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Abstract

Although many psychologists are interested in making the world a better place through their

work, they are often unable to have the impact that they would like. Here, we suggest that both

individuals and psychology as a field can better improve human welfare by incorporating ideas

from Effective Altruism, a growing movement whose members aim to do the most good by using

science and reason to inform their efforts. In this paper, we first provide a brief introduction to

Effective Altruism and review important principles that can be applied to how psychologists

approach their work, such as the ITN framework (Importance, Tractability, and Neglectedness).

Next, we review how effective altruism can inform individual psychologists' choices. Finally, we

close with a discussion of ideas for how psychology, as a field, can increase its positive impact.

By applying insights from effective altruism to psychological science, we aim to integrate a new

theoretical framework into psychological science, stimulate new areas of research, start a

discussion on how psychology can maximize its impact, and inspire the psychology community

to do the most good.
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Psychologists often want to help others and make the world a better place through their

work (Farber et al., 2005; Huynh & Rhodes, 2011; Stewart et al., 2005). And yet, we do not

achieve this goal as often as we would like (Barlow, 2010; Osman et al., 2020). In this paper, we

argue that psychologists can better accomplish their goal of having a positive impact on the

world by considering ideas from effective altruism (EA), a social movement and philosophy

about “doing good better.” In what follows we provide a brief overview of EA and suggest how

EA can inform individual psychologists and the field as a whole.

2 Introduction to EA

At the broadest level, EA is a social movement of diverse people united by a common

goal: finding ways to do the most good in the world with our limited resources by using

high-quality evidence and careful reasoning (MacAskill, 2015; see Table 1 for additional

resources).

Table 1: Notable Effective Altruism resources
Resource Title

General audience books Doing Good Better by William MacAsklill; The Most Good You Can Do by
Peter Singer

General information Effective Altruism (effectivealtruism.org)
Getting involved https://www.effectivealtruism.org/get-involved/
Giving communities One for the world (https://www.1fortheworld.org/); Giving what we can

(givingwhatwecan.org);
Career information 80,000 hours (80000hours.org)
EA-aligned thesis ideas https://effectivethesis.org/theses/?discipline=psychology#disciplines

EA FAQ and Criticisms effectivealtruism.org/faqs-criticism-objections

EA teaching resources https://forum.effectivealtruism.org/posts/Y8mBXCKmkS9eBokhG/ea-syllabi-a
nd-teaching-materials

Advanced discussions Effective altruism: Philosophical issues (Greaves & Pummer, 2019)

2.2 The Methods of Effective Altruism

In EA, choosing the most impactful actions is done through evidence and reasoning.

Below, we review core principles that have been reasoned to inform effective actions.
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2.2.1 Cost-effectiveness and rational decision-making. Cost-effectiveness and

cost-benefit analyses predate EA and, in line with their usefulness in other decision-making

contexts, they are central to EA efforts to take actions that have the most social impact.

Comparisons of different actions often use standardized measures of welfare such as quality- or

disability-adjusted life years (QALYs and DALYs; Sassi, 2006). The potential gain of selecting

the most cost-effective actions is great because interventions and causes often constitute a

heavy-tailed distribution, where the most impactful causes/interventions are much more

cost-effective than those at the median. For instance, in an analysis of global public health

interventions, the most effective interventions were 60 times more effective than those at the

median and 15,000 times more effective than the least effective interventions (Ord, 2013).

Similarly, Caviola and colleagues (2020) show that the most effective charities are often 100

times more effective than typical charities. When costs and benefits are difficult to estimate,

many in EA turn to other tools for rational decision-making, including expected value

estimations, Fermi estimates, and logical reasoning (e.g., Greaves & MacAskill, 2019).

