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Human social behavior spans a continuum from
self-serving actions to other-oriented sacrifices.
Underlying these behaviors are reputational concerns,
specifically rejection avoidance and praise seeking.
However, it is unclear how reputational concerns
relate to pathological altruism, which involves
excessive, irrational self-sacrifice, and healthy
selfishness, which prioritizes one’s own fulfillment with
consideration of potential negative effects on others.
This study examined whether rejection avoidance
and praise seeking are associated with pathological
altruism and healthy selfishness. Data were collected
from 787 participants between the ages of 15 and 59.
The results indicated that both rejection avoidance
and praise seeking were positively correlated with
pathological altruism and healthy selfishness, even
after controlling for empathy. Most associations were
stable across all ages, although the association
between praise seeking and healthy selfishness
was moderated by age. These findings provide initial
empirical evidence that reputational concerns may
drive individuals toward both pathological altruism
and healthy selfishness. This result enhances the
understanding of the motivational role of social
evaluation in complex human social functioning.
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Introduction

Humans navigate social situations by balancing their own
needs with those of others. Although selfish behavior
can bring short-term personal benefits, it often leads to
disapproval or exclusion when it violates social norms.
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Conversely, altruistic behavior, though seemingly self-
sacrificing, can enhance long-term social status by eliciting
positive evaluations and reinforcing one’s reputation
within groups (Nowak & Sigmund, 2005; Van Vugt et
al., 2007; Wu et al., 2016). Most people are aware of these
potential consequences and sensitive to how they appear
to others (Berman & Silver, 2022; Wu et al., 2016). This
sensitivity, called reputational concern, leads to behaviors
aimed at avoiding disapproval and eliciting positive
evaluations. Therefore, reputational concern helps explain
why people refrain from selfish behavior and engage in
altruistic behavior, even at personal cost.

Two primary components of reputational concern
have been identified: rejection avoidance and praise
seeking. Rejection avoidance is the desire to avoid
negative evaluations and rejection from others, and
praise seeking is the desire to obtain positive evaluations
and praise from others (Kawamura & Kusumi, 2018;
Wu et al., 2016). These reputational concerns serve
adaptive purposes by guiding social behavior in ways
that minimize social exclusion and maximize social
approval. Rejection avoidance and praise seeking function
as individual difference factors that influence altruistic
behavior (Kawamura & Kusumi, 2018). Additionally, the
relationship between reputational concerns and altruistic
behavior varies depending on the age of the actor and their
relationship with the recipient (Kawamura & Kusumi,
2018; Oguni et al., 2025b). However, previous studies have
only examined associations with altruistic behavior and
not with more complex, subtle behavioral patterns.

Recently, pathological altruism and healthy selfishness
have been proposed to better understand the diversity of
human social behaviors beyond the traditional dichotomy
of altruism and selfishness'. Pathological altruism refers
to behavioral tendencies that involve excessive, irrational
self-sacrifice that results in harm to self and others
(Bachner-Melman & Oakley, 2016; Oakley et al., 2012).
From an evolutionary perspective, this tendency may
stem from the overactivation of highly adaptive social
motivations, especially those related to maintaining
relationships and gaining acceptance. Individuals who
exhibit pathological altruism often disregard their own
needs in favor of helping others, sometimes to the point of
burnout or exploitation (Oakley et al., 2012). Although this
behavior is outwardly altruistic, it represents a maladaptive
pattern that undermines long-term personal and social
functioning. In contrast, healthy selfishness refers to
behavioral tendencies that respect one’s own happiness
with consideration of the negative effects on others
(Kaufman & Jauk, 2020). Rather than a form of self-
centeredness, it can be seen as an adaptive strategy that
ensures sustainability in personal well-being and social
interactions. Unlike ordinary selfishness, which disregards
the interests of others and risks social exclusion for short-
term gains, healthy selfishness considers the negative
effects on others. This reputational component is adaptive
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because it minimizes the risk of social penalties, allowing
individuals to pursue their personal goals sustainably
without damaging their social standing. These concepts
are useful for explaining behaviors that cannot be captured
by the traditional moral view that altruism is always good
and selfishness is always bad. They thus have important
implications for clarifying the breadth of human behavior
that cannot be captured by the conventional dualistic
perspective.

