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Abstract

What drives prosocial behavior and how it can be shaped through education
interventions? This paper examines whether reading literary fiction can causally
influence prosociality. In a pre-registered field experiment, university students were
randomly assigned to one of two four-week extracurricular courses: a fiction-reading
curriculum or a placebo course focused on behavioral science. After the intervention,
participants took part in experimental sessions featuring incentivized economic games
and psychological scales. We find evidence that the fiction course increases prosocial
behavior, primarily through higher altruism and greater trustworthiness. The effects
appear to reflect shifts in individual preferences rather than updates in social
norms. While empathy does not change and perceived closeness decreases, we find
suggestive evidence that fiction increases transportation and attention to what makes
others unique—consistent with a social cognition mechanism centered on valuing
individuation rather than self-other overlap. These findings contribute to the growing
literature on how narrative experiences shape social behavior and offer paths for future
interventions to increase prosociality.
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1 Introduction

“It is for this reason that art in general, literature especially (...) is not exactly favored by
the (...) masters of the masses (...) into the little zeros with which [they] tend to operate,
art introduces a “period, period, comma, and a minus”, transforming each zero into a tiny

human, albeit not always pretty, face.”

Nobel Lecture (1987), Joseph Brodsky

The notion that reading literary fiction is associated with desirable individual behavior is
widespread in moral philosophy (Brodsky, 1987; Keen, 2007; Nussbaum, 1990; Zunshine,
2006). Yet this relationship may be non-causal: people who choose to read fiction could
differ systematically from those who do not, generating a pure selection effect (Dubourg &
Baumard, 2023). This article uses tools from experimental economics and behavioral science
to address this concern. We ask whether participation in a guided fiction-reading curriculum
causally affects prosociality, understood as behaviors and judgments that favor others’
welfare, and we use a combination of incentivized behavioral measures and psychological
scales to shed light on the mechanisms.

A large empirical literature documents correlations between fiction reading and prosocial
outcomes, but rigorous causal evidence remains limited. Some meta-analysis suggest a small
positive effect of fiction reading on social cognition—an umbrella that encompasses theory
of mind and empathy (Dodell-Fedder & Tamir, 2018) and short-run gains in theory of mind
after reading literary fiction (Kidd & Castano, 2013). At the same time, recent randomized
studies that extend the intervention horizon and broaden outcomes have reported null effects
on social outcomes, highlighting the need for designs that both strengthen identification
and clarify mechanisms (Dodell-Feder et al., 2025). Our study contributes to this debate
with a randomized field intervention implemented as an extracurricular course, and with
outcomes that emphasize revealed-preference behavior rather than survey responses alone.
Specifically, we use random assignment to a fiction-reading course (treatment) or to a parallel
non-fiction course on behavioral science (placebo). Both courses consist of four 90-minute
in-person sessions delivered over four weeks by instructors who are experts in their fields.
The courses are designed to equalize attention and participation while isolating the role of
literary narrative,

A common hypothesis is that literary fiction can shape prosocial attitudes and behaviors
by strengthening social cognition—most prominently empathy (“can I feel what you feel?”),
narrative immersion or transportation (“can I be pulled into the story?”), and theory of mind
(“can I imagine what you think?”) (Dodell-Fedder & Tamir, 2018; Green & Brock, 2000a;
Kidd & Castano, 2013). We adopt this broad view, but we also emphasize an additional
mechanism that is less commonly measured in experimental work on fiction reading: a shift
in how individuals represent the other in the first place. Specifically, engaging with literary
narratives may increase the tendency to perceive others as distinctive, individuated persons
rather than as interchangeable members of a category.



This uniqueness/individuation channel (“can I attend to what makes you unique?”) is
conceptually related to classic work on stereotyping and impression formation, where
individuated processing is contrasted with categorical processing (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). It
also aligns with arguments in literary essays that fiction can foster attention to the specificity
of persons and situations, making it harder to reduce individuals to generic types (Brodsky,
1987; Keen, 2007; Nussbaum, 1990; Zunshine, 2006). Importantly, individuation is not
the same as self-other overlap (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992): instead of making others
feel closer to the self, it predicts greater attention to the specific features that differentiate
individuals and weaker reliance on categorical heuristics—ultimately, the kind of attention
Brodsky (1987) evokes when an empty circle (a zero) is transformed, by literature, into
a human face: not necessarily pretty, nor even fully comprehensible. Motivated by these
ideas, our measurement strategy combines standard measures of empathy, immersion and
closeness (Transportation and the Inclusion of Other in the Self scale, IOS) with a perceived
uniqueness/individuation scale.

A simple way to understand this mechanism is to think of prosocial action as depending
on the weight an individual places on another person’s payoff. In that view, fiction need
not increase prosociality by uniformly making others feel closer or more similar. Instead,
due to the richness of stories and psychologically textured characters, it may change the
distribution of social weights by making some image of others more behaviorally salient in
ways they otherwise would not be. Put differently, literary fiction may reduce the tendency
to treat others as generic types and increase the probability that they are perceived as
psychologically specific individuals whose welfare enters decision-making. This framework
implies that prosociality can rise together with greater attention to individual differences,
more complex representations of others’ behavioral motives, and less reliance on simple
interpretations of others, even if self-other overlap does not increase.

Our main empirical finding is that exposure to literary fiction increases prosocial behavior
in economically meaningful ways. Relative to the placebo course, participants assigned to
the fiction-reading curriculum give more in the dictator game and return a larger share as
trustees in the trust game. By contrast, we do not detect an increase in trusting behavior by
first movers, and no robust effects in the ultimatum or third-party punishment game, where
strategic considerations and counter-punishment are salient. Taken together, the behavioral
pattern is one of greater altruism and greater trustworthiness, rather than a generalized
change in strategic behavior. In line with the conceptual framework above, this is consistent
with fiction changing the conditions under which another person’s welfare enters the choice
problem.

A second result concerns the source of these behavioral changes. Using incentive-compatible
elicitation of personal norms, empirical and normative social expectations, we find that
the treatment effects are more consistent with shifts in individual preferences than with
broad updating of perceived social norms. In particular, fiction-treated students become
more generous and more trustworthy even though we do not observe changes in second-
order beliefs about how others behave. At the same time, they become somewhat more
permissive in their own judgment about the lack of trust and expect others to be more



permissive regarding unfair behavior in the third-party punishment game. This suggests
that the intervention does not operate through tightening of prosocial norms; if anything, it
points to a mechanism in which participants place greater behavioral weight on others welfare
while also adopting a less disapproving attitude toward deviations from what is considered
normative behavior.

Our mechanism results are consistent with narrative immersion fostering social imagination
and, in turn, a greater valuation of others’ individuality, rather than with an increase in
moral self-perception, empathy, or closeness to others. First, we find evidence that the
fiction-reading course leads to higher narrative immersion and transportation into stories,
which is consistent with the course developing participants’ ability to read better, engage
more cognitively with social stories, and imagine more fully the world being narrated.
However, we find no change in either affective or cognitive empathy. Second, the IOS and
social connectedness patterns do not support a “closeness” account: if anything, treated
participants report lower overlap with several others, especially when those others are socially
unfamiliar. When we examine more closely what might explain this increase in perceived
distance, we find treated participants are more likely to form multifaceted explanations of
human behavior. In particular, they are more aware of the interdependencies and causes
underlying others’ behavior, more comfortable with the ambiguity of others’ motivations,
and more likely to recognize that fully understanding another person requires effort. In
short, other’s behavior becomes less reducible to default interpretations. Finally, a new scale
developed in the paper to measure the extent to which participants value the uniqueness
of others provides suggestive evidence that fiction increases attention to what differentiates
one person from another. These findings support the idea that literary fiction may foster
prosociality not by making others feel more like the self, but by making them harder to
reduce to a generic type and easier to see as psychologically specific individuals. Linking
this back to the theoretical framework, fiction-reading makes the social representation model
of others richer, and their welfare becomes more relevant in determining one’s own utility.

Our paper contributes to several strands of the literature. The first contribution is
methodological, we complement standard self-report outcomes with a revealed-preference
approach. Much existing work relies on questionnaires administered during or immediately
after reading, which makes it difficult to disentangle changes in preferences and norms from
priming or social desirability. We therefore measure prosocial behavior using incentivized
economic games, and we separately elicit social norms using the coordination-based method
of Krupka and Weber (2013). This framework allows us to evaluate not only whether
prosociality changes, but also whether any change is better interpreted as a shift in personal
preferences or as an updating of empirical and normative social expectations. Using this
approach, we find that participants in the fiction-reading treatment sent more in the dictator
game and returned a larger share as trustees in the trust game than those in the control group,
indicating increased altruism and trustworthiness (with no significant change in trusting
behavior as first movers). They also relaxed their personal norm against returning less
than half in the trust game and believed that others would view such low returns as more
acceptable.



Second, our design helps speak to persistence. Participants engage with the intervention
across multiple sessions and complete behavioral assessments beyond the immediate reading
context, which reduces the likelihood that results are driven purely by short-lived priming
effects. This matters because the persistence of fiction-reading effects remains an open
question in the broader literature (Dodell-Fedder & Tamir, 2018). In our data, some
effects—particularly the increase in attention to individual differences—are larger only at the
immediate measure and not at the four-week follow-up, suggesting that certain perceptual
shifts may emerge immediately rather than consolidate gradually. This temporal pattern
reinforces the value of designs that extend measurement beyond the intervention window.

Additionally, recent work in economics has emphasized that prosocial behavior is not a fixed
trait but a malleable component of preferences shaped by information and experience. A
leading example is Andries et al. (2024), who study empathy formation using immersive
virtual reality. They show that combining neutral information with an emotionally salient
experience increases charitable giving and pro-immigration attitudes, and argue that this
effect operates through increased perceived similarity: individuals become more empathetic
when they are able to experience others’ hardship as if they were “in their shoes.” One
should note that it can work in the opposite direction, increasing xenophobia (Braun, 2022).
In a complementary framework, Enke (2025) conceptualizes prosociality in terms of moral
universalism— understood as to what degree a person’s altruism is invariant to the identity
of others— documenting systematic heterogeneity in how broadly individuals extend moral
concern beyond in-groups and find it is correlated with historical economic incentives such
as tightness of kinship networks and irrigation practices.

A related strand of the literature highlights the role of beliefs and narratives in shaping
prosocial attitudes and policy preferences. Alesina et al. (2018) and Stantcheva (2022)
show that support for redistribution and generosity depends critically on beliefs about
effort, luck, and deservingness, and that narratives and information can durably affect these
beliefs. Alan et al. (2023) show that strengthening meritocratic beliefs increases effort while
reducing altruism toward individuals perceived as responsible for their outcomes. Historical
and educational evidence further suggests that exposure to morally charged narratives can
induce persistent value change (Figueroa & Fouka, 2023; Hartinger et al., 2026; Natalia
Amaya & Hosie, 2024). Our contribution differs from these approaches by identifying a
distinct cognitive mechanism. Rather than increasing empathy, perceived similarity, or
the scope of moral concern, exposure to literary fiction increases attention to individual
differences, weakening categorical representations of others. This individuation channel
operates independently of responsibility attribution and belief updating, and provides a
micro-foundation for how narrative experiences can shape prosocial preferences. The work
of Nagel (1970) develops a similar hypothesis, arguing that “altruism itself depends on a
recognition of the reality of other persons and on the equivalent capacity to regard oneself
as morally one individual among many.”

Finally, this paper relates to broader work on educational interventions that seek to shift
socially beliefs and behaviors at early ages (Alexander Cappelen & Tungodden, 2020). One
approach in this domain is to design curricula that explicitly develop perspective-taking and



prosocial values. Our intervention aligns with this agenda by treating fiction as a laboratory
for developing socio-emotional skills relevant to prosociality, and by pairing the curriculum
with incentivized measures of prosocial behavior. In doing so, we bridge insights from
the humanities and behavioral science, illustrating that literary education can measurably
influence how people act toward others.

2 Conceptual framework

A simple way to organize our interpretation is to model prosocial behavior as depending on
a latent social weight placed on the other person’s payoff which is informed by the social
representation model they have about others.! Suppose an individual chooses a prosocial
action a that is costly to the self and beneficial to another person. Let utility be

u(a | B) = —cla) + Al ba),  [Bl4 = max{p,0},

where ¢(a) is the cost of prosocial action, b(a) is the benefit to the other, and 3 captures the
extent to which the decision-maker takes the other’s welfare into account, which is drawn
from a representation social model s given by distribution F,. When g < 0, the other
representation does not enter utility and prosocial action is minimal, when g > 0, the other
becomes psychologically textured, thus behaviorally relevant.

We interpret fiction not necessarily as increasing the average level of concern for others, but
as changing the distribution of this social weight. In particular, fiction may make social
representations richer, so that other persons who would otherwise be treated as generic or
interchangeable are instead processed as distinct individuals. In the model, this corresponds
to fiction-reading induced social representation model Fr becomes a mean-preserving spread
of the social model in the absence of fiction-reading Fo: treatment increases dispersion in
how much weight is placed on others without necessarily shifting the mean. Under standard
curvature assumptions (convexity of the cost and concavity of the other person’s payoff),
this increases expected prosociality because the optimal action a*(3) is convex in f.

This framework also yields testable implications for mechanisms. First, if fiction increases
the frequency with which others’ stories cross the threshold into behavioral relevance
(8 > 0), then prosocial behavior should rise even in the absence of changes in social
norms (see Proposition (1)). Second, if richer social representation reduces reliance on
generic interpretations, then treatment should be associated with finer categories people use
to interpret others together with an increase in attributional complexity regarding others’
behaviors and reason dispersion regarding their motivations (Proposition (2)). Third, the
framework does not require higher self-other overlap: if fiction works by making others
more distinct rather than more similar, then prosociality may increase even when closeness
measures such as IOS remain unchanged or decline and scales related to attention to
individuality increase (Proposition (3)).

!The formal version of this argument is found in Appendix A.2.



3 Experimental design

All the design was preregistered in the AEA RCT Regisry (AEARCTR~0015996). Partic-
ipants were recruited via an email invitation to participate in a course about behavioral
science, literature and its applications to daily life 2. This invitation was purposely wide
to include both our treatment and placebo courses in a way that no participant could feel
deceived, reducing both attrition and selection.

The experiment was conducted in two waves with a total of 344 student participants (N =
344) recruited at Universidad de los Andes (Bogotd, Colombia). The first wave (n = 58)
ran from late April to May 2025 and drew participants from the Economics Department’s
online laboratory pool while the second wave (n = 286) ran from October to November
2025 and was open to undergraduates across the university. Both waves included the same
four one and a half hour sessions of guided reading. Before the first session all participants
were asked to fill an Entrance Survey with demographic and question about their reading
habits and opinion on the effect of fiction reading in attitudes. Participants were randomly
assigned (in roughly equal proportions) to one of two study arms (literary-fiction treatment
vs. behavioral-science placebo).