2.2.2 Cause prioritization and the importance, tractability, neglectedness (ITN)

framework. More broadly, effective altruists consider which causes are likely to be the most

impactful to address through cause prioritization research. Cause prioritization entails judgments

with less measurable and certain costs and benefits, as compared to comparing the

cost-effectiveness of specific interventions with concrete outcomes. Such evaluations and

comparisons require one to employ a different process to identify the most effective actions.

​​MacAskill (2015) has therefore introduced an adapted estimation of expected value as a function

of the cause's importance, tractability, and neglectedness (i.e., the ITN framework; see also

Wiblin, 2016). Importance refers to the size of the problem (e.g., how many lives does this
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problem affect, and how severe is that effect?). Neglectedness refers to whether the problem is

relatively neglected versus oversaturated; given the potential for diminishing marginal returns,

investments in problems that are already attracting a great deal of resources will typically be less

impactful than investments in problems that are relatively neglected. Finally, tractability refers to

the idea that it is more impactful to invest in causes where one can plausibly make more progress

on the issue at hand.

2.2.3 Impartiality and cause-neutrality. In EA, it is a common belief that people should

be impartial in who they choose to help. This means not favoring people on account of

dimensions such as race or nationality. For some effective altruists, this means giving significant

or equal weight to unborn people in future generations and to non-human animals. Impartiality is

often advocated as a normative consideration (consistent with the moral norm of fairness), but

also because it can guide effective actions (i.e., being partial can interfere with having the

greatest impact). For this same reason, cause prioritization often involves cause neutrality, i.e.,

choosing causes based on impartial estimates of impact (e.g., all else equal, we should allocate

more funds to depression than Alzheimer’s disease, because the former cause accounts for more

of the global burden of disease; The Lancet, 2020). Many effective altruists also acknowledge

that, practically, most people favor the interests of themselves and their close friends and family,

and that these interests can be carefully balanced against the moral goals of being impartial and

maximizing social impact (Schubert & Caviola, 2021).

2.2.4 Diversity of causes and moral systems. Although the ITN framework has led

many in EA to focus on certain causes that are now archetypal of the movement (e.g., health

among the extremely poor, animal welfare, threats to human extinction), there are over a dozen

issues formally recommended by leaders in EA and other important problems the EA community
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may not have considered yet (80,000 Hours, 2021). Thus, leaders in the movement frequently

revisit their ranking of what problems are most important based on new evidence. Additionally,

there is considerable acceptance of various moral frameworks within EA, consistent with the

diversity of moral beliefs among leading ethicists and human cultures (see MacAskill et al., 2020

for a discussion about a framework for making decisions under moral uncertainty about which

moral frameworks are correct and Supplementary Online Material [SOM] 1 for “moral position

statements” from two of the authors).

2.2.5 Individual fit. People typically have a greater marginal impact when they choose

jobs where they are a top performer and there are few comparable replacements. This requires

one to consider their unique background, skills, and personal interests. For instance, someone

with specialized knowledge about fMRI may be best suited for neuroimaging research than

science outreach, given that well-trained fMRI researchers are likely in shorter supply. One’s

personal interest in a domain also matters for maximizing impact because it can help motivate

the sustained efforts that are typically necessary to achieve impactful work outcomes.

3 Considerations for individual psychologists

In this section, we discuss how psychologists can do the most good in a professional

capacity. For readers who are interested in increasing their positive impact at a personal level,

such as recommendations for donating and opportunities for getting involved in EA, see “Getting

involved” in Table 1; for recommendations about other roles psychologists may have (e.g.,

mentors; science communicators), see SOM 2.

Before proceeding, we note that our recommendations are not “one-size-fits-all.” As

mentioned earlier, how to do the most good in one’s career is heavily dependent on personal fit,

which includes aspects of the individual (e.g., their skills, interests, values, etc.) and the situation
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that they are in (e.g., local laws or norms that constrain behaviors; the important problems in

one’s community).

In addition, we do not presume that our suggestions are the best and only ways to do the

most good or that every decision should be about maximizing impact. The present

recommendations are derived from EA principles but involve large uncertainties. We encourage

readers to critique our ideas and build on them to generate new possibilities for how

psychologists can do the most good as they read the suggestions presented below.