Understanding how reputational concerns underlie
these distinct behaviors may illuminate the complex
role of social evaluation-based motives in shaping both
extreme self-sacrifice and balanced self-interest. The
potential links between reputational concerns and these
two behavioral patterns can be inferred from existing
literature (Bachner-Melman & Oakley, 2016; Kaufman
& Jauk, 2020; Oakley et al., 2012). For example, rejection
avoidance may motivate the excessive self-sacrifice
characteristic of pathological altruism, driving individuals
to avoid rejection and maintain relationships at any cost.
It could also encourage the socially considerate aspect of
healthy selfishness as a means of avoiding interpersonal
conflict and negative evaluations. Similarly, praise
seeking drives behaviors aimed at social gain. It can
motivate self-sacrificial behaviors to gain approval and an
altruistic reputation, aligning with pathological altruism.
Praise seeking can also motivate individuals to adopt
the balanced, thoughtful behaviors inherent in healthy
selfishness to appear competent and socially successful.
While these associations are suggested by existing
research, no empirical study directly tests reputational
concerns as factors related to pathological altruism and
healthy selfishness.

This study examined whether rejection avoidance and
praise seeking are related to pathological altruism and
healthy selfishness. While previous studies have primarily
examined the relationship between reputational concern
and altruism, this study explored a more comprehensive
understanding of reputation by introducing different
behavioral patterns. Based on previous findings (Bachner-
Melman & Oakley, 2016; Kaufman & Jauk, 2020; Oakley
et al., 2012), we hypothesized that both rejection avoidance
and praise seeking would be positively associated with
both pathological altruism and healthy selfishness.
Rejection avoidance, which primarily functions to
minimize social criticism and exclusion, can motivate
excessive self-sacrifice to maintain relationships at any
cost, consistent with pathological altruism. It can also
encourage consideration of others to avoid negative
evaluation and conflict, aligning with healthy selfishness.
Similarly, praise seeking, which maximizes social approval
and status, may drive self-sacrificial behaviors to gain a
positive social image, a feature of pathological altruism. It
can simultaneously align with the balanced pursuit of one’s
own happiness to be perceived as competent and well-
adjusted, fitting the definition of healthy selfishness.

Although the relationship between reputational concern
and altruistic behavior is moderated by age (Oguni et al.,
2025Db), there is a lack of understanding as to whether the
role of reputational concern in pathological altruism and
healthy selfishness is also moderated by age. Therefore,
this study also conducted an exploratory examination of the
interaction effect between reputational concern and age.
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Methods

Participants

To determine sample size prior to data collection, a power
analysis was conducted using G*Power 3.1.9.4 (Faul et
al., 2007). It was estimated that a minimum sample size
of 759 participants would be required to detect small
effects (effect size /= 0.02, alpha level = .05, power = .80,
number of predictors = 8). Therefore, data were collected
from 1,000 participants between the ages of 15 and 59
who were registered with an online survey company
(Freeasy; iBRIDGE Company, Tokyo, Japan). Of these,
100 participants were recruited from each gender (male
and female) and decade-based age group (i.e., 10s, 20s,
30s, 40s, 50s). Data for 213 participants who failed the
attention-check item (“Please answer ‘2’ for this item”)
were excluded. The data for the remaining 787 participants
(384 males, 403 females; Mage = 37.13, SD = 13.34) were
then analyzed. Over 99% of registrants and respondents of
this online survey company are Japanese, and only 0.1% or
fewer are non-Japanese, a demographic spread assumed to
apply to the present study’s participant pool.

The study was approved by the Ritsumeikan University
Ethics Review Committee for Research Involving Human
Subjects (Kinugasa-Human-2023-18) and was conducted
after obtaining informed consent from participants.
Informed consent was also obtained from the parents of
any participants under the age of 18.

Measures?

(a) Rejection avoidance and praise seeking

To assess rejection avoidance and praise seeking, this
study used the Praise Seeking and Rejection Avoidance
Need Scales (Kojima et al., 2003). Participants responded
to 18 items on a five-point Likert scale (1 = disagree, 5 =
agree). Consistent with previous studies (Kawamura &
Kusumi, 2018; Kojima et al., 2003), internal consistency
was satisfactory (praise seeking: a = .91; rejection
avoidance: a = .90).