The treatment arm consisted of a literary fiction reading course titled “Mejora Tu Lectura
Literaria”, developed in collaboration with Paredro Leo and facilitated by a Ph.D. in
Literature. This course is mainly an introductory course focused on cultivating fiction reading
as a habit. Participants read and discussed selections of Colombian fiction (novel excerpts
and short stories in Spanish), with an emphasis on understanding each character as a unique
individual and reflecting on characters’ emotions and perspectives. As its names suggests,
the course was intended to make participants better readers that could move from just a
mere evaluative reading in which the reader can only say if it enjoys the story told to a
more involved one, in which there is a deep personal identification with the reading material.
Of course, text where designed to generate this transition with fiction materials that where
close to the lived experience of participants®. As we will develop later on, we are not arguing
that any curriculum of fiction readings can increases prosociality. We are arguing that a well
chosen set of reading materials read with the guidance of an expert can have tangible effects
on prosociality.

The first session is guided by two questions: Why we read? and What do we read for?
(In Spanish: s Por qué y para qué leemos?). A classical text by Louise Mary Rosenblatt? is

2The full text sent in Spanish is as follows: La Facultad de Economia de la Universidad de los Andes te
invita a participar en un curso sobre ciencias del comportamiento, literatura y aplicaciones en la vida diaria.
Figure 2 shows the actual email sent

3As one person commented during one of our presentations: the selected works are hard to read, in
the sense that they involve talking about the history of political violence that Colombia has had in recent
decades

4The text assigned is the Spanish translation, naturally:La literatura como exploracién, Louise Mary
Rosenblatt, FCE, 2003. The original text is Literature as Exploration (New York: D. Appleton Century
Co., 1938)



used as a canonical conception of what literature can do. The firs of the seven possibilities
discussed is the creation of the necessary moral imagination that democracy need in its
citizens Figure 19, and that is presented as the basis for the rest of the course. A few
examples of texts are discussed in order to discuss what elements make a text literary. The
second session of the treatment arm is based on the premise that the explicit goal of literature
is to allows us to know the other from the inside. In this session the discussion is centered
on what makes for a good reader, and thus for good literature. This is translated to the
discussion of the elements of a good literary piece, and the course start by discussing the
different types of literary narrators, and the initial paragraphs of some classical novels ( Lolita,
Infinite Jest) are used as examples. The third session is dedicated to further enriching the
notion of increasing empathy through literary reading. The role of imagination is emphasized
as the vehicle that permits the reader to connect with others even without having the same
experiences themselves. In this session literature is put in dialogue with other art forms,
particularly photography and painting (examples used are related to the representation of
political violence also seen in the literary texts and the, see Figure 20). Remember, that in
the third session a quiz of reading comprehension and a prize is given for the higher scores.
The fourth session is a summary session that connects all the text discussed with recent
advances in neurosciences and the explicit idea that fiction reading can create mindfulness.
This is shown in connection to the work of Richard J. Davidson, and the course shows how
reading can create Awareness, Insight, Connection and Purpose.

In contrast, the control arm received a placebo course titled “Curso de Cliencias del
Comportamiento”, taught by two Ph.D. economists. The placebo curriculum covered
fundamentals of behavioral science—topics such as decision theory, cognitive biases, social
preferences, nudges, and behavioral interventions. Readings for the control course were
drawn from general-audience texts in behavioral economics and psychology (e.g., popular
excerpts from Kahneman and Thaler), with no fictional narratives or literary immersion
included. A guide to the content of each course can be seen in the Appendix of this paper,
and the full course materials are available on the accompanying texts. The course was
designed not to cover any of the experimental games in detail, nor was any discussion of the
existence of them in the final session.

Sessions were held in small-group seminar format, with an average of 45 students per session.
In the third session, participants completed an incentivized quiz on the course reading
material (to encourage thorough engagement). Key outcome measures were collected at
the end of the final session (immediately post-intervention) and then again in a follow-up
session approximately four weeks later. Note that both the treatment and the placebo arm
are bundled treatments in which there are guided discussions of the material with an expert
on the field. It is guided reading, not reading in itself that can have effects on behavior.



3.1 Incentivized experimental games and norm elicitation

Immediately after the final course session, or in a follow-up session four weeks later,
participants completed a set of incentivized economic games that capture complementary
components of prosociality—altruism, trust, trustworthiness, strategic fairness, and norm
enforcement. Subjects faced half of the games in the session immediately after the course
and the rest in the follow-up (we randomly vary this order). Decisions were anonymous and
implemented for money using a token system. Participants in both treatment conditions
were compensated if they participated in at least three course sessions (USD22 approx.),
and they could earn additionally a maximum of USD16.5 for their decisions in each of the
experimental sessions.

Dictator game. To measure altruism, we implemented a standard dictator game (Forsythe
et al., 1994). In the role of Player 1, participants decided how many tokens (0-10) to transfer
to an anonymous Player 2, keeping the remainder. In the role of Player 2, participants stated
their incentivized empirical expectation about the most common transfer made by Player 1
participants.

Trust game. To measure trust, trustworthiness, and reciprocity, we implemented the
canonical investment (trust) game (Berg et al., 1995). As Player 1 (trustor), participants
chose how many tokens (0-10) to send to Player 2. The amount sent was multiplied threefold
before reaching Player 2. As Player 2 (trustee), participants made return decisions using
the strategy method for all possible amounts sent by Player 1. We also elicited incentivized
Player 1 beliefs about how much other trustors typically send, and Player 2 beliefs about
the most common amount sent by trustors.

Ultimatum game. To measure strategic fairness and acceptance thresholds, we imple-
mented the ultimatum game (Giith et al., 1982). As proposer (Player 1), participants chose
an offer (0-10) from 10-tokens. As responder (Player 2), participants indicated whether
they would accept or reject each possible offer, using the strategy method, which allows
us to recover a typical minimum acceptable offer. We elicited incentivized beliefs about the
most common offer made by proposers and about the typical responder acceptance threshold.

Third-party punishment game. To measure fairness norm enforcement, we imple-
mented a third-party punishment paradigm (Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004). Participants made
decisions both as an allocator (Player 1) in a dictator-type allocation to Player 2 and as an
observer (Player 3) who could spend tokens to reduce Player 1’s payoff after observing the
allocation, under a fixed punishment technology where one token allocated to punishing
Player 1 reduced their payoffs by three.Using the strategy method, Player 3 specified
punishment levels contingent on all possible allocations. We also elicited incentivized beliefs
about typical punishment as well as the most common amount sent by Player 1.



Personal norms and normative expectations. To distinguish changes in private
preferences from changes in perceived social norms, we elicited both self-reported personal
norms and normative social norms. For the former, participants rated how appropriate they
considered a focal deviation (e.g., giving less than half in the dictator game; sending less
than half in the trust game; punishing “too little” in the third-party game) on a 1-4 scale
from “very inappropriate” to “very appropriate”. For eliciting normative social norms, we
followed the coordination-based method of Krupka and Weber (2013). For each relevant
behavior, participants rated how socially appropriate they considered the same deviation
and were told they would be paid if their response matched what most other participants
would answer for the same question.

3.2 Psychological scales

To shed light on mechanisms, participants also completed psychological scales designed
to capture immersion and social-cognitive mechanisms emphasized in the fiction-reading
literature (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Green & Brock, 2000a).

Narrative transportation. We measured narrative immersion using the Transportation
Scale (Green & Brock, 2000a). Participants completed the scale after reading the short story
“El hijo” by Horacio Quiroga, allowing us to test whether the fiction-reading curriculum
increased the extent to which participants felt absorbed by a narrative.

Narrative engagement. To capture broader engagement with narratives beyond
transportation—including attentional focus, emotional involvement, and perceived
realism—we administered a Narrative Engagement scale (Busselle & Bilandzic, 2009).
Items are answered on a Likert scale and aggregated (after reverse-coding where applicable)
so that higher values indicate greater engagement with the narrative experience.

Inclusion of other in the self (I0S). To measure perceived closeness, we administered
the Inclusion of Other in the Self (IOS) pictorial scale (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992).
Participants reported perceived closeness to a set of social targets (e.g., family, close
friends, strangers, classmates, neighbors, and people with different socioeconomic or political
backgrounds) by choosing among progressively overlapping self-other circles.

Loneliness. We measured perceived social isolation using the UCLA Loneliness Scale
(Version 3) (Russell, 1996). The instrument consists of 20 items answered on a 1-4 frequency
scale (“never” to “always”), with positively worded items reverse-coded so that higher scores
indicate greater loneliness.
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Perceived uniqueness/individuation. To capture an individuation orientation—the
tendency to perceive others as distinctive individuals rather than interchangeable category
members—we administered a 10-item Perceived Uniqueness scale developed for this study,
informed by the individuation-versus-categorization framework (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990).
The items capture endorsement of people’s unique qualities, attention to differentiating
details, reliance on context when forming impressions, and resistance to stereotype or
category-based thinking. We pre-specified two measures: (i) a broad Uniqueness Orientation
index (mean of all items, after reverse-coding), and (ii) an Attention to Individual Differences
subscale (two items) that isolates explicit attentiveness to what makes one person different
from another. Appendix Table 12 reports full item wording and coding.

Moral identity (self-importance of morality). To measure the extent to which moral
traits are central to the self-concept, we administered the Moral Identity Scale (Aquino &
Reed, 2002). Following the standard structure of the instrument, participants evaluate a set
of moral traits and then respond to items capturing the centrality of these traits, typically
separating internalization from symbolization; higher values indicate a more central moral
identity.

Attributional complexity. We measured individual differences in the tendency to form
multifaceted explanations of human behavior using the Attributional Complexity Scale
(Fletcher et al., 1986). The scale comprises 28 statements answered on a bipolar agreement
scale; items are combined so that higher values indicate greater attributional complexity.

Reading the Mind in the Eyes Test (RMET). To measure affective theory of mind
from minimal cues, we administered the revised Reading the Mind in the Eyes Test (Baron-
Cohen et al., 2001). Participants select which of four mental-state terms best matches the
expression conveyed by the eye region in each item. Responses are scored as correct /incorrect
and summed, so higher values indicate higher RMET performance.

4 Main results

In this section we present the main empirical results of the experiment. Unless otherwise
noted, we pool both experimental waves and estimate treatment effects using a specification
that includes controls for wave, the session in which the outcome was measured, and the
baseline characteristics reported in Table 18. This allows us to increase precision while
preserving the randomized comparison between the fiction-reading and placebo arms.

We begin by showing that the sample is balanced across treatment conditions. The
first exercise is presented in Table 18, which shows that observable characteristics are
statistically similar between the Treatment and Placebo groups. As expected given the
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recruitment setting, the sample is relatively young and disproportionately drawn from
upper socioeconomic strata, which is natural for a private university in Bogotd. The
entrance Survey completed before the intervention included participants’ pre-treatment
reading habits. This is important because the experiment could otherwise be capturing
pre-existing differences in reading exposure rather than the effect of the courses themselves.
As shown in the table, the treatment group reports slightly higher average reading hours, but
this does not translate into a higher number of books read or purchased during the previous
year.

A particularly useful measure is the Author Recognition Test (ART), which we adapted
to the local context. The test consists of identifying literary authors from a list that also
includes names of well-known non-authors; participants receive one point for each correct
answer and lose one point for each incorrect answer. To construct the list, we used the
most searched authors in Bogotd’s public libraries.> As the table shows, the placebo group
performs slightly better on this measure, if anything working against our prior hypothesis
that treatment participants may have entered the study with greater literary familiarity.

We also measure participants’ prior beliefs about the effects of fiction reading. Respondents
evaluated a series of statements about whether reading fiction changes how people think,
feel, or behave. A useful feature of these data is that they allow us to assess whether our
results might simply reflect the reinforcement of pre-existing beliefs about the virtues of
fiction.

Overall, participants show only mild agreement with the idea that fiction has positive effects
on people’s minds. In that sense, it is unlikely that our findings are driven purely by the
confirmation of strongly held prior views. It is particularly notable that, contrary to what
literary theorists often emphasize, participants are not especially convinced that reading
fiction makes people more empathetic. If anything, they seem somewhat more inclined to
associate fiction with greater psychological complexity than with empathy per se.

4.1 Prosocial behavior and social norms

We now turn to the treatment effects on behavior and social norms. Throughout this
subsection, outcomes are regressed on an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading
curriculum, relative to the placebo condition. For precision, all specifications include controls
for wave, the session in which the measure was collected, and the baseline characteristics
reported in Table 18.

The results reveal that exposure to literary fiction increases prosocial behavior in the dictator
game and in the trustee role of the trust game, but we do not find comparable effects
on trusting behavior by first movers, nor robust effects in the ultimatum or third-party

5As shown in Figure 4, both groups of names (writers and non-writers) are balanced in terms of gender
and foreign origin, and they contain the same number of deceased individuals.
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punishment games. Taken together, this pattern is more consistent with an increase in
altruism and trustworthiness than with a generalized shift in strategic behavior.

4.1.1 Dictator Game

Tables 1 and 2 present the results for the dictator game, our cleanest measure of altruistic
behavior. The treatment effect on Player 1 transfers is positive and economically meaningful:
participants assigned to the fiction-reading course send around 12% more of their initial
endowment. This increase is not mirrored by comparable changes in empirical expectations
or in elicited social norms, suggesting that the behavioral effect is not primarily driven by
updated beliefs about what others do or by a tightening of prosocial norms.

If anything, this pattern is more consistent with a direct shift in individual preferences.
Moreover, when we include additional observations for which some demographic controls are
missing, both the magnitude and significance of the treatment coefficient become somewhat
stronger, reinforcing the interpretation that the fiction curriculum increased altruistic giving.