3.1 Teaching

3.1.1 Considerations for what is taught. Participating in university courses can change

students’ moral beliefs and corresponding behaviors (Frank et al., 1996). To take an example

relevant to a popular EA cause area, Schwitzgebel and colleagues (2020) showed that discussing

the morality of meat consumption in an ethics class reduced students’ meat consumption (see

also Jalil et al., 2020).

Similarly, if psychology teachers find organic ways to fold EA concepts into their classes,

they may help students discover an interest in an important cause, decide a career based on the

likelihood of high positive impacts, or motivate a lifetime of more effective giving. Below, we

highlight some specific examples from common core courses for psychology undergraduates.

● Abnormal or clinical psychology: Introduce disorders in their order of prevalence and

severity, and discuss neglectedness and tractability for each (see section 3.2 for

clinicians).

● Social and/or cognitive psychology: Discuss literature on how well-established heuristics

and biases can result in ineffective giving or the neglect of important cause areas (see

Section 3.3.2 for examples).
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● Developmental or educational psychology: Introduce scalable social emotional learning

programs that have been shown to be relatively effective and ineffective (Barry et al.,

2013; Durlak et al., 2011).

● Positive psychology: Discuss the non-linear relationship between money and happiness,

and how (above a certain income threshold) increasing one’s own wealth increases one’s

happiness less than an equivalent charitable donation increases the happiness of someone

who is extremely poor (see also Section 3.3.1).

● Statistics: Bring up the outsized impact of the best (and worst) interventions when

teaching ideas about central tendency, heavy-tailed distributions, and effect sizes

(Kokotajlo & Oprea, 2020; Ord, 2013).

In addition, teachers who can choose which classes they teach could propose a class on how

psychology intersects with EA (see Table 1 for EA teaching resources) or a class dedicated to

how psychology intersects with a specific cause area (e.g., the psychology of human extinction

risks, Schubert et al., 2019).

3.1.2 Increasing accessibility. Teachers can be more effective if they reach more people

(i.e., addressing importance) or people who would otherwise not benefit from similar resources

(i.e., addressing neglectedness), at a minimum by sharing their teaching material on personal

websites, the Open Science Framework (e.g., Urry et al., 2018), or through online courses. For

instance, psychologist Laurie Santos has offered “The Science of Well-Being” via Coursera to

nearly 4 million people; people can access this high-quality course in one of 13 different

languages, without financial cost (under certain conditions). Similarly, teachers can offer courses

they have already prepared to new audiences, for example at pre-conference workshops and

summer or winter schools, particularly those that benefit students who may not have teachers of
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that expertise in their local community (e.g., the /L+/ school on language acquisition, which

served hundreds of students from over 70 countries; Arokoyo et al., 2021).

3.3 Clinical work

3.3.1 Cost-effectiveness considerations for treatment methods. Clinical psychologists

often aim to identify and use the most effective treatment methods, as evidenced by articles that

compare the relative effectiveness of different treatments (e.g., Castelnuovo et al., 2016) and

codified guidelines for treating various issues (e.g., the DSM, American Psychiatric Association,

2013). However, it is less common to consider cost (see Castelnuovo et al., 2016 for discussion).

Costs could include the resources (e.g., time or effort) required for a clinician or patient to learn a

treatment.

Another cost that may not be obvious is that involved in initially learning a new therapy,

and the practice necessary to become skilled at it. This is consistent with the call for

transdiagnostic therapies (Schaeuffele et al., 2021), i.e., treatments that are appropriate for a

range of mental health issues. By learning flexible treatment strategies, clinicians could possibly

treat a wider portfolio of issues; likewise, a patient learning a flexible therapy may be better

equipped to cope with emergent mental health issues if they arise.  For instance, one paper

suggests that repetitive negative thinking is a transdiagnostic mechanism underlying a host of

mental health disorders, and that short-circuiting this process could provide benefits across a

range of comorbid disorders (Ehring & Watkins, 2008).

