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NEGATIVE-STATE-RELIEF MODEL

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Prosocial Behavior, Motivation Theory

Proponents: Robert Cialdini, Douglas T. Kenrick

1. Core Principles

The Negative-State-Relief Model (NSR) is a prominent theory within social psychology that posits

that human helping behavior is fundamentally motivated by egoism, specifically the desire to

alleviate or escape aversive emotional states experienced by the helper. This model refutes the

existence of pure altruism, arguing instead that prosocial acts are strategic behaviors adopted

when individuals are experiencing temporary negative moods, such as sadness, anxiety, guilt, or

general distress. The core idea is that observing suffering or experiencing personal misfortune

induces an unpleasant negative state, and the act of helping functions as a positive reinforcement

that temporarily distracts the individual or elevates their mood, thus providing "relief."

According to the NSR model, the motivation to help is not focused on improving the welfare of the

victim, but rather on achieving a self-directed, psychological benefit--the removal of the distressing

negative affect. This framework suggests that helping is merely one of several potential behaviors

that an individual might employ to regulate their internal emotional state. If an alternative behavior

promises equal or greater mood elevation or distraction with less effort than helping the victim, the

egoistically motivated individual will choose the alternative. This predictive aspect is crucial to

differentiating the NSR model from altruistic theories.

The efficacy of helping behavior in providing relief stems from its learned association with positive

outcomes. As individuals mature, they learn through socialization and experience that prosocial

actions often lead to positive reinforcement, whether internal (feeling good about oneself) or

external (praise from others). When facing a negative emotional state, the individual retrieves this

learned association, viewing helping as a viable, tested strategy for mood repair. Therefore, the

helping act is perceived as a form of self-medication for psychological discomfort, reinforcing the

model's classification of all prosocial behavior as ultimately egoistic in nature.

2. Historical Context and Development

The Negative-State-Relief Model was primarily developed by Robert Cialdini and his colleagues in

the early 1980s, emerging directly from the intense academic debate regarding the existence of

genuine altruism. Prior psychological models, such as those related to social exchange or learning

theory, had already hinted at egoistic motivations, but the NSR model provided a refined, testable

mechanism focusing specifically on internal emotional regulation. Cialdini sought to provide a

definitive challenge to emerging altruistic theories, particularly Daniel Batson's Empathy-Altruism
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Hypothesis, which claimed that helping motivated by true empathic concern was non-egoistic.

Initial research focused heavily on the emotion of sadness. Early experiments demonstrated that

subjects whose moods were negatively manipulated (e.g., by being induced to feel sadness or

guilt) showed higher rates of helping compared to those in neutral or positive moods. This finding

supported the hypothesis that individuals use helping to counteract negative feelings. The theory

was subsequently expanded to include other forms of negative arousal, such as anxiety, stress, or

the distress caused by witnessing the suffering of others. This expansion broadened the model's

applicability beyond personal misfortune to include reactions to external stimuli.

A significant intellectual contribution of the NSR model was its introduction of the "alternative relief"

paradigm. This experimental design allowed researchers to test the egoistic motivation directly. By

providing subjects in a negative mood state with an alternative, non-helping method of mood

improvement (such as unexpected praise or monetary reward) before presenting the opportunity to

help, Cialdini could predict and demonstrate a resulting decrease in prosocial behavior. If the

motivation were truly altruistic, the alternative relief should have no effect on the desire to help the

victim, but under the NSR model, the reduction of the negative state removes the need for the

egoistic helping behavior.

3. The Role of Negative Affect

In the context of the Negative-State-Relief Model, the term negative affect is crucial. It refers to

any unpleasant internal emotional state that the individual is motivated to terminate or escape. The

intensity and attribution of this negative state directly influence the likelihood of helping. For the

NSR mechanism to successfully trigger helping behavior, the individual must believe that the

negative mood is temporary and potentially susceptible to change through their own actions,

including prosocial behavior.

While many negative emotions can motivate helping under this model, including guilt,

embarrassment, or sadness induced by failure, the mechanism differs slightly from defensive forms

of helping. For instance, if an individual attributes their sadness to a deeply rooted, uncontrollable

external factor (such as chronic illness or widespread economic hardship), they may conclude that

a small act of helping will be insufficient to relieve the pervasive negative state, thus decreasing the

likelihood of action. Conversely, if the negative state is attributed to a specific event or is generally

vague, the prospect of mood elevation via a positive act becomes more appealing and motivating.

A key implication is that the NSR model is primarily a theory of short-term mood regulation. The

motivation is immediate and transactional: the individual helps to feel better now. It provides an

explanation for why people who witness highly distressing events--which cause strong negative

arousal--often intervene quickly. The quick intervention is less about complex moral calculation and

more about rapidly reducing the immediate, uncomfortable psychological cost of witnessing
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suffering. This immediate drive to escape aversive arousal is what links seemingly compassionate

responses back to a fundamentally self-serving motivation.

4. Key Hypotheses and Mechanisms

The Negative-State-Relief Model generates specific, testable hypotheses regarding the connection

between internal state and external behavior. The primary hypothesis states that negative mood

induces a motivational drive to engage in behavior that is rewarding and mood-lifting, with helping

being a learned option within this repertoire. This requires the helper to possess sufficient cognitive

capacity to process the situation and recognize the link between prosocial action and subsequent

mood improvement.

The core mechanistic prediction involves reinforcement learning. Prosocial behavior is not innate

as a mood regulator; it becomes one through repeated positive experiences. An individual learns

that "doing good" results in "feeling good," thereby establishing a cognitive link where helping is

indexed as a successful coping strategy for negative affect. This learning process means that the

model applies most strongly to individuals who have successfully associated helping with relief in

the past, or who are mature enough to anticipate future psychological rewards.