Table 1: Player 1 (Altruistic) Behavior and Empirical Expectations

Amount sent Expectations
(1) (2) (3) (4)
Treatment 0.678" 0.501*  0.335 0.260
(0.271) (0.227) (0.282) (0.192)
Constant 3.615"*  3.619* 3.498***  2.361

(0.133)  (1.391) (0.250) (1.426)

Placebo mean 3.614 3.614 3.506 3.506
Observations 175 171 175 171
R? 0.033 0.121 0.018 0.133
Wayve fixed effects v ve v e
Controls v v

Notes: Entries report coeflicients from linear regressions of dictator-game outcomes on an indicator for
assignment to the fiction-reading treatment. The dependent variables are (i) the number of tokens sent by
Player 1 (Amount sent) and (ii) Player 2’s incentivized empirical belief about the most common transfer
chosen by Player 1 (Belief about amount sent). The dictator game was implemented with a 10-token
endowment. In the belief-elicitation task, participants received a monetary bonus if their guess coincided
with the modal transfer among Player 1 participants. All specifications include fixed effects for the first
experimental wave. Even-numbered columns additionally include demographic controls: age, an indicator
for short-term sessions, prior acquaintance with other participants, gender, and an indicator for high
socioeconomic stratum. Standard errors clustered at the session level are reported in parentheses. * p < 0.10,
** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Table 2: Player 2 Personal and social norms regarding selfishness

Personal norm Normative expectations

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Treatment -0.047 -0.024 -0.014 -0.022
(0.101)  (0.096)  (0.117) (0.112)
Constant 2.659**  2.831** 2.190*** 2.071**

(0.075)  (0.389)  (0.097) (0.552)

Placebo mean 2.663 2.663 2.193 2.193
Observations 175 171 175 171
R? 0.016 0.050 0.008 0.062
Wayve fixed effects v v v v
Controls v v

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear regressions of norm-related outcomes in the dictator game on
an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment. The dependent variables are (i) participants’
personal norm regarding sending less than half of the endowment in the dictator game, and (ii) perceived
social norms regarding the same behavior. Personal norms are measured on a 1-4 scale ranging from “very
inappropriate” to “very appropriate,” capturing respondents’ own evaluation of the action. Social norms are
elicited using the coordination-based method of Krupka and Weber (2013), in which participants receive a
monetary bonus if their response matches the modal answer among other participants. The dictator game
was implemented with a 10-token endowment. All specifications include fixed effects for the first experimental
wave. Even-numbered columns additionally include demographic controls: age, an indicator for short-term
sessions, prior acquaintance with other participants, gender, and an indicator for high socioeconomic stratum.
Standard errors clustered at the session level are reported in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

4.1.2 Trust game

Table 3 present the results for the trust game when participants act as Player 1. In contrast
to the dictator game, we do not detect a robust treatment effect on the amount sent. In
other words, the fiction-reading intervention does not appear to increase trusting behavior in
a context where choices depend both on prosocial inclinations and on strategic beliefs about
the partner’s likely response.

At the same time, we report in Table 20 the personal norms and normative expectations
from Player 2 regarding non-trusting behavior of Player 1 the norm measures reveal an
interesting shift. The coefficients are coded so that higher values indicate greater personal
(columns 1 an 2) and social (columns 3 and 4) permissiveness toward low-trust behavior,
and treated participants appear somewhat more willing to judge such behavior as acceptable.
This is important because it suggests that the intervention did not operate through a general
tightening of prosocial norms. If anything, fiction-treated participants become more prosocial
in some domains while also becoming less disapproving of certain deviations from normative
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Table 3: Player 1 (Trust) Behavior and Empirical Expectations

Amount sent Expectations
(1) (2) (3) (4)
Treatment -0.328 -0.412 -0.066 -0.322
(0.426)  (0.401) (0.270)  (0.775)
Constant 6.458"**  9.694*** 5.561** 13.116™*

(0.291)  (2.639) (0.168)  (4.547)

Placebo mean 6.470 6.470 5.566 5.566
Observations 175 171 175 171
R? 0.014 0.057 0.003 0.046
Wave fixed effects v v v v
Controls v v

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear regressions of trust-game outcomes on an indicator for
assignment to the fiction-reading treatment. The dependent variables are (i) the number of tokens sent
by Player 1 (trustor) to Player 2, and (ii) Player 1’s incentivized empirical belief about the typical amount
sent by other trustors.

In the trust game, Player 1 decided how many tokens (0-10) to send to Player 2. The amount sent was
tripled before reaching Player 2. Beliefs were elicited using an incentivized coordination scheme: participants
received a monetary bonus if their response matched the modal answer among other participants.

All specifications include fixed effects for the first experimental wave. Even-numbered columns additionally
include demographic controls: age, an indicator for short-term sessions, prior acquaintance with other
participants, gender, and an indicator for high socioeconomic stratum.

Standard errors clustered at the session level are reported in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, ***
p < 0.01.

behavior.

On the other hand fiction-treated Player 2 return a larger share of the amount received,
indicating greater trustworthiness. Figure 1 shows that this treatment effect reflects a
shift in the entire return schedule estimated from the strategy-method data: relative
to the placebo group, treated participants display a higher intercept, indicating greater
baseline trustworthiness, but a flatter slope, indicating less reciprocity in the narrow sense of
responding more strongly to higher levels of trust. Both features are statistically significant.
By contrast, there is no comparable effect on personal judgments or on beliefs about the
social appropriateness of returning less, suggesting that the behavioral change is not mainly
operating through shifts in perceived norms. Overall, the intervention appears to increase
unconditional trustworthiness more than conditional reciprocity.®

6See Table 19 for the corresponding regression results and Table 20 for personal and normative norms
from Palyer 1 regarding trustworthiness.
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Table 4: Player 2 Personal and Social Norms Regarding Non-Trusting Behavior of P1

Personal norm Normative expectations

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Treatment 0.252**  0.243** (0.214** 0.174**
(0.095)  (0.077)  (0.085) (0.059)
Constant 2.108** 2.887*** 1.853*** 2.130***

(0.057)  (0.651)  (0.022) (0.468)

Placebo mean 2.108 2.108 1.855 1.855
Observations 175 171 175 171
R2 0.021 0.064 0.025 0.066
Wayve fixed effects v v v v
Controls v v

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear regressions of trust-game norm-related outcomes on an indicator
for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment. The dependent variables are (i) participants’ personal norm
regarding sending fewer than five tokens in the trust game, and (ii) perceived social norms regarding the
same behavior. Personal norms are measured on a 1-4 scale ranging from “very inappropriate” to “very
appropriate,” capturing respondents’ own evaluation of sending fewer than five tokens. Social norms are
elicited using the coordination-based method of Krupka and Weber (2013), in which participants receive a
monetary bonus if their response matches the modal answer among other participants. In the trust game,
Player 1 decided how many tokens (0-10) to send to Player 2. The amount sent was tripled before reaching
Player 2. All specifications include fixed effects for the first experimental wave. Even-numbered columns
additionally include demographic controls: age, an indicator for short-term sessions, prior acquaintance with
other participants, gender, and an indicator for high socioeconomic stratum. Standard errors clustered at
the session level are reported in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Figure 1: Percentage returned of amount sent in the Trust Game by treatment status.
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Notes: The figure plots the mean percentage of tokens returned by Player 2 (Trustee) in the trust game,
separately by treatment status and by the amount sent by Player 1. The dependent variable is the share
of the tripled amount returned to Player 1, constructed as Y/(3X), where X denotes the number of tokens
sent by Player 1 and Y the number of tokens sent back by Player 2 elicited via the strategy mkethod. Points
correspond to cell means from a fully saturated model interacting treatment assignment with the amount
sent by Player 1 and including first-wave fixed effects. Vertical bars denote 95% confidence intervals based
on standard errors clustered at the individual level. Significance markers above each amount indicate tests of
equality between fiction-reading treatment and placebo at that specific amount sent: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05,
*** p < 0.01, and n.s. indicates not statistically significant at the 10% level.
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4.1.3 Ultimatum and Third-party punishment games

The ultimatum game results provide little evidence of a robust treatment effect.” Neither
proposer behavior nor responder acceptance patterns show systematic changes across
treatment conditions. This null result is informative. Unlike the dictator game, ultimatum
behavior reflects not only distributive preferences but also strategic anticipation and
bargaining considerations. The absence of clear effects therefore reinforces the broader
pattern of the paper: fiction exposure appears to affect altruism and trustworthiness more
than behavior in environments where strategic considerations are central.

The third-party punishment game also yields no robust treatment effects on fairness by
Player 1 or on punishment of unfairness from Player 3.8 Nor do we observe systematic
changes in empirical expectations regarding these behaviors or normative expectations
regarding unfair behavior. If anything, the most notable effect is that treated participants
appear somewhat more permissive in their own evaluations of not sanctioning unfair
behavior.?

This matters for interpretation. If the fiction-reading intervention had operated by
strengthening prosocial norm enforcement, we would expect harsher punishment of selfish
behavior. That is not what we find. Instead, the results suggest a more nuanced mechanism:
participants in the fiction arm place greater behavioral weight on others’ welfare in some
settings, while becoming less punitive or less morally rigid in their judgments about
deviations from normatively expected behavior.

4.2 Mechanisms

We next examine the psychological scales to better understand the mechanisms behind
the behavioral effects. The results are most consistent with narrative immersion and
individuation, rather than with increases in empathy, moral self-perception, or closeness
to others. This distinction is important. The introduction argued that fiction may increase
prosociality not by making others feel more similar to the self, but by making them more
psychologically specific and behaviorally salient. The evidence below largely supports that
interpretation.

4.2.1 Narrative engagement and immersion

Following the reading of El hijo by Horacio Quiroga, participants completed a narrative-
experience battery measuring emotional engagement, perspective-taking within the story,
attentional focus, immersion, narrative presence, and comprehension (see Table 14).

"See Table 21 for Player 1 offers and Figure 7 and Table 23 for Player 2 acceptance behavior in Appendix
8See Table 24 and Figure 8 in Appendix.
9See Table 24 and Table 25.
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The instrument draws on the Transportation framework of Green and Brock (2000Db)
and the multidimensional Narrative Engagement model of Busselle and Bilandzic (2009).
Participants assigned to the fiction-reading course report higher levels of transportation,
cognitive accessibility, narrative presence, involvement, and loss of self and time while reading
the story (Table 5). This pattern indicates that the intervention changed how participants
engaged with narrative material, increasing their absorption into the narrated world and the
extent to which the story captured their cognitive attention. This is informative because, as
shown before, treated participants did not display greater baseline familiarity with writers’
names; if anything, they scored lower on the author-recognition measure. The increase in
these dimensions is therefore unlikely to reflect pre-existing differences in literary exposure
and is instead consistent with an effect of the course itself.
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4.2.2 Social-cognitive channels

Theory of Mind. Table 6 report the results for the Reading the Mind in the Eyes Test
(RMET), our performance-based measure of theory of mind from minimal visual cues. We do
not find robust evidence that the fiction-reading course improved RMET performance. While
the fiction intervention affected how participants engaged with narrative material, it does
not appear to have increased their ability to infer mental states from the eye region alone.
In that sense, our results do not support a theory-of-mind interpretation of the treatment
effect, at least as captured by this standard RMET measure.

Table 6: RMET index

(1) (2)

Treatment 0.190 0.239
(0.237)  (0.247)
Constant 6.413***  5.548***

(0.207)  (0.807)

Placebo mean 6.443 6.443
Observations 171 168
R? 0.147 0.200
Wave fixed effects v v
Controls v

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear regressions of performance on the Reading the Mind in the
Eyes Test (RMET) on an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment. The dependent variable
is an index equal to the total number of correctly identified mental states across RMET items (Baron-Cohen
et al., 2001). Responses are coded as 1 if correct and 0 otherwise, and then summed, so that higher values
indicate better affective theory-of-mind performance.

In each RMET item, participants are shown a photograph of the eye region of a face and asked to identify the
emotion or mental state that best describes the expression. The index therefore captures accuracy in inferring
others” mental states from limited facial cues. See Appendix figure 5 for an example on how the question
was asked. All specifications include fixed effects for the first experimental wave. Even-numbered columns
additionally include demographic controls: age, an indicator for short-term sessions, prior acquaintance with
other participants, gender, and an indicator for high socioeconomic stratum.

Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

Social-cognitive complexity. Table 7 presents the results for the attribution indices. The
treatment effects here are more aligned with the idea that fiction changes how participants
represent others in the first place. Relative to the placebo group, treated participants are
more likely to endorse multifaceted explanations of human behavior: they appear more
aware of the interdependencies and causes underlying others’ behavior, more at ease with
the ambiguity of others’ motivations, and more likely to recognize that understanding another
person requires effort. In short, others become less behaviorally reducible to simple or default
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interpretations. This pattern is consistent with fiction exposure fostering a richer and less
categorical representation of other people, rather than simply increasing felt closeness or
empathic concern.
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Narrative-based empathy. Table 8 reports the results for the empathy indices. In
contrast to the evidence on narrative immersion and attributional complexity, we do not
find robust treatment effects on either affective or cognitive empathy. This result is useful
for interpreting the behavioral findings. If the fiction-reading course increased prosociality
primarily by making participants feel more of what others feel, or by directly increasing
standard empathy measures, we would expect movement in these indices. We do not observe
such a pattern. Instead, the evidence is more consistent with the intervention affecting
how participants imaginatively engage with stories and how they cognitively represent the
complexity and individuality of others, rather than increasing empathy per se.

Table 8: Empathy indices

Affective Cognitive Sympathy
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Treatment 0.013 0.031 -0.048  -0.018 0.052 0.046
(0.098) (0.101) (0.107) (0.127)  (0.098)  (0.088)
Constant 5.215"*  4.042"* 5.331"* 5.834™* 4.684** 3.818***

(0.089) (0.786) (0.064) (0.792) (0.054) (0.581)

Control mean 5.200 5.200 5.320 5.320 4.667 4.667
Observations 163 160 163 160 163 160
R? 0.130 0.180 0.071 0.102 0.250 0.294
Wave fixed effects v v v v v v
Controls v v v

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear regressions of narrative-based empathy indices on an indicator
for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment. The dependent variables are exploratory indices constructed
from post-story survey responses.

The Affective empathy index is defined as the mean of items capturing emotional sharing and compassion
toward story characters (P1-P8, excluding P7). The Cognitive empathy index is defined as the mean of items
capturing perspective-taking and understanding of characters’ mental states (P9-P14). Negatively worded
items, when applicable, are reverse-coded so that higher values consistently indicate greater empathy.
These indices reflect state-based empathy within the narrative context rather than general empathic
disposition. See Appendix Table 14 for the full list of items and coding details. All specifications include
fixed effects for the first experimental wave. Even-numbered columns additionally include demographic
controls: age, an indicator for short-term sessions, prior acquaintance with other participants, gender, and
an indicator for high socioeconomic stratum.

4.2.3 Self-other representation channels

Self-other overlap One possible mechanism is that fiction reading increases prosociality
by making others feel closer to the self. To assess this channel, we use the Inclusion of Other
in the Self (IOS) scale (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992), which measures perceived overlap
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between the self and different social targets. Table 9 do not support this interpretation.
Rather than increasing perceived closeness across the board, the treatment reduces self-other
overlap for some specific groups, in particular study partners, neighbors, and individuals from
lower socioeconomic strata. By contrast, we do not find significant changes in perceived
overlap with family members, close friends, individuals from higher socioeconomic strata,
people with different political views, people from other countries, or unknown others.

