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Bill Gates, Andre Agassi, Oprah Winfrey, and Steven Spielberg have all enjoyed enor-
mous success in their chosen fields. They have also been enormously generous. They
have all given away millions of dollars of their own money and used their celebrity
status to raise millions more to help those in need of assistance. Although extraordi-
nary in their magnitude, these gifts are hardly unique. Every year, millions of people
donate their time and money to help those less fortunate than themselves. These con-
tributions take many forms, from giving a homeless person pocket change to giving
blood at a blood bank. Whatever the specific behavior, all such acts are intended to
alleviate the distress of others.

In this chapter, we will study the nature of helping behavior. Helping is one type
of prosocial behavior. Prosocial behaviors are voluntary actions undertaken to bene-
fit another person. Sharing, kindness, compliments, and displays of affection are all
prosocial acts intended to make other people feel better. Helping is a prosocial behav-
ior intended to alleviate another person’s distress.

Table 12.1 shows that helping can take many forms. Most acts of helping are
rather ordinary. We comfort a friend who is feeling down or give a neighbor a ride
to the store. These actions are common, occur for a limited time, and involve little
in the way of personal sacrifice. Less commonly, helping can involve extraordinary
acts of bravery or heroism. A person might rush into a burning house to save a
trapped child, or offer to donate a kidney to a loved one or complete stranger.
Finally, helping can be more sustained and time-consuming. For example, many
people volunteer for community service by building homes in poverty-stricken
areas, donating blood through the Red Cross, or serving as aides at a local hospi-
tal. Although each type of helping is unique and is influenced by different factors,
all of them share an important feature: They aim to improve the welfare of some-
one in a state of distress.

The first part of this chapter deals with the origins of helping. Here, we will
examine why people help and consider whether people are innately helpful. We

TABLE 12.1 Different Types of Helping

Type of Helping Characteristics Examples

Everyday acts of kindness Common, short-lived, low-cost • Taking a sick friend to the doctor’s
• Helping a stranded motorist 

change a flat tire
• Making a charitable contribution

Extraordinary acts of bravery Uncommon, short-lived, • Rushing into a burning building to 
or heroism high-cost save a child

• Agreeing to donate a kidney
• Saving Jews during the Holocaust

Volunteerism Common, sustained, • Performing community service 
moderate-cost (e.g., working for Meals on Wheels)

• Donating blood
• Building houses for Habitat for

Humanity
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