One final treatment-level idea for increasing cost-effectiveness is to find ways to treat

more patients (while minimizing costs to time and effectiveness). In psychotherapy, the norm is

often long, repeated, individualized sessions between a therapist and a patient at a clinic. Instead,

clinicians could reach more people through group therapy, which can sometimes be similarly
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effective as individual therapy (McDermut et al., 2001; Wergeland et al., 2014), and they could

incur lower time costs via tele-health alternatives (Hilty et al., 2013). Another example is aiming

to develop scalable interventions for mental, neurological, and substance use (MNS) disorders,

consistent with recommendations from the World Health Organization and the Disease Control

Priorities Study (DCP-3; Patel et al., 2016). For instance, Jessica Schleider deploys web-based,

single-shot mental health interventions for adolescent populations that lack access to treatment

and have high rates of drop-out in more traditional programs (Schleider et al., 2020; Schleider &

Weisz, 2018). Her model allows her to have a high impact because she reaches many people,

produces results using minimal money and time from patients, and helps an otherwise neglected

population. In countries or regions where there are few or no formally trained mental health

professionals, best practices to treat more people include training non-specialists to provide

psychosocial services for select, less acute MNS disorders (Patel et al., 2016; Snowden et al.,

2019).

3.3.2 Daring unusual prescriptions. A growing body of research is investigating the

efficacy of prescribing open-label, non-deceptive placebos to relieve depression (Kelley et al.,

2012; Nitzan et al., 2020), emotional distress (Guevarra et al., 2020), fatigue (Hoenemeyer et al.,

2018; Zhou et al., 2019), migraines (Kam-Hansen et al., 2014), and pain (Locher et al., 2017;

Mundt et al., 2017; Schneider et al., 2020). Doctors and ethicists have long discussed the

potential benefits of prescribing placebos (Bok, 1974), but do not do so because it requires

deceiving patients (although many doctors prescribe placebos nonetheless; Tilburt et al., 2008).

Recent research on open-label, non-deceptive placebos overcomes the issue of deceit, and is

motivated by evidence that placebos can be equally as effective at treating low to moderate

depression antidepressants (Fournier et al., 2010; Kirsch et al., 2008) and that placebos are much
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cheaper than antidepressants (i.e., they may be more cost-effective). Although the idea of using

open-label placebos is often met with surprise and skepticism (Kaptchuk, 2018), counterintuitive

ideas like this may be under-examined precisely because people assume they will not work and

instinctively reject them (Lane & Harris, 2014).

Another potential prescription could involve  encouraging patients to engage in altruism

and prosocial behavior. Across the world, spending money on others (Aknin et al., 2013, 2020)

and volunteering (Borgonovi, 2008; Meier & Stutzer, 2008; Post, 2005; Thoits & Hewitt, 2001; )

can improve wellbeing. Volunteering and helping are also associated with lower rates of anxiety

and depression (Hunter & Linn, 1981; Musick & Wilson, 2003; Schwartz et al., 2003), morbidity

(Brown et al., 2005) and mortality (Moen et al., 1989; Musick et al., 1999; Oman et al., 1999; ).

Even altruism toward non-human animals can provide mutual benefits for both the people and

animals involved (for a review, see Dizon et al., 2007). The idea of prescribing altruism comes

with caveats--altruistic acts are more likely to have health benefits for givers if they have

feelings of autonomy (Weinstein & Ryan, 2010) and social connection (Aknin et al., 2013), and

are not overtaxing (Schwartz et al., 2003); likewise, prescribing altruistic acts will have greater

impact on society if people are given information on how to donate time or money to effective

organizations.