This pattern is interesting for two reasons. First, it is inconsistent with the idea that the
fiction-reading intervention operated by making others feel more similar to the self in a
generalized way. Second, the absence of effects for family and close friends on the one
hand, and for more abstract or stereotyped categories such as foreigners, politically different
others, and unknown people on the other, is also revealing. For familiar groups such as
family and close friends, baseline overlap is already likely to be high, leaving limited room
for the treatment to increase it further. For more distant or abstract categories, responses
may rely more on stable priors or categorical representations that are less easily shifted
by the intervention. The treatment effects thus appear concentrated in intermediate social
targets: groups that are socially meaningful and concrete enough to be represented as real
others, but not so close that overlap is already maximal nor so abstract that responses are
mainly driven by stereotypes.

Taken together, these results do not support a “closeness” account of the behavioral effects.
If anything, they suggest that fiction may increase prosociality while making participants less
likely to assimilate some others into the self. This is more consistent with an individuation-
based interpretation, in which others become more psychologically distinct and less reducible
to the self, rather than more similar to it.°

10When exploiting the UCLA index of social connectedness we uncover a similar pattern, see Table 28 in
the appendix.
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Individuation To capture individual differences in the tendency to perceive others as
distinct individuals, we administered a 10-item Perceived Uniqueness questionnaire in
Spanish. Participants rated their agreement with each statement on a 1-5 Likert scale.
The items are designed to measure a broad orientation toward individuating others, that
is, attending to idiosyncratic attributes and contexts, avoiding categorical thinking, and
rejecting the view that people are interchangeable. We reverse-coded negatively keyed items
so that higher values always indicate greater individuation.

We construct two indices from these items. First, the Uniqueness Orientation index is
the respondent-level mean of all ten items (Cronbach’s @ = 0.77), intended to capture
a general tendency to perceive and evaluate others as psychologically distinct individuals
rather than as interchangeable members of categories. This broader index combines several
related dispositions: recognizing that people have unique qualities, paying attention to what
makes a person different, incorporating contextual information when forming impressions,
resisting stereotype- or category-based judgments, and rejecting the idea that people are
primarily defined by the groups to which they belong. Higher values indicate a stronger
tendency to represent others in individualized rather than categorical terms; lower values
indicate greater comfort with interchangeable or group-based representations.

Second, we construct an Attention to Individual Differences index as a two-item subscale
(Cronbach’s a = 0.72). This narrower measure isolates explicit attention to differentiating
features across people: endorsing that one notices what makes someone different and rejecting
the statement that one does not pay attention to the details that differentiate individuals.
Higher values indicate greater attentiveness to fine-grained interpersonal differences; lower
values indicate less attention to what distinguishes one person from another.

In the pooled sample (Table 10), we do not find a statistically significant effect of the fiction
course on the broader Uniqueness Orientation index. However, the Attention to Individual
Differences index shows a positive treatment effect that is significant at conventional
levels. When we disaggregate by session timing (immediate post-course versus four-week
follow-up), the observed effects appear to weaken over time. In particular, the treatment
effect on Attention to Individual Differences is concentrated in the immediate post-course
measurement (p = 0.007) and is no longer present in the follow-up. This pattern suggests
that the intervention increased participants’ attentiveness to what differentiates one person
from another, consistent with the idea that fiction makes others less reducible to generic or
category-based representations.
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Table 10: Perceived Uniqueness Indices

Uniqueness Orientation Attention to Individual Differences

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Treatment 0.033 0.042 0.251** 0.259**
(0.063) (0.067) (0.111) (0.103)
Constant 3.906*** 3.560*** 3.546** 3.864***
(0.044) (0.406) (0.060) (0.381)
Placebo mean 3.905 3.905 3.545 3.545
Observations 163 160 163 160
R? 0.002 0.019 0.018 0.059
Placebo mean 3.545 3.545 2.193 2.193
Observations 163 160 163 160
R? 0.002 0.021 0.018 0.055
Wave fixed effects e ve v v
Controls v v

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear regressions of perceived uniqueness (individuation)
measures on an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment. The dependent variables
are two pre-specified indices constructed from the Perceived Uniqueness scale developed for this study.
The Uniqueness Orientation index is defined as the mean of ten items capturing endorsement of
individual distinctiveness, attention to differentiating features, contextualized judgment, and resistance
to category-based thinking. Negatively worded items (Items 3, 6, and 10) are reverse-coded so that
higher values consistently indicate greater individuation.

The Attention to Individual Differences subscale is defined as the mean of two items explicitly capturing
attentiveness to what differentiates one person from another (Items 2 and reverse-coded Item 3). See
Appendix Table 12 for the full list of items and coding details. All specifications include fixed effects
for the first experimental wave. Even-numbered columns additionally include demographic controls:
age, an indicator for short-term sessions, prior acquaintance with other participants, gender, and an
indicator for high socioeconomic stratum. Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. *
p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

4.3 Robustness

No increase in moral self-concept.

One possible concern is that the behavioral effects

reflect participants viewing themselves as more moral after the intervention, rather than a
change in how they weigh others’ welfare in decision-making. The evidence does not support
this interpretation. As shown in Table 29 we find no robust treatment effect on moral self-
concept. This helps narrow the interpretation of the main findings: the increase in generosity
and trustworthiness does not appear to be driven by participants seeing themselves as more

moral individuals.
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No differential attrition across treatment cells. A natural concern is that the
estimated treatment effects may be driven by selective participation in the experimental
sessions rather than by the fiction-reading intervention itself. Appendix A.3.4 addresses this
possibility directly. We find no evidence of differential attrition across treatment cells, either
overall or conditional on baseline characteristics. This reduces the concern that the main
results are driven by compositional differences between the observed treatment and placebo
samples.

No evidence that the effects are short-lived. A second concern is that the treatment
effects may simply reflect short-run priming immediately after the intervention. To assess
this possibility, we compare outcomes measured immediately after the course with those
measured in the four-week follow-up. We do not find evidence that the main behavioral
effects are short-lived. The broad pattern of higher altruism and greater trustworthiness
remains similar across both horizons, even if some individual coefficients vary in precision.

For the psychological scales, the evidence is also broadly stable across the two measurement
windows. We do not find systematic differences between the short- and longer-run follow-up
for most of these measures. An exception is the narrower individuation measure, where the
effect appears more concentrated immediately after the course. This suggests that some
changes in how participants attend to others may be strongest in the short run, even if the
behavioral effects do not disappear over the same horizon.

The placebo does not appear to reduce prosociality. Another possible concern is
that the estimated treatment effects may partly reflect a detrimental effect of the placebo
condition, rather than a positive effect of the fiction-reading course. To explore this
possibility, we compare behavior and psychological outcomes within the placebo arm by
degree of exposure, distinguishing participants who attended at least three sessions from
those with lower participation. We do not find evidence that greater exposure to the
placebo course is associated with lower prosocial behavior or systematically less prosocial
psychological profiles. This makes it less likely that the main treatment effects are driven
by the placebo condition depressing prosociality.

Taken together, these robustness checks reinforce the main interpretation of the paper. The
increase in altruism and trustworthiness is unlikely to be explained by selective attrition, by
a temporary post-intervention effect, by changes in moral self-perception, or by the placebo
condition having a negative impact on prosociality.

5 Discussion

The notion that reading increases prosociality is widespread. In this experiment, we put
this notion to test using the tools of behavioral sciences. Our results are preliminary, but
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seem convincing. The positive, albeit modest, effect found is consistent with the consensus
of the literature, (Dodell-Fedder & Tamir, 2018).

If we could summarize our findings in one behavioral story of what fiction reading does,
it would be that it changes individual preferences on prosociality. For the participants
in our experiment, fiction reading does not seem to give any information about prevailing
social norms, nor a significant change in how individuals perceive the behavior of others. In
anything, fiction reading makes people judge less harshly the behavior of others that foster
inequality. Reading makes people slightly more prosocial, without changing society much.
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A Appendix

A.1 Design materials

A.1.1 Recruitment

Estimado/a estudiante,

La Facultad de Economia de la Universidad de los Andes te invita a participar en un
curso sobre ciencias del comportamiento, literatura y aplicaciones en la vida
diaria.

ZEn qué consiste?

* Asistira 4 sesiones del curso (cada una de aprox. 1 horay 20 min).
* Participar en 2 actividades/encuestas posteriores a las sesiones (1 horay 20
min de duracion cada una)
Reconocimiento econdmico &

* Recibirds $80.000 si participas en las sesiones.
* Ademas, podras obtener pagos adicionales (de hasta $ 50.000) por tu
participacion y decisiones en las actividades posteriores.
Lo que dicen quienes ya participaron -

Figure 2: Invitation email

The following images summarize our local adaptation of the Author Recognition test. In
Figure 3 the instruction given to participants and in Figure 4 the full set of names used.

20. En esta pregunta le vamos a proponer un juego (o quiz). A continuacion encontrara una lista de nombres. ¢
Algunos de ellos son autores de libros de ficcidn, otras son personas reconocidas por otros motivos.

Su tarea es marcar cuéles corresponden a autores de al menos un libro de ficcion que se haya publicado (o
reeditado) en los ultimos 20 afnos. Por cada nombre que usted marque correctamente obtendrd un punto,

pero se le restara un punto por cada nombre que marque y no corresponda a un autor de ficcion. Es

importante que no se demore mas de 10 minutos respondiendo, porque si no su puntaje no sera contabilizado.

Figure 3: Instructions given to participants for the ART in the Entrance Survey
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Writers Non-writers

Sergic Ramirez™ Daron Acemaoglu *
Claudia Pineiro™ Mariana Mazzucatto *
Antonic Munioz Molina® _ [Mauricio Cardenas
Cristina Rivera Garza® _ |Elinor Ostrom ** =
Pilar Quintana Paul Krugman **
Fernanda Trias Claudia Goldin =

Maria Ospina Pizano Joseph Stiglitz ™

Laura Ortiz Gomez Esther Duflo *

Lorena Salazar Masso James A. Robinson™
Laura Restrepo Juan Camilo Cardenas
Sara Jaramillo Klinkert Marcela Melendez
Catalina Navas Hernando Zuleta

Alba Lucia Angel Marcela Eslava

Juan Gabriel Vasquez Francisco Gutierrez Sanin
C. 5. Lewis™ Cecilia Lopez

1K, Rowling™ Mauricic Garcia Villegas
Mario Mendoza Cecilia Orozco

Piedad Bonett Thierry Ways

Rosa Montero Hector Riveros

Pablo Montoya Mauricic Reina
Fernando Vallejo Matalia Angel Cabo
‘William Ospina Daniel Coronell

J.M. Coetzee™ Maria limena Duzan
Mario Vargas Llosa™ Redrige Upprimmy

Alice Munro™ Ana Bejarano

Annie Ernaux™ J.M. Johnson

Orhan Pamuk™ Pedro Pable Kuczynski
Marvel Moreno** Justin Trudeau™
German Espinosa™* Sophie Calle™

Gilmer Mesa Christine Lagarde™
Ricarde Silva Romero Ana Cristina Restrepo Jimenez
Alessandro Baricco™ Claudia Palacios

John Banville™ Claudia Sheinb

Arturc Perez Reverte™ Armande Montenegro
Alvaro Mutis* Mario Draghi®

Jose Eustasio Rivera™* Moises\Wasserman
Isabel Allende™ Yolanda Ruiz

Hector Abad Faciolince  [Jorge Espinosa

Elisa Mujica Alberto Munez Feijoo™
Juan Esteban Constain Camila Vallejo™

Jorge Franco Maria |sabel Bueda
Jorge Volpi™ Sandra Borda

Margarita Garcia Robayo [LucasPombo

Legend

**Dead 10
** Non-colombian 30

Figure 4: Full set of names used in the ART

A.1.2 Fiction Reading course material

Session 1 Foundations of Literary Reading. The course begins by reframing literary
reading as a practice of disciplined attention rather than content consumption. Students
are introduced to narrative perspective, voice, focalization, and the distinction between plot
(“what happens”) and form (“how it is told”). The session trains readers to attend to
how texts construct access to characters’ inner worlds, encouraging slower, more reflective
engagement with psychological detail.

Session 2 Mental Simulation and Theory of Mind. This session focuses on fiction
as a tool for mental simulation. Students analyze how narratives invite readers to inhabit
characters’ mental states, infer intentions, and navigate ambiguity. The emphasis is on
theory-of-mind processes: tracking motivations, conflicting desires, unreliable narration, and
partial information. Literary form is explicitly linked to the cognitive practice of modelling
others’ interiority.
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Session 3 Emotional Reflection and Narrative Engagement. Students explore the
emotional dimension of literary experience. Through discussion of short stories, images,
and narrative passages, the session examines how fiction elicits empathy, discomfort,
ambiguity, and moral tension. The goal is not emotional persuasion but emotional dif-
ferentiation—learning to recognize complex, mixed, and sometimes contradictory responses
to characters and situations.

Session 4 Reading, Well-Being, and Reflective Practice. The final session connects
literary engagement to well-being and self-regulation. Students discuss how sustained
attention to narrative complexity may reduce cognitive rigidity and encourage reflective
judgment. The session reinforces habits of close reading, ambiguity tolerance, and
individuated attention—Ilinking literary practice to everyday social perception.

A.1.3 Placebo course: Behavioral science

Session 1 Decision Theory and Behavioral Biases. The course opens with core ideas
from economic decision theory and behavioral economics. Students learn how preferences,
beliefs, and constraints shape choices, and how systematic biases (context effects, heuristics,
framing) influence behavior. The session introduces practical applications such as nudges
and incentive design.

Session 2 The Planning Fallacy and Time Management. This session examines why
individuals systematically underestimate project duration. Mechanisms such as optimism
bias, projection bias, and neglect of intermediate steps are discussed. Students are introduced
to the “outside view” as a corrective tool, emphasizing structured forecasting rather than
introspective simulation.

Session 3 Incentives, Intrinsic Motivation, and Social Image. Students analyze
classic experiments on incentive crowding-out and distrust in cooperation. The session
discusses how monetary incentives interact with intrinsic motivation, reciprocity, and social
image concerns. It also examines limits of perspective-taking and highlights the importance
of eliciting others’ views (“perspective-getting”) instead of relying on introspection.