(b) Pathological altruism and healthy selfishness

To assess pathological altruism and healthy selfishness,
the Japanese version of the Healthy Selfishness and
Pathological Altruism Scale (Oguni et al., 2025a; original
English version, Kaufman & Jauk, 2020) was employed.
Participants responded to 20 items on a 5-point Likert scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Consistent with
previous studies (Kaufman & Jauk, 2020; Oguni et al.,
2025a), internal consistency was satisfactory (pathological
altruism: o = .86; healthy selfishness: a = .86).

(c) Empathy

Empathy was treated as a control variable because it is
closely related to social behavior (Yin & Wang, 2023).
To assess empathy, the study used the Japanese version
of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Himichi et al.,
2017, for the original English version, see Davis, 1980).
The scale consists of four factors related to empathy
(personal distress, empathic concern, perspective taking,
and fantasy). Participants responded to 28 items on a
S-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly
agree). Consistent with previous studies (Davis, 1980;
Himichi et al., 2017; Kawamura & Kusumi, 2018), internal
consistency was satisfactory (personal distress: o = .77;
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empathic concern: o = .74; perspective taking: a = .62;
fantasy: o = .76).

Statistical analyses

All statistical analyses were performed using R software,
version 4.3.1 (R Core Team, 2024). A hierarchical multiple
regression analysis was conducted with pathological
altruism and healthy selfishness as dependent variables.
Step 1 included age, gender, and empathy (personal
distress, empathic concern, perspective taking, fantasy)
as predictor variables. Step 2 included rejection avoidance
and praise seeking. Step 3 included the interaction
terms “rejection avoidance x age” and “praise seeking
x age.” All independent variables were mean centered.
If the interaction term was significant, the slope from
age-adjusted rejection avoidance or praise seeking to
pathological altruism or healthy selfishness was estimated,
and its 95% confidence band and regions of significance
were calculated using the Johnson-Neyman technique
(Bauer & Curran, 2005). There were no missing values.

Results

Descriptive statistics

Table 1 presents the correlation coefficients for each scale.
Rejection avoidance and praise seeking were positively
correlated with pathological altruism and healthy
selfishness. Furthermore, these relationships remained
consistent after controlling for age.

Hierarchical multiple regression analysis
Table 2 shows the results of the hierarchical multiple
regression analysis with pathological altruism and healthy
selfishness as the dependent variables. Up to Step 2,
reputational concerns explained a significant proportion of
the variance in all models, controlling for age, gender, and
empathy. When pathological altruism was the dependent
variable, rejection avoidance and praise seeking were
significant predictors. Similarly, when healthy selfishness
was the dependent variable, rejection avoidance and praise
seeking were significant predictors.

Step 3 added the interaction terms “rejection avoidance
x age” and “praise seeking x age.” The interaction terms
did not explain a significant proportion of the variance for
pathological altruism. On the other hand, the interaction
term “praise seeking x age” explained a significant
proportion of the variance in healthy selfishness. Although
the interaction term “rejection avoidance x age” was not
significant, the interaction term “praise seeking x age”
predicted healthy selfishness. The slope from age-adjusted
praise seeking to healthy selfishness was then estimated,
and its 95% confidence bands and regions of significance
were calculated. Age was presented in its original unit
scale. The results showed that the effect of praise seeking
on healthy selfishness had a significant positive slope from
15 to 55.05 years of age (Figure 1).

Discussion

This study examined whether rejection avoidance and
praise seeking are related to pathological altruism and
healthy selfishness. The results showed that rejection
avoidance and praise seeking were positively associated
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with pathological altruism and healthy selfishness, even
when controlling for empathy. Additionally, age had no
moderating effect in most models, suggesting that the
role of reputational concerns in pathological altruism and
healthy selfishness is relatively stable across a lifetime.
However, the association between praise seeking and
healthy selfishness was moderated by age and limited
to the range of 15 to 55.05 years. These findings provide
empirical evidence for the association between reputational
concerns and both pathological altruism and healthy
selfishness.