3.3.3 Considerations for which mental health issues to focus on. Clinicians interested

in maximizing their impact may consider developing treatments to address MNS disorders that

are the most cost-effective to treat and that rank highly in ITN assessments. The Global Burden

of Disease Study (The Lancet, 2020) and the Disease Control Priorities Study (Patel et al., 2016)

have estimated the mental health disorders that account for the most DALYs (depression and

anxiety, which respectively account for an estimated 1.8% and 1.1% of DALYs) and the most
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cost-effective MNS disorders to treat in DALYs saved per dollar (schizophrenia, via

community-based treatment with antipsychotic medication and psychosocial treatment). They

also review best practices for maximizing impact at different levels of intervention (e.g.,

community level vs. health-care platform level) and for different MNS disorders. The Global

Burden of Disease data can also be filtered by region to provide individual clinicians with

personally relevant data to inform which mental health issues to focus on.

Additionally, clinicians may consider which issues are most relatively neglected or

tractable. To our knowledge, no work has formally estimated the neglectedness and tractability

of specific mental health issues compared to other mental health issues and/or compared to other

health issues more generally. However, a report by Walker and colleagues (2021; sections 4.2

and 5) makes a strong case for the overall neglectedness of mental health, referring to data

suggesting shocking levels of undertreatment for depression (in a survey based on representative

samples from 21 countries, only 1 in 27 people receive minimally adequate treatment,

Thornicroft et al., 2017); and promising levels of tractability (Huhn et al., 2014). To illustrate

likely differences in importance and neglectedness, Figure 1 shows the DALYs attributed to

different mental health issues in the Global Burden of Disease Study 2019 (2020), as well as the

number of yearly papers containing those disorders in the title published in a PubMed search

from 2016 to 2019 (see SOM 5 for details). For example, the words related to autism appeared in

the title of about 3500 papers per year, which is about the same number as for a variety of words

associated with self-harm, despite the fact that the latter is attributed eight times as many DALYs

than the former.
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Figure 1. Selection of mental health issues' importance, measured in Disability Adjusted Life

Years (DALYs, which takes into account jointly the problem's prevalence and its severity),

together with the number of papers likely bearing on that issue. The scale was chosen purely for

visual purposes. ADHD stands for Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity Disorder.

3.3.4 Considerations for which populations to focus on. Clinicians with the

opportunity to work with people from regions in which mental health issues are more prevalent
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and/or more neglected will have a greater impact than those working in countries where these

issues are less common or already better addressed. On a global scale, research suggests that

mental health is very neglected in low and middle income countries, which spend less than $2

per year per person on treatment and prevention of mental disorders, compared to over $50 in

high income countries (Snowden et al., 2019). Additionally, prevalence also varies across

countries; for instance, an OECD report estimated the prevalence of anxiety and depression in

2020 at 50% and 37% respectively in Mexico, versus 20% and 10% in Canada (OECD, 2021).

Even in so-called rich countries, there are populations who are underserved, because of

geographic and/or financial limitations: Over 70% of urban US counties have at least one mental

health facility accessible to the youth, compared to less than 50% of rural counties (Cummings et

al., 2013). According to an analysis of 2010 National Health Interview Survey data (Roll et al.,

2013), unmet mental health needs were greater for children (aged 2-17 years), women,

low-income people, and uninsured people--for example, uninsured people's unmet needs were 5

times higher than those of insured people. Although problems at this scale certainly require

systemic solutions, individual clinicians can increase access by using telehealth, taking public

insurance, and offering sliding scale payments, thereby increasing their impact by helping people

who may not otherwise receive help. Given constrained budgets, systemic solutions may

prioritize programs with greatest return to investment, which based on current data may be early

childhood interventions (saliently cognitive stimulation programs, Busso et al., 2017, ch. 1 and

6).