Session 4 — Social Norms and Collective Behavior. The final session introduces
empirical and theoretical frameworks for studying social norms. Students distinguish descrip-
tive and injunctive norms, examine pluralistic ignorance, and discuss how expectations shape
cooperation and conformity. The focus is conceptual and analytical rather than experiential
or narrative.
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A.1.4 Psychological scales: description and scoring

This Appendix summarizes the psychological instruments used to probe mechanisms
potentially linking fiction exposure to prosociality. Unless otherwise noted, we construct
scale scores by reverse-coding negatively keyed items, averaging (or summing) items within
a scale, and then standardizing for analysis.
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Table 11: Psychological instruments

Scale # Response Format Index Construction Cronbach’s
Items «
Uniqueness 10 1-5 Likert Overall mean 0.77
Uniqueness attention com- 2 1-5 Likert Subscale mean 0.72
ponent
UCLA Loneliness 20 1-4 frequency Overall mean 0.93
Narrative Engagement and Im- 47 1-7 Likert Subscale means
mersion
Affective 7 1-7 Likert Mean of P1-P6, P8 0.83
Cognitive 6 1-7 Likert Mean of P9-P14 0.81
Sympathy 4 1-7 Likert Mean of P6-P8 0.50
Loss of time 3 1-7 Likert Mean of P15-P17 0.67
Loss of selfawarnes 3 1-7 Likert Mean of P18-P20 0.66
Presence 4 1-7 Likert Mean of P21-P24 0.72
Involment 6 1-7 Likert Mean of P25-P30 0.86
Distraction 3 1-7 Likert Mean of P31-P33 0.87
Cognitive access 3 1-7 Likert Mean of P34-P36 0.66
Realism 4 1-7 Likert Mean of P37-P40 0.80
Transportation 7 1-7 Likert Mean of P41-P47 0.65
Moral Identity 13 1-7 Likert Internalization / Symbol-
ization means
Internalization 5 1-7 Likert Mean of P1, P2, P4, P5and 0.60
P7
Symbolization 5 1-7 Likert Mean of P8P13 0.75
Attributional 28 1-7 Likert Mean 0.89
Complexity 4 1-7 Likert Mean of P1, P8, P15 and 0.77
P22
Situacional 4 1-7 Likert Mean of P2, P9, P16 and 0.55
P23
Motivation 4 1-7 Likert Mean of P3, P10, P17 and 0.63
P24
Metacognitive 4 1-7 Likert Mean of P4, P11, P18 and 0.63
P25
Ambiguity 4 1-7 Likert Mean of P5, P12, P19 and 0.49
P26
Inclusion of Other in Self (I0S) 9 7-option pictorial Target-specific score -
Reading the Mind in the Eyes 36 4-option multiple Sum correct responses -
(RMET) choice

Notes: Cronbach’s « is reported for multi-item self-report indices. It is not defined for single-item measures
(I0S) or for performance-based tests scored by correctness (RMET). For Narrative Experience and Moral

Identity, we report the overall index o and the range of a for subscales.
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Perceived Uniqueness / Individuation (study-developed scale) Table 12 below
provides the 10-item questionnaire designed to measure individual differences in the tendency
to perceive others as distinctive individuals rather than interchangeable category members.
Items are answered on a 1-5 Likert scale. We reverse-code items 3, 6, and 10 as x, =6 —
so that higher values consistently indicate stronger individuation.

Table 12: Perceived Uniqueness / Individuation questionnaire (items and coding)

# Item (English translation) R?

P1 Each person has unique qualities; they are not just a label.

P2 When I meet someone, I notice what sets them apart from others.?

P3 I do not usually pay attention to details that distinguish one person from R
another.

P4 To form an opinion about someone, it matters to know their story or context.

P5 I make an effort not to rely on stereotypes when thinking or talking about
others.

P6 It is easier for me to think of people as a group rather than as individuals. R

P7 Even if they seem similar, each person retains their own identity.

P8 I like discovering what makes someone special, even briefly.*

P9 I treat each person as an individual, not as a social category.

P10 Many people are not that different; they seem interchangeable. R

Notes: Ttems were answered on a 1-5 Likert scale (“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”). “R” denotes reverse-
coded items (coded as x, = 6 — x) so that higher values always indicate greater individuation / uniqueness
orientation. We construct (i) a Uniqueness Orientation index as the mean of all 10 items after reverse-coding,
and (ii) an Attention to Individual Differences index as the mean of the two items marked with # (items 2 and 8).
This scale was developed for this study, drawing on the individuation-versus-categorization framework in social
cognition (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990).

Attention check: We additionally included an item instructing respondents to mark “strongly agree” (not part
of the indices).

Loneliness We measure perceived social isolation using the UCLA Loneliness Scale
(Version 3) (Russell, 1996). The instrument comprises 20 items answered on a 1-4 frequency
scale (Table 13). Positively worded items are reverse-coded and responses are summed (or
averaged) so that higher scores indicate greater loneliness. Items are answered on a 1-4
frequency scale: (1) A menudo me siento asi; (2) A veces me siento asi; (3) Rara vez me
siento asi; (4) Nunca me siento asi.
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Table 13: Loneliness items (Spanish wording as implemented

# Item R?

P1 ., Qué tan a menudo se siente “en armonia” con las personas a su alrededor? R

P2 ., Qué tan a menudo siente que le falta compania?

P3 . Qué tan a menudo siente que no tiene a nadie a quien recurrir?

P4 . Qué tan a menudo se siente solo(a)?

P5 L Qué tan a menudo se siente parte de un grupo de amigos? R

P6 ., Qué tan a menudo siente que tiene mucho en comun con las personas a su R
alrededor?

P7 ., Qué tan a menudo siente que ya no tiene cercania con nadie?

P8 ., Qué tan a menudo siente que las personas a su alrededor no comparten sus
intereses e ideas?

P9 . Qué tan a menudo se siente extrovertido(a) y amigable? R

P10 /Qué tan a menudo se siente cercano(a) a otras personas? R

P11 . Qué tan a menudo se siente excluido(a)?

P12 . Qué tan a menudo siente que sus relaciones con otras personas no tienen ningin
sentido?

P13 . Qué tan a menudo siente que realmente nadie lo(a) conoce bien?

P14 . Qué tan a menudo se siente aislado(a) de los demas?

P15 LQué tan a menudo siente que usted puede encontrar compania cuando la R
quiere?

P16 . Qué tan a menudo siente que existen personas que realmente lo(a) entienden? R

P17 ;Qué tan a menudo se siente timido(a)?

P18 ., Qué tan a menudo siente que las personas estan alrededor suyo, pero no estan
con usted?

P19 . Qué tan a menudo siente que existen personas con las que usted puede hablar? R

P20 ., Qué tan a menudo siente que existen personas a las que usted puede recurrir? R

Atencion: “Para evaluar su nivel de atencién, marque la opcién ‘Rara vez me
siento asi’ en esta pregunta.”

Narrative engagement and immersion (post-story battery) Following the reading of
El hijo, participants completed a 47-item narrative-experience battery capturing emotional
engagement, perspective-taking within the story, attentional focus, immersion, narrative
presence, and comprehension (see Table 14 ). The instrument draws on the Transportation
framework of Green and Brock (2000b) and the multidimensional Narrative Engagement
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model of Busselle and Bilandzic (2009), but expands upon these original scales. Items are
answered on a 1-7 Likert scale. Negatively keyed items are reverse-coded. We construct
sub-indices corresponding to emotional engagement, attentional focus, immersion, and
comprehension, as well as an overall engagement index. Items are answered on a 1-7 Likert
scale: Totalmente en desacuerdo; Muy en desacuerdo; En desacuerdo; Ni de acuerdo ni en

desacuerdo; De acuerdo; Muy de acuerdo; Totalmente de acuerdo.

Table 14: Narrative-experience items after reading El hijo (Spanish wording as implemented)

# Item R?

P1 En momentos clave de la historia, senti que sabia exactamente lo que los
personajes estaban experimentando emocionalmente.

P2 En los momentos importantes de la historia, pude sentir las emociones que
sentian los personajes.

P3 Durante la historia, cuando un personaje principal tenia éxito, me sentia feliz;
y cuando sufria de alguna manera, me sentia triste.

P4 Realmente nunca comparti las emociones de los personajes. R

P5 La historia me afecté emocionalmente.

P6 Senti compasién por algunos de los personajes de la historia.

p7 Me senti avergonzado(a) por algunos de los personajes de la historia.

P8 Me preocupé por algunos de los personajes de la historia.

P9 Pude comprender los acontecimientos de la historia de una manera similar a
como los comprendian los personajes.

P10 Entendi las razones por las que los personajes actuaron como lo hicieron.

P11 Pude entender por qué los personajes sentian lo que sentian.

P12 Mi comprension de los personajes no esta clara. R

P13 Me resulté dificil entender por qué los personajes reaccionaron como lo hicieron. R

P14 Podia imaginarme facilmente en la situacién de algunos de los personajes.

P15 Mientras leia la historia, perdi la nocion del tiempo.

P16 La historia me parecié lenta. R

P17 Cuando la historia termind, me sorprendié que hubiera pasado tan rapido.

P18 En algunos momentos de la historia, olvidé por completo que estaba partici-
pando en un experimento.

P19 Olvidé mis propios problemas y preocupaciones durante la lectura.

P20 Mientras lefa la historia, me encontré pensando en lo que habia hecho antes o R
en lo que harfa después.

P21 En algunos momentos de la historia, el mundo narrado me resulté méas cercano

que el mundo real.
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# Item R?

P22 Mi atencién estaba mas en mi entorno que en la historia. R

P23 La historia cre6 un mundo nuevo, y ese mundo desaparecié de repente cuando
termino.

P24 Mientras leia la historia, mi cuerpo estaba en la sala, pero mi mente estaba
dentro del mundo creado por la historia.

P25 Estuve mentalmente involucrado(a) en la historia mientras la lefa.

P26 Nunca me senti realmente atraido(a) por la historia. R

P27 Mientras lefa, me senti completamente inmerso(a) en la historia.

P28 En general, la experiencia leer la historia fue intensa para mi.

P29 Queria saber cémo terminaba la historia.

P30 Mientras leia, queria saber como se desarrollarian los acontecimientos.

P31 Me encontré con la mente divagando mientras leia la historia. R

P32 Mientras leia la historia me sorprendi pensando en otras cosas. R

P33 Me resulté dificil mantener mi mente en la historia. R

P34 Pude seguir facilmente la accién y los acontecimientos narrados.

P35 Tuve dificultades para reconocer el hilo de la historia. R

P36 Tuve que esforzarme para mantenerme concentrado(a) en la historia. R

P37 La historia fue légica y convincente.

P38 Entendi por qué los acontecimientos se desarrollaron de la manera en que lo
hicieron.

P39 En algunos momentos de la historia, no me quedé claro por qué ocurria algo. R

P40 En algunos momentos, me resulté dificil comprender lo que estaba sucediendo R
en la historia.

P41 Mientras lefa la historia, podia imaginar facilmente los acontecimientos ocur-
riendo.

P42 Podfa imaginarme a mi mismo(a) en la escena de los acontecimientos narrados.

P43 Después de terminar la historia, me resulté facil sacarla de mi mente. R

P44 Me encontré pensando en formas en que la historia podria haber terminado de
manera diferente.

P45 Los acontecimientos de la historia son relevantes para mi vida cotidiana.

P46 Los acontecimientos de la historia han cambiado mi vida.

P47 Mientras lefa la historia, tenia en mente la actividad que ocurria en la sala ami R

alrededor.
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# Item

R?

— Atencion: “Para evaluar su nivel de atencion, marque ‘Ni de acuerdo ni en
desacuerdo’ en esta pregunta.”

Affective and cognitive empathy (state, narrative-based) Although the survey did
not include a dedicated trait-empathy instrument (e.g., the Interpersonal Reactivity Index),
we construct exploratory state-based empathy indices from the post-story narrative battery

based on Table 14.

We define Affective Empathy as the extent of emotional sharing and compassion toward
the story characters. This index is constructed as the mean of items P1, P2, P3, P4 (reverse-
coded), P5, P6, and P8. Higher values indicate stronger emotional resonance with the
characters.

We define Cognitive Empathy as perspective-taking and understanding of characters’
mental states. This index is constructed as the mean of items P9-P14 (with P12 and P13
reverse-coded). Higher values indicate greater narrative-based perspective-taking.

These indices capture empathy within the narrative context and should not be interpreted
as measures of general empathic disposition.

Moral identity (self-importance of morality) We measure the self-importance of
moral traits using the Moral Identity Scale (Aquino & Reed, 2002). Participants are first
presented with a set of moral traits and then respond to items capturing how central these
traits are to their identity (see Table 15). The standard scoring distinguishes internalization
(private centrality) from symbolization (public expression), with higher values indicating a
more central moral identity.

Items are answered on a 1-7 Likert scale (as above). The survey first presents nine
moral traits (e.g., Cuidadoso/a, Compasivo/a, Justo/a, Amistoso/a, Generoso/a, Servicial,
Trabajador/a, Honesto/a, Amable), then asks respondents to rate statements about how
central these characteristics are to their identity.

Table 15: Moral identity items shown in the survey (Spanish wording as implemented)

# Item R?
P1 Me haria sentir bien ser una persona que tiene estas caracteristicas.
P2 Ser alguien que posee estas caracteristicas es una parte importante de quién
SOy.
P3 Una gran parte de mi bienestar emocional estd ligado a tener estas carac-
teristicas.
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# Item R?

P4 Me daria vergiienza ser una persona que tiene estas caracteristicas. R

P5 Tener estas caracteristicas no es realmente importante para mi. R

P6 Tener estas caracteristicas es una parte importante de mi sentido del yo.

pP7 Tengo un fuerte deseo de poseer estas caracteristicas.

P8 Con frecuencia compro productos que comunican el hecho de que tengo estas
caracteristicas.

P9 A menudo uso ropa que me identifica como alguien que tiene estas carac-
teristicas.

P10 Los tipos de cosas que hago en mi tiempo libre (por ejemplo, pasatiempos)
claramente me identifican como alguien que tiene estas caracteristicas.

P11 Los tipos de libros y revistas que leo me identifican como alguien que tiene
estas caracteristicas.

P12 El hecho de que tengo estas caracteristicas se comunica a los demas mediante
mi pertenencia a ciertas organizaciones.

P13 Participo activamente en actividades que comunican a otros que tengo estas

caracteristicas.

Atencion: “Para verificar su nivel de atencion, en esta pregunta por favor -

M

escoja la opcion de ‘Totalmente de acuerdo’.

Attributional complexity We measure attributional complexity using the Attributional
Complexity Scale (Fletcher et al., 1986). The instrument consists of 28 statements about
explaining human behavior, answered on a bipolar agreement scale (Table 16). After
accounting for item direction, responses are aggregated so that higher values reflect a greater
tendency to construct multifactorial explanations.

