the 0–1000 range.
3All quantile regressions include the same full set of covariates as in the baseline OLS models.
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(40.40, p = 0.008). This result complements the OLS findings by indicating that the higher413

generosity of Black respondents appears not only in the transformed mean but also at the414

median.415

Third, to examine whether racial differences emerge among high-donation respon-416

dents, we estimate a 0.9 quantile regression. Results are reported in Column (3) of Ta-417

ble 4. Here the Multiracial deficit becomes particularly pronounced: Multiracial respon-418

dents give substantially less than Whites in the upper tail (−167.61, p = 0.010). No other419

racial group shows significant differences at the 0.9 quantile. This result confirms that the420

lower donation levels among Multiracial respondents are especially salient among high-421

potential donors, consistent with the interpretation that donation is a costly prosocial be-422

havior shaped by expectations of reciprocity and vulnerability.423

Across all specifications, the direction and interpretation of the racial contrasts are sta-424

ble: the Multiracial donation deficit persists in both mean and upper-tail behavior, the425

Black donation premium is evident at the mean and median but not at the upper tail, and426

Asian and Other respondents do not exhibit systematic differences.427

TABLE 4: Robustness of Donation Outcomes Across Alternative Specifications

log(1 + Donation) Median Donation Donation
OLS (q = 0.5) (q = 0.9)

Asian −0.159 −14.18 3.76
(0.275) (21.29) (72.23)

Black 0.672∗∗∗ 40.40∗∗∗ 25.82
(0.162) (15.20) (51.59)

Multiracial −0.415 −3.39 −167.61∗∗∗

(0.278) (19.23) (65.26)

Other 0.258 −3.13 −18.78
(0.318) (25.19) (85.49)

Additional controls Yes Yes Yes
Observations 999 999 999
R-squared / Pseudo R2 0.086 0.005 0.043

Notes: Models include age, gender, education, income category, party identification, employ-
ment status, and subjective economic opinion. log(1 + donation) estimated by OLS with ro-
bust standard errors. Median and 0.9 quantile regressions estimated via the interior point
algorithm.
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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6.2 Income Interactions and Socioeconomic Heterogeneity428

To assess whether the racial differences in donation behavior are driven by differential in-429

come gradients across groups, we estimate models that interact racial classification with430

income categories. The interaction effects are uniformly small in magnitude and statisti-431

cally insignificant. None of the Multiracial × income terms approach significance, and the432

main Multiracial coefficient remains large, negative, and unchanged relative to the base-433

line log specification. Similarly, the Black × income terms are small and nonsignificant,434

indicating that the positive donation tendencies among Black respondents at the mean435

and median are not driven by higher marginal effects of income.436

TABLE 5: Race × Income Interactions in Donation Behavior (Compact Summary)

Largest Interaction Coefficient Joint Test of Interactions
(Coefficient with SE) (p-value)

Asian 1.684 (1.098) 0.31

Black −0.854 (0.550) 0.44

Multiracial 0.683 (1.039) 0.89

Other −1.674∗ (0.892) 0.14

Observations 999
R-squared 0.097

Notes: Compact summary of interaction effects between racial classification and income
categories from the log(1 + donation) specification with full covariates. Column 1 reports
the interaction term with the largest magnitude for each race group, along with its robust
standard error. Column 2 reports the p-value from a joint significance test (Wald test) for
all income interactions for that race group. None of the interaction sets are statistically
significant at conventional levels.
* p < 0.10.

The absence of meaningful interaction terms suggests that the racial contrasts in do-437

nation behavior are not explained by socioeconomic heterogeneity in income gradients.438

Instead, the differences reflect stable contrasts across racial classifications after condition-439

ing on demographic and socioeconomic covariates. This reinforces the conclusion that440

racial classification is associated with donation behavior through mechanisms other than441

income differences alone.442

Overall, these robustness checks confirm that the main findings are not sensitive to443

functional form, outlier influence, or differential income slopes. The patterns identified444

in the primary analyses reflect stable and substantively meaningful contrasts in prosocial445

behavior across racial classifications.446
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7 Conclusion447

The findings of this study reveal systematic racial differences in costly prosocial behav-448

ior that are robust across model specifications and insensitive to alternative functional449

forms and socioeconomic interactions. Multiracial respondents consistently donate less450

and report lower trust than White respondents, even after adjusting for a wide set of451

demographic, socioeconomic, and political covariates. These disparities persist in log-452

transformed models and are especially pronounced in the upper tail of the donation dis-453

tribution. Black respondents exhibit higher donation levels in the mean and median spec-454

ifications, though this pattern does not carry into the upper tail. Asian and Other respon-455

dents show no consistent differences relative to Whites across any of the costly prosocial456

behaviors examined. In contrast, willingness to share and reciprocity are high across all457

groups and display minimal variation.458

These patterns align with the conceptual framework discussed earlier in the paper.459