3.3 Research

3.3.1 Considerations for impactful research topics. Researchers can attempt to

evaluate the potential impact of research projects using the ITN framework. At this point, it is
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crucial to reflect on the fact that here we define altruistic importance (and not other potential

aspects of research that are certainly worthy of considerations, such as innovativeness). Within

the altruistic ITN framework we are employing, an “important” project may involve an

intervention that directly affects many people (e.g., a state-wide RCT), but projects can also be

important because of their potential indirect effects; for instance, if they bear on a topic that

affects (or will affect) many people (e.g., climate change), or if they have transferable

implications for many other research projects (e.g., developing a new and flexible measurement

tool; a theory with wide applicability).

Take the example of research showing that rates of organ donation are much higher when

the default is opt-out (vs. opt-in) (Johnson & Goldstein, 2003). This work demonstrated large

effects for a high-impact outcome (organ donation saves lives), the topic and effects are relevant

to many people (it was examined in governments across the world), and the findings were

transferable to many other topics (i.e., defaults have been shown to affect other important

outcomes, such as financial savings and healthy eating). To take another example, consider

methodological advancements around experience sampling methods (e.g., Csikszentmihalyi &

Larson, 1987; Stachl et al., 2020) that combine the advantages of highly controlled sampling

methods with observations in the field. These improved the quality of testing and generating

theories (e.g., Hofmann et al., 2014; Sherman et al., 2015) while also enhancing applied insights,

such as into psychopathological conditions in daily life (e.g., Kuppens et al., 2010; Trull &

Ebner-Priemer, 2009). Crucially, projects may be arguably important even if they do not have

direct impact today, such as discussing the moral relevance of artificial agents: There are no

artificial agents today who are person-like, but their potential existence invites a host of

questions about our perception of them and their rights (e.g., Festerling & Siraj, 2020).

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?RFNnBx
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Along with importance, researchers should account for a problem’s theoretical tractability

(e.g., a single-shot intervention designed to increase general intelligence by two standard

deviations) and practical tractability (e.g., interventions that cannot scale due to insufficient

resources or a lack of public acceptance, such as genetic editing to avoid mental health disorders;

Walker et al., 2021).  Sometimes it is useful to decompose tractability further: Stern and

colleagues (e.g., Nielsen et al., 2021; Stern, 2011) estimate the effective impact of environmental

behavior interventions by multiplying the intervention's "technical potential" (the reduction in

greenhouse gas emission from a behavior's universal adoption) by its "behavioral plasticity" (the

degree to which the behavior can be changed) by the "initiative feasibility" (the degree to which

an intervention can actually be implemented). In the search for levers that are both high in

technical potential and plasticity, psychological theories play a crucial role (Lange, et al., 2021).

Regarding neglectedness, researchers may consider that one’s marginal impact on a given

problem is likely to be lower if it is oversaturated with people already addressing it. A topic

could be neglected in different ways, ranging from theoretical to empirical approaches. For

example, global priorities researchers suggest that human extinction risks are relatively neglected

(United Nations Secretary-General, 2021), and it is likely that studying the psychology of how

humans respond to these risks is also understudied (we expand on this in the below section on

“Researching EA-Inspired Topics").

Applying ITN to a research topic decision process can be daunting. Robust research

quantifying the potential importance, neglectedness, and tractability of psychological research

topics could be very impactful itself, as it would help people identify and prioritize outstanding

research opportunities to contribute to the common good. To this end, we need to create metrics

allowing us to get a more objective assessment of how a project may fare by the ITN criteria.
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One related effort is the research priorities project being led by Lieder and colleagues (in

progress), aimed at identifying important research questions on how to ensure the long term

flourishing of humanity (Lieder, 2021). The research priorities project first solicited ideas from

researchers. Next, jury members evaluated whether these ideas should be considered among the

research priorities shortlist (which currently includes 36 ideas). Shortlisted ideas are currently

being elaborated on in a rubric with written, open-ended intuitions about how they fare on the

ITN criteria, relevant prior literature, success criteria, and feedback from project contributors.