Items are answered on a 1-7 Likert scale (as above).

Table 16: Attributional complexity items shown in the survey (Spanish wording as implemented)

# Item R?

P1 Normalmente no me intereso en analizar y explicar el comportamiento de las R
personas.

P2 Una vez que encuentro una sola causa para el comportamiento de una persona, R
normalmente no busco mas explicaciones.

P3 Creo que es importante analizar y comprender nuestros propios procesos de

pensamiento.
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Item

P4

P5

P6

pP7

P8

P9

P10

P11

P12

P13

P14

P15

P16

P17

P18

P19

P20

Pienso mucho en la influencia que tengo sobre el comportamiento de otras
personas.

He encontrado que las relaciones entre las actitudes, creencias y rasgos de
caracter de una persona suelen ser simples y directas.

Si veo a alguien comportdndose de manera muy extrania o inusual, normal-
mente lo atribuyo a que son personas extranas o inusuales y no me preocupo
en explicarlo mas.

He reflexionado bastante sobre los antecedentes familiares e historia personal
de las personas cercanas a mi, para entender por qué son el tipo de personas
que son.

No disfruto entrar en discusiones sobre las causas del comportamiento de las
personas.

He encontrado que las causas del comportamiento humano suelen ser comple-
jas mas que simples.
Estoy muy interesado en comprender como funciona mi propio pensamiento

cuando hago juicios sobre las personas o atribuyo causas a su comportamiento.

Pienso muy poco en las diferentes maneras en que las personas se influyen
mutuamente.

Para entender la personalidad o el comportamiento de una persona, he
encontrado importante saber como encajan entre si sus actitudes, creencias y
rasgos de caracter.

Cuando trato de explicar el comportamiento de otra persona, me concentro en
ella y no me preocupo demasiado por todos los factores externos que podrian
estar influyéndola.

A menudo he encontrado que la causa bésica de la conducta de una persona
se encuentra en el pasado lejano.

Realmente disfruto analizar las razones o causas del comportamiento de las
personas.

Generalmente pienso que las explicaciones complicadas para el compor-
tamiento humano son mas confusas que ttiles.

Reflexiono muy poco sobre como funciona mi pensamiento en el proceso de
comprender o explicar el comportamiento de las personas.

Pienso muy poco en la influencia que otras personas tienen sobre mi
comportamiento.

He reflexionado bastante sobre cémo diferentes partes de mi personalidad
influyen en otras (por ejemplo, creencias que afectan actitudes o actitudes
que afectan rasgos de cardcter).

Pienso mucho en la influencia que la sociedad tiene sobre otras personas.
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Figure 5: Inclusion of the Other in the Self pictorial options

# Item

P21 Cuando analizo el comportamiento de una persona, a menudo encuentro que
las causas forman una cadena que se remonta en el tiempo, a veces por anos.

P22 No siento mucha curiosidad por el comportamiento humano.

P23 Prefiero explicaciones simples antes que complejas para el comportamiento de
las personas.

P24 Cuando las razones que doy para mi propio comportamiento son diferentes de
las de otra persona, esto me hace reflexionar sobre los procesos de pensamiento
que llevan a mis explicaciones.

P25 Creo que para entender a una persona es necesario comprender también a las
personas con las que esa persona tiene contacto cercano.

P26 Suelo tomar el comportamiento de las personas tal como aparece y no
preocuparme demasiado por las causas internas (por ejemplo, actitudes,
creencias, rasgos, etc.).

P27 Pienso mucho en la influencia que la sociedad tiene sobre mi comportamiento
y personalidad.

P28 He reflexionado muy poco sobre mis propios antecedentes familiares e historia
personal para comprender por qué soy el tipo de persona que soy.

- encion: ra evaluar su niv ncién marqu uer n
At “Para evaluar s el de atencio arque ‘De acuerdo’ en esta
pregunta.”

Inclusion of Other in the Self (IOS) Perceived interpersonal closeness is measured
using the IOS pictorial item (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992). Participants choose one of
seven pairs of increasingly overlapping circles labeled “Self” and “Other” to represent their
closeness to a target (e.g., family, friends, strangers, classmates, or other social groups). The
response is coded 1-7, with higher values indicating greater perceived closeness.

Each target is answered using a pictorial 7-option overlap scale between “Yo” and “Otros”,
like in the Figure 5

Reading the Mind in the Eyes Test (RMET) Affective theory of mind is measured
using the revised RMET (Baron-Cohen et al., 2001). Each item presents the eye region of a
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Table 17: 10S targets shown in the survey

# Target (as shown)

P1 Familia

P2 Amigos cercanos

P3 Desconocidos (personas que no conoces)

P4 Personas con ideas politicas distintas a las mias

P5 Personas de un estrato socioeconémico mayor al mio
P6 Personas de un estrato socioeconémico menor al mio
P7 Personas de otra nacionalidad que la mia

P8 Vecinos

P9 Companeros de estudio

face and four candidate mental-state terms; participants select the term that best matches
the expression. The RMET score is the number of correct responses, so higher values indicate
higher performance.

A.2 A simple threshold social-weight model of altruism

A.2.1 Theoretical setup and behavioral implication

A decision-maker ¢ chooses a prosocial action a € [0, a| that benefits the other j and is costly
to the self. Let own and other monetary payoffs be m;(a) = —c(a) and 7;(a) = b(a). Assume
d(a) >0, "(a) > 0. Assume V'(a) > 0 and b"(a) < 0.

The decision-maker’s utility is

u(a|B) = —cla) + [Blsb(a),  [Bls = max{8,0}.

Here (5 is a latent “social weight” (other-regarding preference) drawn from representation
social model s given by distribution F§. If the draw is sufficiently high, the decision-maker
weights the other payoff when deciding over action a.

For an interior solution (when 8 > 0), a*(3) satisfies
(a*(B)) = BV (a"(B)). (1)
Thus a*(8) = 0 for 8 <0, and a*(5) is increasing for 5 > 0.

Definition 1. Let § ~ F¢ denote the draw under a coarse representation social model s = C'
(control) and  ~ Fr the draw under a fine representation social model s = T (treatment).
A fiction-reading treatment is a mean-preserving spread in other-regarding concerns:

Er[5] = Ec[f], Fr is a mean-preserving spread of Fe.
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This says fiction-reading treatment increases heterogeneity in other-regarding concern
without changing its average level. In the simplest benchmark, control is a mass point 8 = .
Fiction exposure changes the distribution of § as the other becomes more psychologically
textured, thus increasing the other-regarding preference weight. As (Brodsky, 1991) puts it
“human diversity is literature’s lock and stock (...) literature is the greatest—surely greater
than any creed—teacher of human subtlety”

Proposition 1 (Mean-preserving spread in 3 raises expected prosociality). Assume (a) is
convez and b is concave. Then the policy function  — a*(5) is convex on R. Consequently,
of Fr 1s a mean-preserving spread of Fe as in Definition 1, then

Er[a*(8)] = Ecla™(8)],

with strict inequality whenever the spread is nondegenerate and the support of [ intersects
both (—o0,0] and (0, 00).

Proof. By (1), a*(B) solves ¢(a) = [B]+ 0 (a). Under ¢”(a) > 0 and concave b, the inverse
mapping from [5], to a* is convex, and [5] is convex in [ which yields convexity of a*(/3). A
mean-preserving spread increases the expectation of any convex function, giving the result.

[

Corollary 1 (Closed-form benchmark (quadratic costs)). If b(a) = a and c(a) = +a?, then

a*(8) = [Bl+ and E[a*(B)] = E[[A]+].

Therefore any mean-preserving spread in  (holding E[S] fixed) weakly increases expected
prosociality, with strict increase whenever the spread is nondegenerate and the support of 3
intersects both (—o0,0] and (0, 00).

1
2

A.2.2 Individuation and attribution complexity

The choice model pins down behavior through the latent parameter 5. We now interpret
B as a source of individuation or attribution-complexity on others and add a measurement
layer, without changing the choice problem.

Let R be a categorical “reason” stated by the decision-maker when explaining or predicting
another person’s worth or behavior. We treat R as a coarse verbalization of the latent
other-regarding preference.

Definition 2 (Reason reporting as a partition of ). There exists a finite set of reasons
R ={0,1,..., M} and thresholds

—0 =K 1<k =0< K < <Ky <+00

such that
R=g(B) where g(B)=m <= € (km-1,Fm]-
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Category R = 0 corresponds to B <0 = categorical (non-individuated) processing,
and R > 1 corresponds to >0 = individuated processing,

and larger B corresponds to richer, more fine-grained attributions.

More generally, for any m € {1,..., M},
P, (R >m) =P8 > Km_1) (2)

for each state s € {C,T'}.

Reasons Support expansion An implication of fiction-reading being a mean preserving
spread of (8 is that the individual will expand the range of attribution categories used when
thinking about other’s motivation. It only requires that treatment expands the realized
support of 5 enough to cross additional thresholds of the reporting partition.

Proposition 2 (Support expansion of attribution categories). Under Definition 2, suppose
there exists at least one threshold k,, such that treatment assigns positive probability to a bin
(Km—1, Km| that has zero probability under control. Then

suppr([?) 2 suppe(R).

Proof. Let B, = (Kkm—1,km] for m € {0,1,..., M}, so that R = m if and only if 5 € B,,.
Hence, for any state s € {C, T},

P,(R=m) = Py(8 € By).

Therefore,
m € supp,(R) <= Py(p € B,)>0.

By assumption, there exists at least one bin By such that
PT(B € Bm) >0 while ]Pc(ﬁ S Bm) =0.
Hence m € suppy(R) but m ¢ supp(R), implying

suppr(R) 2 suppc(R).

Extensive-margin individuation. A mean-preserving spread in [ raises expected
prosociality through the convexity of [5],, but it does not by itself imply a higher probability
of crossing the individuation threshold f = 0. To obtain a prediction about the extensive
margin of individuation, we therefore add an assumption on how treatment reallocates
probability mass locally around zero.
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Definition 3 (Local rightward shift near the individuation threshold). In addition to
Definition 1, suppose there exists € > 0 such that

Fr(z) < Fo(x) for all x € [—¢,¢],
with strict inequality for some x in that interval.

Proposition 3 (Treatment increases the probability of individuated attributions). Under
Definitions 2 and 3,
Pr(8 > 0) = Pc(8 > 0),

with strict inequality if Fr(0) < Fo(0). Therefore
Pr(R>1)>Po(R>1) and Pr(R=0) <Pc(R=0). (3)
More generally, for any threshold category m € {1,..., M},
Pr(R>m) > Po(R > m)

whenever Pp(8 > K1) > Po(B > Kpm_1).

Proof. By Definition 3, evaluating at x = 0 gives
Fr(0) < Fe(0).
Since F5(0) = Py(5 < 0), it follows that
Pr(B8 <0) <Pc(8 <0),

and therefore
Pr(6 > 0) > Pa(8 > 0).

By Definition 2, R = 0 if and only if § < 0, while R > 1 if and only if § > 0. Hence
Pr(R>1)>Pc(R>1) and Pr(R=0)<Pc(R=0).

The final statement follows immediately from (2). O

49



A.3 Additional results and robustness checks and Figures

A.3.1 Tables and figures

Table 18: Sample balance. Demographics.

(1 (@ (3) (4) (5)
Mean Sd Treated Placebo PValue

Age 19.97  2.29 20.18 19.74 0.08
First wave  0.17  0.38 0.15 0.19 0.34
Short term  0.62  0.49 0.63 0.61 0.71
Knowother  0.20  0.40 0.23 0.17 0.19
Female 0.58  0.49 0.59 0.57 0.65
High strata 0.15  0.36 0.14 0.17 0.49
Econ field 0.17  0.38 0.17 0.17 0.98
Quiz score  19.59 13.58  17.88 21.49 0.01
Hours read 4.16  4.21 4.55 3.74 0.07

Obs 183 161

Notes: This table reports baseline balance between participants assigned to the fiction-reading treatment
and the placebo condition. Columns (1)—(2) show the overall mean and standard deviation in the full sample.
The full sample is defined as individuals who attended at least three sessions and at least one experimental
session. We additionally report results conditional on participation in at least one experimental session, where
participation is measured by the availability of non-missing information for at least one game outcome or one
scale measure. Columns (3)—(4) report group means by assignment status. Column (5) reports two-sided
p-values from tests of equality in means between the treated and placebo groups for each covariate. Indicator
variables include whether the participant took part in the first wave, whether the participant attended the
immediate post-course session (short-term), whether the participant was acquainted with someone from the
opposite course, whether the participant is female, whether the participant’s household utility bill corresponds
to socioeconomic strata 5 or 6 (high strata), and whether the participant studies economics, business, or
industrial engineering (econ field). Age is measured in years. Quiz score is the pre-treatment performance
measure from the Author Recognition Test. Hours read denotes self-reported weekly hours spent reading.
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Figure 6: Sample composition by treatment assignment, attendance and data availability
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Notes: Panel (a) reports the availability of behavioral game outcomes and panel (b) reports the availability
of scale-based outcomes across four assignment-attendance groups: fiction participants with 0-2 sessions,
fiction participants with 3—4 sessions, placebo participants with 0-2 sessions, and placebo participants with
3—4 sessions. In each panel, stacked bars partition the corresponding group into individuals with no data,
some data, or complete data for the relevant family of outcomes. In panel (a), “complete” indicates non-
missing information for all four behavioral games; in panel (b), “complete” indicates non-missing information
for all eight scale measures. “Some data” indicates non-missing information for at least one but not all
outcomes in the relevant family. Panel (c¢) reports inclusion in the demographic balance sample using the
same four assignment-attendance groups. An observation is classified as included in the balance sample
if the participant attended at least three sessions and has non-missing information for at least one of the
specific measures used to define the balance-sample restriction: Dictator game, Third-party punishment
game, Attribution scale, or Uniqueness scale. The remaining observations are classified as not included in
the balance sample. Panel (d) reports the exact decomposition of the final balance sample by treatment
arm. The figure is restricted to participants who attended at least three sessions and satisfy the balance-
sample inclusion rule. Within each arm, observations are partitioned into three mutually exclusive categories:
“Games only,” “Scales only,” and “Games and scales,” depending on whether inclusion in the balance sample
is driven by behavioral game outcomes, scale outcomes, or both. All panels are based on participants with
non-missing treatment assignment and attendance information. Because panels (a) and (b) summarize data
availability at the level of outcome families, whereas panels (c¢) and (d) reflect the specific restriction used
to construct the demographic balance sample, the totals in each bar need not coincide with the estimation
sample used in regressions for any single game or scale outcome.
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Table 19: Player 2 (Trustworthiness) Behavior and Empirical Expectations