These findings suggest that rejection avoidance
and praise seeking may contribute to the induction of
pathological altruism. From an evolutionary psychological
perspective, the motivations of rejection avoidance and
praise seeking have evolved as adaptive responses to the
demands of maintaining cooperation and cohesion within
social groups (Van Vugt et al., 2007; Wu et al., 2016).
However, extreme manifestations of these tendencies
can lead to pathological altruism: disproportionate self-
sacrifice that prioritizes others regardless of one’s own
resources or limitations. Although pathological altruism is
intended to benefit others, it has undesirable consequences
for both the actor and others (Kaufman & Jauk, 2020).
Additionally, while altruistic behaviors tend to be
evaluated positively in general (Barclay, 2012), excessive
altruism often leads to negative evaluations within
groups (Parks & Stone, 2010). Thus, high sensitivity to
interpersonal evaluation can promote both adaptive and
maladaptive altruistic behaviors. This suggests the long-
term risk of oversensitivity to evaluation eventually
impairing mental and physical health, as well as social
functioning.

This study also showed that rejection avoidance and
praise seeking may both contribute to healthy selfishness,
which involves pursuing personal fulfillment while
accounting for potential negative effects on others. These
findings suggest that reputational concerns may regulate
selfish behavior in socially acceptable ways. For example,
rejection avoidance may encourage restraint in behavior
that pursues only self-interest without regard for others,
thereby minimizing social penalties. Similarly, individuals
high in praise seeking may be motivated to balance self-
assertion with others” welfare to maintain a positive social
image. Furthermore, the positive relationship between
praise seeking and healthy selfishness was moderated by
age. This association progressively weakened with age,
becoming non-significant after 55.05 years. This pattern
suggests that praise seeking is strongly associated with the
manifestation of healthy selfishness from adolescence to
middle adulthood—a critical period for developing social
identity and complex behavioral norms. During this phase,
praise seeking serves as a crucial external motivator
for learning and reinforcing complex social adaptation
strategies, as individuals frequently seek positive external
feedback to confirm the social acceptability of self-
assertion balanced with others’ welfare (Branje, 2022;
Branje et al., 2021). However, as individuals age, their self-
concepts and social roles stabilize, and their behaviors
become internalized (Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2010). In
middle to late adulthood, behavioral patterns of healthy
selfishness become habitual and integrated into one’s
identity, reducing the need for external validation. This

27



Reputation, pathological altruism, and healthy selfishness

100 >d.,.,
Ly Ly 43 0T 61 €r A
00 ST 10 90’ AV
965 [L0"v0-]  TO° o [00—‘vI-]  L0— 9B, BUIY9S dsteI]
. eene . . < lon . 98 Vo0ueploAe
698 [90" *so-] 00 $79 [s0" "80-] 20~ * onoafoy
100> [ep “zel 8¢ 100> [ev ‘1¢7] LE 100> [6T ‘s11] w 100> [og ‘o1 €T Sunyess asrerd
100> [z 601 91 100> [zz ‘60] Sr 080’ [o1 ‘101 LO 8€0° [L1“107] 60’ 2OUBPIOAE U010y
6cT [1rzo-1 <o 8Tl [rr10-1 <o 2000 61 v01] 1 1L lor 201 20 128 60 ‘L0—]1  10° osT  [er‘eco-1 S0 Asejuey
100> [og ‘or] €T 100> [og ‘917] €T 100> [ov “vT’] 4 100> [8¢ ‘0T] 6T 100> [8¢ ‘121 0¢’ 100> [¥+" ‘9] Se’ Sunye) 2A03dsIg
v00-  [91 ‘c0] 60° 00’ [o1" “c0] 60’ 100> [gz ‘807 Sr 050 [00—‘9or-] 80—  $90 [oo‘s1-1  Lo— 09¢  [vo ‘Tl yo-— u120u0d oryeduwg
100> [z 601 o1 100> [zT ‘60] oI 100> [8Z ‘o] w 900’ [co—‘61-1 11— 900"  [c0o—‘6I-] 11— gco°  [1o—‘sr-1 80— SSQISIP [UOSIod
08%" (Lo co-] 2o 69t (Lo c0-] 2o 966" [t0" ‘80— co—  <I¢ [o1 “c0-] €0’ LYE o1 co-1 €0 S08° [0 901 107 (0=d ‘T=IN) JopuaD
00L b0 ‘90=1 10— 9Tl [v0" ‘90-1 10—  T00°  [pO-‘Oor-] or—  tTO° b1 ‘1071 80" €0’ [¥1 ‘1071 LO S9¢’ [60" ‘s0—] 20 a8y