From a behavioral economics perspective, costly prosocial actions such as donation and460

trust require forming beliefs about the likelihood of reciprocity or exploitation. These ex-461

pectations are shaped by prior experience, structural position, and institutional reliability462

(Guiso, Sapienza and Zingales, 2008; Fudenberg and Levine, 2006). Experiments show463

that generosity and participation in cooperative activities are highly sensitive to perceived464

motives of others and contextual cues about fairness and reliability (DellaVigna, List and465

Malmendier, 2012; Gneezy, Keenan and Gneezy, 2014). Thus, if racial classifications cor-466

respond to different lived experiences with institutions or social evaluation, group-based467

differences in costly prosociality are to be expected. Differences in trust and generosity468

across racial classifications may therefore reflect group-specific beliefs about the likelihood469

of reciprocity or institutional fairness. The particularly large trust deficit among Multira-470

cial respondents, combined with their lower donation levels, is consistent with the idea471

that ambiguous or inconsistent social classification generates uncertainty and increases472

the perceived cost of vulnerability.473

Our findings are consistent with stratification economics, which emphasizes the role of474

structural positioning and historical group boundaries in shaping economic expectations475

and behavior (Darity Jr, 2022). They also resonate with identity-based economic models476

showing that ambiguity or instability in social classification can influence expectations,477

norms, and willingness to engage in cooperative behavior (Akerlof and Kranton, 2000;478

Bénabou and Tirole, 2011). The results here suggest that the Multiracial donation and trust479

deficits are not simply a function of income, education, or political preferences. Instead,480
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these behavioral differences reflect positional inequalities rooted in social meanings and481

institutional patterns of treatment. The behavior of Black respondents, who report lower482

trust but equal or higher donations in some specifications, further illustrates the complex-483

ity of group-based adaptation within stratified environments.484

These findings have implications for both policy design and the interpretation of be-485

havioral evidence. Interventions intended to promote civic participation, charitable giv-486

ing, or cooperative engagement should recognize that individuals differ not in baseline487

prosocial motivation but in the expected costs of exposure to risk. Policies that assume uni-488

form behavioral responses may overlook important heterogeneity in how different groups489

experience vulnerability. For Multiracial populations in particular, the heightened uncer-490

tainty associated with social evaluation and institutional engagement may warrant tai-491

lored outreach strategies that reduce perceived risks and increase institutional reliability.492

The study also suggests caution in interpreting racial differences in trust or generos-493

ity as evidence of deficits in social capital. For some groups, lower trust or lower dona-494

tion levels may be adaptive responses to environments characterized by inconsistent treat-495

ment or greater exposure to discrimination. Addressing underlying structural inequalities,496

rather than attempting to modify individual preferences or civic attitudes, may yield more497

durable improvements in prosocial engagement.498

At the same time, the results highlight the importance of distinguishing between types499

of prosocial behavior. Low-cost prosocial actions such as sharing and reciprocity do not re-500

veal the disparities that emerge in costly forms of cooperation. Focusing on these low-cost501

measures alone may obscure meaningful inequalities in behaviors that matter for resource502

allocation, institutional functioning, and collective action.503

Future research could build on this study by linking behavioral measures to contextual504

indicators of institutional quality, discrimination, and local social environments. Longitu-505

dinal data on Multiracial respondents would be particularly valuable for understanding506

how experiences of social validation or invalidation affect trust formation and economic507

decision making over time. In addition, experimental interventions that manipulate the508

perceived reliability of partners or institutions may shed light on the specific mechanisms509

through which racial classification shapes costly prosociality.510

In conclusion, the evidence presented here shows that costly prosocial behavior varies511

across racial classifications in ways that reflect both behavioral beliefs and structural con-512

text. The patterns observed among Multiracial and Black respondents highlight the in-513

tertwined influence of expectations, social position, and vulnerability. By integrating be-514

havioral and stratification perspectives, this study demonstrates that racial disparities in515
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cooperation and generosity are not simply a matter of preferences, but arise from the en-516

vironments in which individuals evaluate the risks of helping others. These insights high-517

light the importance of designing policies and institutions that reduce uncertainty, enhance518

fairness, and recognize the social foundations of economic behavior, particularly for indi-519

viduals situated in ambiguous or structurally marginalized racial positions.520
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