% sent back (P2) expected % sent back
(1) (2) (3) (4)
Baseline With controls Baseline With controls
Treatment 0.068** 0.057* 0.100** 0.094*
(0.034) (0.033) (0.045) (0.045)
Amount sent (P1) 0.044** 0.044*** -0.010* -0.010*
(0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004)
Treatment x Amount sent (P1)  -0.005 -0.005 -0.012* -0.011
(0.004) (0.004) (0.007) (0.006)
Constant 0.046** 0.032 0.355*** 0.381***
(0.020) (0.024) (0.032) (0.035)
Placebo mean 0.288 0.288 0.291 0.292
Observations 1380 1350 172 168
R? 0.398 0.422 0.140 0.165
Wayve fixed effects v v v ve
Demographic controls v v

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear regressions of trust-game outcomes on an indicator for
assignment to the fiction-reading treatment, the amount sent by Player 1, and their interaction. The
dependent variable in Columns (1)—(2) is the percentage returned by Player 2, defined as the share of the
tripled amount received from Player 1 that Player 2 sends back. The dependent variable in Columns (3)—(4)
is Player 1’s expectation about how much Player 2 will return. In all columns, Amount sent (P1) refers to the
observed amount sent by Player 1. In the trust game, Player 1 decided how many tokens (0-10) to send to
Player 2, and the amount sent was tripled before reaching Player 2. Return behavior and return expectations
are therefore interpreted conditional on the amount initially sent by Player 1. All specifications include fixed
effects for the first experimental wave. Even-numbered columns additionally include demographic controls:
age, an indicator for short-term sessions, prior acquaintance with other participants, gender, and an indicator
for high socioeconomic stratum. Clustered standard errors at the individual level are reported in parentheses.
* p<0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Table 20: Player 1 Personal and Social Norms Regarding lack of trustworthiness

Personal norm Normative expectations

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Treatment -0.058 -0.079 0.001 -0.037
(0.120)  (0.135)  (0.059) (0.028)
Constant 2.494** 3286 2.314*** 2.509**

(0.108)  (0.397)  (0.031) (0.889)

Placebo mean 2.494 2.494 2.313 2.313
Observations 175 171 175 171
R? 0.001 0.073 0.000 0.048
Wayve fixed effects v v v v
Constants v v

Notes: Entries report coeflicients from linear regressions of trust-game norm- and expectation-related
outcomes on an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment. The dependent variables are
(i) participants’ personal norm regarding how much Player 2 should return in the trust game, and (ii)
participants’ empirical expectations about how much Player 2 would return conditional on the amount sent
by Player 1.

Personal norms are measured on a 1-4 scale ranging from “very inappropriate” to “very appropriate,”
capturing respondents’ own evaluation of Player 2’s return decision. Expectations are elicited on a 1-10
scale, indicating how much respondents believe Player 2 would return given the amount previously sent by
Player 1.

In the trust game, Player 1 decided how many tokens (0-10) to send to Player 2, and the amount sent
was tripled before reaching Player 2. The questions in this table therefore refer to Player 2’s return
decision conditional on the transfer received from Player 1. All specifications include fixed effects for
the first experimental wave. Even-numbered columns additionally include demographic controls: age, an
indicator for short-term sessions, prior acquaintance with other participants, gender, and an indicator for
high socioeconomic stratum.

Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Table 21: Player 1 (Ultimatum) Behavior and Empirical Expectations

Amount sent (P1) P2 expectations about P1 sent

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Treatment 0.262* 0.207 0.061 0.006
(0.137)  (0.145)  (0.135) (0.154)
Constant 4.652%*  4.225%* 4 353*** 3.998***
(0.097)  (0.876)  (0.084) (0.876)
Placebo mean 4.647 4.647 4.353 4.353
Observations 184 180 184 180
R? 0.015 0.072 0.001 0.056
Wayve fixed effects v v v v
Controls v ve

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear regressions of ultimatum-game outcomes on an indicator for
assignment to the fiction-reading treatment.

The dependent variables are: (i) the offer made by Player 1 (Proposer), measured as the number of tokens
(0-10) offered out of a 10-token endowment, and (ii) participants’ incentivized empirical belief about the
typical offer made by proposers in the ultimatum game.

Beliefs were incentivized: participants received a monetary payment if their guess matched the modal
response in the corresponding belief elicitation task.

All specifications include fixed effects for the first experimental wave. Even-numbered columns additionally
include demographic controls: age, an indicator for short-term sessions, prior acquaintance with other
participants, gender, and an indicator for high socioeconomic stratum.

Robust standard errors clustered at the individual level are reported in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05,
*p < 0.01.

Table 26: Player 2 (Third party) Personal and social Norms regarding Player 1

Personal norm Social norm
(1) (2) (3) (4)
Treatment -0.032 -0.011 -0.120 -0.096
(0.071)  (0.070)  (0.109) (0.118)
Constant 2.001**  1.927** 1.847** 1.489***

(0.049)  (0.350) (0.104)  (0.460)

Placebo mean 1.976 1.976 1.824 1.824
Observations 184 180 184 180
R? 0.272 0.310 0.282 0.328
Wave fixed effects v ve e v
Demographic controls v v

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear reg 2isions of norm-related outcomes in the third-party
punishment game on an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment. The dependent variable in
Columns (1)—(2) is Personal norm, defined as the respondent’s own evaluation of the appropriateness of the
punishment decision in the allocation scenario. The dependent variable in Columns (3)—(4) is Social norm,
defined a< the reenondent’s belief aboiit how other particinante evaliiate the came piinichment decicion



Figure 7: Responder Acceptance Rate in the Ultimatum Game by treatment status.
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Notes: The figure plots the mean acceptance rate of Player 2 (Responder) in the ultimatum game, separately
by treatment status and by the amount offered by Player 1 (Proposer). The dependent variable is an indicator
equal to one if Player 2 accepts the offer X made by Player 1, elicited via the strategy method, and zero
otherwise. In the ultimatum game, Player 1 proposes a transfer (0-10 tokens) to Player 2, and Player 2
decides whether to accept or reject; if Player 2 rejects, both players receive zero. Points correspond to cell
means from a fully saturated model interacting treatment assignment with the amount offered by Player 1
and including first-wave fixed effects. Vertical bars denote 95% confidence intervals based on standard errors
clustered at the individual level. Significance markers above each offer indicate tests of equality between the
fiction-reading treatment and placebo at that specific offer level: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01, and
n.s. indicates not statistically significant at the 10% level.

Table 27: Player 2 (Third party) Personal and social Norms regarding Player 3

Pnorm deductions of P3  Snorm deductions of P3

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Treatment -0.227* -0.262** -0.094 -0.085
(0.107) (0.117) (0.088) (0.086)
Constant 3.030*** 4.002%** 2.974*** 4.059***
(0.076) (0.286) (0.072) (0.368)
Placebo mean 3.000 3.000 2.953 2.953
Observations 184 180 184 180
R? 0.315 0.372 0.181 0.214
Wave fixed effects e v v v
Controls v v

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear regressions of norm-related outcomes in the third-party
punishment game on an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment. The dependent variable
in Columns (1)—(2) is the participant’s personal norm regarding the deduction chosen by Player 3, that is,
the respondent’s own evaluation of the appropriateng s of Player 3’s punishment decision. The dependent
variable in Columns (3)—(4) is the social norm regarding deductions by Player 3, that is, the respondent’s
belief about how other participants evaluate the same punishment decision.

Personal norms are measured on a 1-4 scale ranging from “very inappropriate” to “very appropriate.” Social
norms are elicited using the coordination-based method of Krupka and Weber (2013). in which participants



Table 22: Player 2 (Ultimatum) Acceptance of Low Offers and Empirical Expectations

P2 acceptance rate for offers < 5 P1 expectations about P2 accepting < 5

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Treatment 0.015 0.021 -0.025 -0.020
(0.040) (0.039) (0.059) (0.052)
Constant 0.347*** 0.382** 0.432*** 0.197
(0.024) (0.169) (0.041) (0.344)
Control mean 0.349 0.349 0.435 0.435
Observations 184 180 184 180
R? 0.016 0.056 0.016 0.046
Wayve fixed effects v v v v
Controls ve v

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear regressions of ultimatum-game outcomes on an indicator for
assignment to the fiction-reading treatment.

The dependent variables are: (i) Player 2’s acceptance rate for offers smaller than 5 tokens, measured as the
share of low offers accepted among observed responses for offers of 0, 1, 2, 3, and 4 tokens, and (ii) Player 1’s
expectation about whether Player 2 would accept an offer smaller than 5 tokens.

In the ultimatum game, Player 1 (Proposer) decided how many tokens to offer to Player 2 (Responder) out of
a 10-token endowment. The variable P2 acceptance rate for offers < 5 captures the responder’s willingness
to accept low offers. The variable PI expectations about P2 accepting < 5 captures the proposer’s empirical
belief about responder behavior in low-offer situations.

All specifications include fixed effects for the first experimental wave. Even-numbered columns additionally
include demographic controls: age, an indicator for short-term sessions, prior acquaintance with other
participants, gender, and an indicator for high socioeconomic stratum.

Standard errors clustered at the session level are reported in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, ***
p < 0.01.

Table 28: Social connectedness

(1) (2)

Treatment 0.044 0.037
(0.065)  (0.072)
Constant 2.345**  3.033***

(0.051)  (0.320)

Placebo mean 2.344 2.344
Observations 163 160
R? 0.004 0.075
Wave fixed effects v v
Constants v

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear regre%éons of perceived social isolation on an indicator for
assignment to the fiction-reading treatment. The dependent variable is constructed as the mean of items
from the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3) (Russell, 1996). Following the original coding procedure,
positively worded items (Items 5, 6, 9, 10, 15, 16, 19, and 20) are reverse-coded as 5 — x, where responses are
measured on a 1-4 <scale. <o that hicher values consistentlv indicate creater nerceived loneliness. The scale



Table 23: Responder Acceptance Decisions

(1) (2)

Treatment 0.022 0.035
(0.051)  (0.052)
P1 Offer 0.087***  0.089***

(0.006)  (0.006)
Treatment x P1 Offer  -0.005 -0.008
(0.008)  (0.008)
Constant 0.229**  (0.222***
(0.038)  (0.037)

Placebo mean 0.686 0.686
Observations 1877 1836
R? 0.33 0.34
Wave fixed effects v v
Controls v

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear regressions of ultimatum-game acceptance outcomes on an
indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment, the offer made by Player 1, and their interaction.
The dependent variable is an indicator equal to one if Player 2 accepts the offer and zero otherwise.

In the ultimatum game, Player 1 (Proposer) decided how many tokens (0-10) to offer to Player 2 (Responder)
out of a 10-token endowment. The variable P1 Offer therefore measures the size of the proposed transfer to
Player 2. The interaction term captures whether the relationship between the offer size and the probability
of acceptance differs across treatment and control groups.

All specifications include fixed effects for the first experimental wave. Even-numbered columns additionally
include demographic controls: age, an indicator for short-term sessions, prior acquaintance with other
participants, gender, and an indicator for high socioeconomic stratum.

Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Table 24: Player 1 (Third party) Behavior and Empirical Expectations

Amount sent Expectations

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Treatment 0.035 0.026 -0.216 -0.203
(0.113)  (0.146) (0.154)  (0.202)
Constant 4.595"**  4.453**  4.464™*  3.059***

(0.078)  (0.744)  (0.061)  (0.714)

Placebo mean 4.600 4.600 4.471 4.471
Observations 184 180 184 180
R? 0.004 0.026 0.011 0.033
Wayve fixed effects v v v v
Controls v v

Notes: Entries report coefficients from linear regressions of third-party allocation-game outcomes on an
indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment. The dependent variables are (i) the amount sent
by Player 1 and (ii) Player 2 empirical expectations about the typical amount sent by Player 1.

In the third-party allocation game, Player 1 decided how many tokens (0-10) to send to the relevant
counterpart under the experimental allocation setting. The variable Amount sent therefore measures the
observed transfer chosen by Player 1, while Ezpectations captures respondents’ beliefs about the transfer
that Player 1 would typically choose in the same setting.

All specifications include fixed effects for the first experimental wave. Even-numbered columns additionally
include demographic controls: age, an indicator for short-term sessions, prior acquaintance with other
participants, gender, and an indicator for high socioeconomic stratum.

Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

A.3.2 Other channels: Moral self-concept

Table 29: Morality indices

Symbolization Internalization
(1) (2) (3) (4)
Treatment 0.066 0.171 -0.011 -0.002
(0.171)  (0.140)  (0.059)  (0.069)
Constant 4.193*  3.265"  5.422%* 4973

(0.155)  (0.772)  (0.039)  (0.657)

Placebo mean 4.188 4.188 5.421 5.421
Observations 163 160 163 160
R?2 0.012 0.109 0.001 0.073
Wave fixed effects v v v v
Controls 58 Vv v

Entries report coefficients from linear regressions of Moral Identity measures on an indicator for assignment
to the fiction-reading treatment. The dependent variables correspond to the two standard dimensions of
the Moral Identitv Scale (Aauino & Reed. 2002): Internalization. which captures the extent to which moral



Figure 8: Deduction Points Assigned by Player 3 to Player 1 by Treatment Status
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Notes: The figure plots the mean number of deduction points assigned by Player 3 (Third Party) in the
third-party punishment game, separately by treatment status and by the amount sent by Player 1. The
dependent variable is the number of points deducted by Player 3 from Player 2’s payoff. Points correspond
to cell means from a fully saturated model interacting treatment assignment with the amount sent by Player 1
and including first-wave fixed effects. Vertical bars denote 95% confidence intervals based on standard errors
clustered at the individual level. Significance markers above each amount indicate tests of equality between
the fiction-reading treatment and placebo at that specific amount sent: * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01,
and n.s. indicates not statistically significant at the 10% level.
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Table 25: Deduction based of amount sent to others

Deduction chosen by P3  Expected deduction by P2

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Baseline With controls Baseline  With controls

Treatment 0.082 0.022 0.019 -0.042
(0.191) (0.191) (0.183) (0.185)
Amount sent (P1) -0.198*** -0.201** -0.208*** -0.210™**
(0.019) (0.019) (0.020) (0.020)
Treatment x Amount sent (P1)  -0.003 -0.001 -0.001 0.001
(0.026) (0.027) (0.026) (0.027)
Placebo mean 0.753 0.762 0.832 0.842
Observations 2021 1977 2024 1980
R? 0.292 0.314 0.314 0.332
Wave fixed effects v v v v
Demographic controls v v

Notes: Entries report coeflicients from linear regressions of third-party punishment outcomes on an indicator
for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment, the amount sent by Player 1, and their interaction. The
dependent variable in Columns (1)—(2) is the deduction chosen by Player 3. The dependent variable in
Columns (3)—(4) is the deduction that respondents expect Player 3 would impose.