d 1D %56 d d 1D %86 d d 1D %S6 d d 1D %86 d d 1D %$6 d d 1D %S6 d

¢ doig zdas [ daig ¢ dorg g dag [ doig
wisinae [eo13ojoyred ssouysy[os AyIedH
-03e pue suI20U09 [euoreINdal JO UONORIIUI Ay} WOy wsinye [edrsojoyied pue ssauysyjas Ayieay Sunorpaid sisATeue uorssar3ar ojdnnu [eoryoIeIdly g d[qeL
S0'>d, ‘100" >4d,,,
w 6l 9¢” oI . 80— 1€ ST 98" $9°0 Sre SSOUYSY[Os AYIEOH 3
or Sy (i LT €5 St 98’ 0L0 LLT wsIn[e [ed150[oyIed L
s 8¢ vT 0¢’ 6T oL 89°0 86'C Aseyueg 9
s €0— 0¢’ €T <) €50 0 Surye) oAnadsIog S
Sr YT LT yL 790 ore u105u00 oryjeduwry 14
10° s LL 89°0 4K SSONSIP [EUOSIO €
0€ 16° €8°0 w$T Sun{ds asreld 4
06° 18°0 we 90UBPIOAE UOHA[oY I
L 9 S 4 ¢ 4 I D as W

‘SUOIE[01100 pue ‘seyd[e JUSIOLJO0D ‘SUOIJRIAID PIEpUL)S ‘SUBIIA '] d[qBL

28

Oguni et al. LEBS Vol. 16 No. 2 (2025) 25-30



Reputation, pathological altruism, and healthy selfishness

© o
EN o)

Slope of Praise Seeking
o
N

0.0 :
' Age = 55.07
-0.2 :
0 20 40 60
Age
Significance (95%)  Insignificant © Significant

Figure 1. Johnson-Neyman confidence bands and regions of significance for the relationship between praise seeking

and healthy selfishness moderated by age.

Note. Shaded regions represent 95% confidence bands. The slope values are standardized.

developmental shift may reflect age-related changes
in the factors driving self-regarding behavior, such as
the increasing prioritization of emotionally meaningful
goals over external social rewards (Fung et al., 1999).
Consequently, older adults may continue to exhibit healthy
selfishness driven by internalized values rather than
praise seeking, leading to the observed weakening of the
association (Sparrow et al., 2021).

However, this study had several limitations. First, the
cross-sectional design prevented causal inference. Future
studies should employ different research designs, such
as longitudinal studies and experimental methods, to
rigorously test for causal effects. Second, the scale used to
measure pathological altruism and healthy selfishness in
this study did not account for the influence of relationships
with others. The relationship between reputational
concerns and social behavior depends on the nature of
one’s relationships with others (Kawamura & Kusumi,
2018; Knoll et al., 2015). Therefore, future studies should
analyze these relationships to more deeply examine this
study’s findings.

In conclusion, this study demonstrated that rejection
avoidance and praise seeking are associated with
pathological altruism and healthy selfishness. The age-
moderated effect was limited, suggesting that the role of
reputational concerns in pathological altruism and healthy
selfishness may be relatively stable regardless of age. This
result enhances the understanding of the complex role of
social motivation in human behavior by providing initial
empirical evidence for the motivational underpinnings of
these two complex behavioral patterns.

Notes

"Note that these concepts are not diametrically opposed,
and the boundaries between them (i.e., between altruism
and pathological altruism, and between selfishness and
healthy selfishness) are often ambiguous (Bachner-Melman
& Oakley, 2016; Kaufman & Jauk, 2020).
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“Due to constraints on space, the full set of items for all
measures is provided in the supplementary material, which
is available on the Open Science Framework: https://osf.
io/7urd4/
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