The mechanism of relief can be dissected into several components:

Aversive Arousal: The initial negative state (e.g., witnessing someone in pain) creates

psychological tension, demanding resolution.

Cost-Benefit Analysis: The individual assesses the perceived effort (cost) of helping versus the

anticipated mood improvement (benefit) of relief. If the benefit outweighs the cost, the helping

action is initiated.

Mood Enhancement: The act of helping or completing the prosocial task provides a sense of

accomplishment, distraction from the initial negative state, or internal validation, leading to the

desired negative-state relief.

Crucially, the effectiveness of helping as a mood repair strategy is mediated by factors such as the

perceived competence of the helper (i.e., believing they can actually make a difference) and the

salience of the potential reward (i.e., how strongly the individual expects to feel better afterward). If

the individual doubts their ability to help effectively, the behavior is unlikely to be selected, as

failure would negate the mood-repair goal.

5. Experimental Evidence

A significant body of experimental research has been conducted to support the Negative-State-

Relief Model, primarily utilizing mood-induction techniques followed by opportunities for helping.
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Classic studies involved inducing sadness in participants--for example, by having them recall

distressing personal memories or providing them with failure feedback on a task--before offering

them a chance to donate money, volunteer time, or assist another participant.

The most compelling evidence for the egoistic motive comes from experiments that implement the

alternative relief manipulation. In one typical scenario, participants whose moods were saddened

were divided into two groups: one group was given an unexpected, mood-lifting event (e.g.,

receiving praise or finding a reward) before the helping request, and the control group was not.

Results consistently showed that the group that experienced alternative relief prior to the request

exhibited significantly lower rates of helping than the control group. This demonstrated that once

the negative state was relieved by an external means, the motivation to use helping as a means of

relief dissipated, strongly supporting the egoistic premise of the NSR model.

Further supporting evidence comes from studies analyzing the developmental trajectory of

prosocial behavior. Research suggests that younger children, who have not yet fully learned the

reward association between helping and mood enhancement, do not show the same negative-

mood-to-helping link observed in older children and adults. This aligns with the NSR model's

requirement that the link between the action and the relief must be a learned, reinforced

association rather than an innate or purely instinctive response to distress.

6. Comparison with Altruistic Models

The Negative-State-Relief Model remains one of the most significant theoretical challenges to the

idea of genuine altruism in social psychology. It serves as the primary foil to Batson's Empathy-

Altruism Hypothesis, which argues that empathy (a feeling of sympathy or compassion for the

victim) leads to a truly altruistic desire to improve the victim's welfare, regardless of the helper's

own emotional state. The distinction between these two models hinges entirely on the

interpretation of motivation.

Cialdini and proponents of the NSR model contend that what Batson labels "empathy" is often just

a highly specific, negative self-focused state. When an individual feels empathetic distress (feeling

pained by the sight of the victim's pain), this distress functions as the negative state that the

individual is motivated to relieve through helping. Thus, the act stemming from high empathy is still

egoistic because the fundamental goal is to terminate the helper's own uncomfortable affective

state.

The empirical debate between the NSR model and the Empathy-Altruism Hypothesis often centers

on experimental designs that attempt to manipulate perceived ease of escape from the helping

situation. While Batson's experiments suggest that high-empathy individuals help even when

escape is easy (interpreted as altruism), Cialdini's team often counter-argued that the high-

empathy condition simply creates a stronger, more aversive negative state (distress), making the
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avoidance of future guilt or social censure (both forms of negative affect) a continuing egoistic

motivation even if physical escape is easy. This highlights the profound difficulty in definitively

proving or disproving the existence of purely non-egoistic motivation.

7. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its strong empirical support regarding the link between negative mood and increased

helping, the Negative-State-Relief Model faces several conceptual and empirical criticisms. One

major critique targets the very definition of egoism employed by the theory. Critics argue that by

defining any behavior that results in a feeling of satisfaction or relief for the actor as egoistic, the

model becomes tautological. If feeling good is always the ultimate motivator, then virtually every

human action, including sacrifice and martyrdom, could be recast as a self-serving mechanism to

avoid negative states (like avoiding spiritual damnation or maximizing self-esteem), rendering the

theory unfalsifiable.

A second limitation concerns the specificity of the helping response. While the NSR model

successfully predicts that a negative mood will increase the likelihood of *some* mood-improving

action, it sometimes struggles to explain why an individual chooses the prosocial route over other

immediate and equally effective mood-lifting strategies. If the goal is solely to repair the mood, why

not choose an easier activity like listening to music or engaging in retail therapy, especially when

the required helping behavior is arduous or potentially dangerous? The model often requires

auxiliary assumptions about cultural learning and accessibility to explain the specific choice of

helping.

Furthermore, the Negative-State-Relief Model has been criticized for being overly focused on

proximal, immediate affective states, potentially overlooking the influence of long-term moral

identity and personal values. Many acts of sustained prosocial behavior, such as years of volunteer

work or consistent charitable giving, are often driven by deeply held personal values or

commitment to a moral self-concept, which are not easily reduced to momentary mood repair.

While the NSR model effectively explains spontaneous helping motivated by transient negative

feelings, its scope in explaining enduring, high-cost prosocial commitment remains limited.

Further Reading

Robert Cialdini (Wikipedia entry on the primary proponent).

Empathy-Altruism Hypothesis (Contextual reading on the opposing theoretical framework).
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