In all columns, Amount sent (P1) refers to the observed amount sent by Player 1 in the underlying allocation
stage. In the third-party punishment game, Player 1 makes an allocation decision, Player 2 is the affected
party, and Player 3 may reduce Player 1’s payoff in response to that allocation. The interaction term captures
whether the relationship between the amount sent by Player 1 and the punishment imposed (or expected)
by Player 3 differs across treatment and control groups.

All specifications include fixed effects for the first experimental wave. Even-numbered columns additionally
include demographic controls: age, an indicator for short-term sessions, prior acquaintance with other
participants, gender, and an indicator for high socioeconomic stratum.

Clustered standard errors at the individual level are reported in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, ***
p < 0.01.

A.3.3 Short vs. Long term treatment effects

Figure 9: Treatment effects of behavior in games (Short term vs Long term)
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Figure 10: Treatment effects of behavior in games (Short term vs Long term)
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Notes: The figure reports treatment-effect estimates from separate linear regressions of panel outcomes on
an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment, estimated separately for the short-term and
long-term samples. In the trust game, the outcome is the share of the received amount returned by Player
2, constructed from conditional return choices for each amount sent by Player 1. In the ultimatum game,
the outcome is an indicator for accepting a given offer, estimated across the full set of possible offers. In
the third-party punishment game, the outcome is the deduction chosen for each value received by Player
3. All specifications include first-wave fixed effects and fixed effects for the relevant conditional-choice level
(amount sent, offer, or amount received). Standard errors are clustered at the respondent-by-horizon level
(id_obs_term). Markers represent point estimates. Gray horizontal bars denote 95% confidence intervals,
and colored horizontal bars denote 90% confidence intervals.

61



Figure 11: Treatment effects on Narrative subscales (Short term vs Long term)
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Notes: The figure reports treatment-effect estimates from separate baseline regressions of narrative-scale
outcomes on an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment, estimated separately for the short-
term and long-term samples. All specifications include first-wave fixed effects, and standard errors are
clustered at the session-by-horizon level. Markers represent point estimates. Gray horizontal bars denote
95% confidence intervals, and colored horizontal bars denote 90% confidence intervals.
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Figure 12: Treatment effects on Attribution indices (Short term vs Long term)
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Notes: The figure reports treatment-effect estimates from separate baseline regressions of attribution
outcomes on an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment, estimated separately for the
short-term and long-term samples. Outcomes include the overall attribution index and the seven attribution
subscales: Complex, Situational, Motivation, Metacognitive, Ambiguity, Cognitive effort, and Behavior. All
specifications include first-wave fixed effects, and standard errors are clustered at the session-by-horizon
level. Markers represent point estimates. Gray horizontal bars denote 95% confidence intervals, and colored
horizontal bars denote 90% confidence intervals.
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Figure 13: Treatment effects on Theory of Mind (Short term vs Long term)
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Notes: The figure reports treatment-effect estimates from separate baseline regressions of RMET accuracy
on an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment, estimated separately for the short-term and
long-term samples. All specifications include first-wave fixed effects, and standard errors are clustered at
the session-by-horizon level. Markers represent point estimates. Gray horizontal bars denote 95% confidence
intervals, and colored horizontal bars denote 90% confidence intervals.

64



Figure 14: Treatment effects on Empathy indices (Short term vs Long term)
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Notes: The figure reports treatment-effect estimates from separate baseline regressions of empathy outcomes
on an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment, estimated separately for the short-term and
long-term samples. All specifications include first-wave fixed effects, and standard errors are clustered at
the session-by-horizon level. Markers represent point estimates. Gray horizontal bars denote 95% confidence
intervals, and colored horizontal bars denote 90% confidence intervals.
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Figure 15: Treatment effects on IOS indices (Short term vs Long term)
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Notes: The figure reports treatment-effect estimates from separate baseline regressions of IOS outcomes on
an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment, estimated separately for the short-term and
long-term samples. Outcomes include the overall IOS index and its component items. All specifications
include first-wave fixed effects, and standard errors are clustered at the session-by-horizon level. Markers
represent point estimates. Gray horizontal bars denote 95% confidence intervals, and colored horizontal bars
denote 90% confidence intervals.
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Figure 16: Treatment effects on Uniqueness (Short term vs Long term)
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Notes: The figure reports treatment-effect estimates from separate baseline regressions of uniqueness
outcomes on an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment, estimated separately for the
short-term and long-term samples. All specifications include first-wave fixed effects, and standard errors are
clustered at the session-by-horizon level. Markers represent point estimates. Gray horizontal bars denote
95% confidence intervals, and colored horizontal bars denote 90% confidence intervals.
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Figure 17: Treatment effects on Morality (Short term vs Long term)
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Notes: The figure reports treatment-effect estimates from separate baseline regressions of morality outcomes
on an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment, estimated separately for the short-term
and long-term samples. Outcomes correspond to the Symbolization (idx_moral_symb) and Internalization
(idxmoral_int) subscales. All specifications include first-wave fixed effects, and standard errors are
clustered at the session-by-horizon level. Markers represent point estimates. Gray horizontal bars denote
95% confidence intervals, and colored horizontal bars denote 90% confidence intervals.
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Figure 18: Treatment effects on Social connectedness (Short term vs Long term)
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Notes: The figure reports treatment-effect estimates from separate baseline regressions of the UCLA index
on an indicator for assignment to the fiction-reading treatment, estimated separately for the short-term and
long-term samples. All specifications include first-wave fixed effects, and standard errors are clustered at
the session-by-horizon level. Markers represent point estimates. Gray horizontal bars denote 95% confidence
intervals, and colored horizontal bars denote 90% confidence intervals.

A.3.4 Selection into the Analytic Sample

e Randomization: full sample
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Table 30: Effective Randomization

(1)

Age 0.012
(0.008)
Quizscore -0.002
(0.002)
Firstwave -0.033
(0.066)
Short term 0.015
(0.054)
Knowother 0.061
(0.068)
Female -0.007
(0.052)
High strata -0.045
(0.071)
Econ field -0.030
(0.071)
Placebo mean 0.512
Observations 385
R? 0.016

P-value: controls joint test  0.515

Notes: This table reports a randomization balance test in the full experimental sample. The dependent
variable is an indicator for assignment to the fiction treatment. Each coeflicient comes from a linear regression
of treatment assignment on baseline covariates: age, quiz score, first-wave participation, short-term treatment
timing, whether the participant knew other subjects, female, high socioeconomic strata, and economics field.
“Placebo mean” reports the mean of the dependent variable in the estimation sample. The row labeled
“P-value: controls joint test” reports the p-value from a joint significance test of all baseline covariates.
Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

e Randomization: if experimental session is equal or more than 1
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Table 31: Effective Randomization

(1)

Age 0.014*
(0.008)
Quiz score -0.004*
(0.002)
First wave 0.006
(0.073)
Short term 0.025
(0.054)
Knows others 0.063
(0.068)
Female -0.017
(0.054)
High strata -0.052
(0.073)
Economics field -0.030
(0.071)
Placebo mean 0.519
Observations 362
R? 0.025

P-value: controls joint test 0.202

Notes: This table reports a randomization balance test in the restricted estimation sample. The dependent
variable is an indicator for assignment to the fiction treatment. Each coeflicient comes from a linear regression
of treatment assignment on baseline covariates: age, quiz score, first-wave participation, short-term treatment
timing, whether the participant knew other subjects, female, high socioeconomic strata, and economics field.
The sample is restricted by outcome availability or scale completion; in particular, we apply an additional
filter based on missingness in the game outcomes or scale measure. “Placebo mean” reports the mean of
the dependent variable in the corresponding estimation sample. The row labeled “P-value: controls joint
test” reports the p-value from a joint significance test of all baseline covariates. Robust standard errors are
reported in parentheses. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

e Attrition: Went to 3 or more class sessions
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Table 32: Attrition Analysis
(1) 2 (3)

Assigned treatment 0.028 0.030 -0.228
(0.199)  (0.052)  (0.352)

Age -0.012*  -0.023
(0.006)  (0.014)

Quiz score -0.001 0.000
(0.001)  (0.001)

First wave -0.214*  -0.191*
(0.073)  (0.091)

Short term -0.094  -0.114
(0.053)  (0.081)

Knows others 0.063** 0.064
(0.027)  (0.045)

Female 0.063 0.027
(0.039)  (0.060)

High strata -0.013 0.029
(0.057)  (0.086)

Economics field -0.055  -0.088
(0.041)  (0.054)

Assigned treatment x Age 0.013
(0.017)

Assigned treatment x Quiz score -0.003
(0.002)

Assigned treatment x First wave -0.044
(0.137)

Assigned treatment x Short term 0.044
(0.104)

Assigned treatment x Knows others -0.011
(0.055)

Assigned treatment x Female 0.079
(0.076)

Assigned treatment x High strata -0.098
(0.131)

Assigned treatment x Economics field 0.081
(0.075)

(0.098)
Constant 0.751*  1.193"* 1.411**

(0.136)  (0.163)  (0.250)

Placebo mean 0.751 0.862 0.862
Observations 452 385 385
R? 0.001 0125  0.142
P-value: controls joint test 0.006

P-value: interactions joint test 0.004
Session-clustered SE v v v

Notes: This table reports an attrition analysis in the unrestricted experimental sample. The dependent
variable is an indicator equal to one if the participant attended at least three sessions and zero otherwise. Each
column reports coefficients from a linear regression of this analytic-sample indicator on treatment assignment
and, depending on the specification, baseline covariates and their interactions. Baseline covariates include
age, quiz score, first-wave participation, short-term treatment timing, whether the participant knew other
subjects, female, high socioeconomic strata, and economics field. The sample is not additionally restricted
by outcome availability or scale completion. “Placebo mean” reports the mean of the dependent variable
for the placebo group in the corresponding estimation sample. The rows labeled “P-value: controls joint
test” and “P-value: interactions joint test” report the p-values from joint significance tests of the baseline
covariates and the treatment-by-covariate interactions, respectively. Standard errors are clustered at the
session level and reported in parentheses. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

e Attrition: Went to 3 or more class sessions and experimental session is equal or more
than 1
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Table 33: Attrition Analysis
(1) (2) (3)

Assigned treatment 0.014 0.020 -0.003
(0.045) (0.042) (0.391)
Age -0.011 -0.011
(0.009) (0.014)
Quiz score -0.001 -0.000
(0.001) (0.001)
First wave 0.007 0.069
(0.051) (0.044)
Short term -0.029 -0.032
(0.038) (0.060)
Knows others 0.044* 0.037
(0.020) (0.038)
Female 0.034 -0.025
(0.035) (0.038)
High strata -0.039 -0.038
(0.052) (0.063)
Economics field -0.050 -0.075
(0.042) (0.053)
Assigned treatment x Age -0.000
(0.019)
Assigned treatment x Quiz score -0.001
(0.002)
Assigned treatment x First wave -0.121*
(0.067)
Assigned treatment x Short term 0.010
(0.071)
Assigned treatment x Knows others 0.005
(0.048)
Assigned treatment x Female 0.116*
(0.056)
Assigned treatment x High strata -0.025
(0.120)
Assigned treatment x Economics field 0.064
(0.077)
Constant 0.920%* 1.172%+* 1.188**
(0.039) (0.207) (0.270)
Mean dep. var. (control assigned) 0.920 0.920 0.920
Observations 371 362 362
R? 0.001 0.044 0.069
P-value: controls joint test 0.056
P-value: interactions joint test 0.005
Session-clustered SE v v v

Standard errors clustered at the session level in parentheses. The dependent variable equals one
if the individual participated in at least three sessions. Columns (2) and (3) include baseline
controls; column (3) additionally includes interactions between assigned treatment and baseline
covariates. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

Notes: This table reports an attrition analysis in the restricted estimation sample. The dependent variable
is an indicator equal to one if the participant attended at least three sessions and zero otherwise. Each
column reports coefficients from a linear regression of this analytic-sample indicator on treatment assignment
and, depending on the specification, baseline covariates and their interactions. Baseline covariates include
age, quiz score, first-wave participation, short-term treatment timing, whether the participant knew other
subjects, female, high socioeconomic strata, and economics field. The sample is restricted by outcome
availability or scale completion; in particular, we apply an additional filter based on missingness in the
game outcomes or scale measure. “Placebo mean” reports the mean of the dependent variable for the placebo
group in the corresponding estimation sample. The rows labeled “P-value: controls joint test” and “P-
value: interactions joint test” report the p-values from joint significance tests of the baseline covariates and
the treatment-by-covariate interactions, respectively. Standard errors are clustered at the session level and
reported in parentheses. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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A.3.5 Placebo group behavior

Table 34: Placebo group results on games

Dictator Trust Ultimatum  Third party
(1) (2) (3) (4)
Completed at least 3 sessions -0.345 1.531* -0.187 -0.401
(0.712) (0.465) (0.093) (0.150)
Mean (< 3 sessions) 3.875 4.250 5.000 5.000
Observations 90 90 90 90
R? 0.101 0.203 0.104 0.095
Controls v v v v
Session-clustered SE v v v v

Notes: This table reports within-placebo correlations between course completion and observed behavior in
the experimental games. The sample is restricted to participants assigned to the placebo arm, defined as those
with assigned_treatment = (. The main explanatory variable is an indicator equal to one if the participant
attended at least three sessions of the placebo course and zero otherwise. Each column reports coefficients
from a separate linear regression of game behavior on this completion indicator, controlling for baseline
covariates: age, quiz score, first-wave participation, short-term treatment timing, whether the participant
knew other subjects, female, high socioeconomic strata, and economics field. The omitted category is
participants assigned to placebo who attended fewer than three sessions. “Mean (< 3 sessions)” reports the
mean of the dependent variable for that omitted group in the corresponding estimation sample. Because
completion of the placebo course was not randomly assigned, coefficients should be interpreted as correlational
associations rather than causal effects. Standard errors are clustered at the session level and reported in
parentheses. * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Figure 19: Sample slide of the Fiction reading course. Session 1: The seven possibilities of
literature
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Figure 20: Sample slide of the
course. Session 3: From empathy to com-
passion. “Masacre en Colombia”, Fernando
Botero, 2000
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Figure 21: Sample slide of the Fiction reading
course. Session 3: From empathy to compas-
sion. Jesus Abad Colorado
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