Once the shortlisted ideas have been fleshed out in the rubric, impact assessors will evaluate

various ideas in a survey with quantitative estimates of tractability (using a scale response about

the likelihood of solving the issue), cost (by estimating the number of person-years of full-time

work to answer the research question and additional monetary costs), solvability (by estimating

“in how many out of 10,000 possible worlds” the proposed goal could be achieved),

neglectedness (using a scale about beliefs about whether the topic receives sufficient attention

and money), benefits (using a scale rating how beneficial the successful completion of this

research be for the long-term flourishing of humanity, with examples of the concrete benefits).

3.3.2 Researching EA-inspired topics. A potential shortcut to conducting impactful

research may be to focus on how psychology can address topics prioritized by effective altruists.

Mental health is one such topic, as summarized in Section 3.2. Other prominent cause areas in

EA, based on research done at 80,000 hours using the ITN framework, include ineffective

charitable giving, global catastrophic and existential risks, institutional decision-making, and

animal welfare (80,000 Hours, 2021). Below, we summarize research done at the intersection of

psychology and each of these topics; we provide a more comprehensive list of psychological
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research with strong EA links in the SOM 3. For readers who are interested in conducting similar

research, we present other candidate ideas in SOM 4.1

Ineffective altruism. Caviola and colleagues (2021) recently reviewed the motivation to

research ineffective giving, its psychological underpinnings, and solutions to this problem.

Regarding its justification as a problem worth addressing, they note:

Most research on charitable giving focuses on the amounts that donors give. However, if
the societal goal of charitable giving is to improve human (or animal) well-being, it is
probably more important to focus on the effectiveness of giving. This is because the
variation in charity effectiveness is much larger than the variation in donation amounts
that a donor is likely to consider: you can double your impact by doubling the amount
that you give to typical charities, but you can multiply your impact by a factor of ten,
100, or even 1000 by choosing to support more effective charities.

Accordingly, several scholars have studied the psychological reasons why people are often

ineffective in their altruism (e.g., Baron & Szymanska, 2011; Caviola et al., 2020; Lewis &

Small, 2019; Burum et al., 2020; Caviola et al., 2021). Caviola and colleagues classify

psychological impediments to effective giving into motivational and epistemic obstacles to

effective altruism.

They include among motivational obstacles the subjectivity of giving (Berman et al.,

2018); narrow affective motivations for giving (e.g., a reliance on personal connection, Berman

et al., 2018; favoring proximate beneficiaries, Jones & Rachlin, 2006); aversion to prioritizing

(Paolacci & Yalcin, 2020); and character and reputational benefits (Montealegre et al., 2020).

One specific example is psychic numbing, i.e., people’s tendency to feel less compassion and

donate less money as the number of people in need increases (Slovic, 2007).

1 Potential funding, including for impactful psychology research, is listed in Aird (2021). Note that funding for
EA-aligned projects was growing faster than applications for that funding between 2019 and 2021 (Todd, 2021),
meaning that, at the time of writing, it is timely to apply.

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?4aSI3a
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Epistemic obstacles that they note include quantifiability skepticism, innumeracy,

underestimation of effectiveness variance, and ignorance about the most effective charities

(Caviola et al., 2020). They also review research on strategies to reduce ineffective altruism,

such as providing information (Caviola et al., 2020), choice architecture (including defaults,

incentives, unit asking, and splitting; e.g., Everett et al., 2015; Hsee et al., 2013), philosophical

reasoning (Huang et al., 2019), and norm changes (Sparkman & Walton, 2017). One such

example is the overhead myth, i.e., people’s tendency to avoid charities with high administrative

costs despite these costs being unrelated to cost-effectiveness (Caviola et al., 2014).

In a more recent development, Lewis and colleagues (2021) aim to address systematic

ineffective altruism by creating a “EA Market Testing Team”--an informal group of professional

marketers, business academics, economists, and representatives of EA organizations--with the

aim of identifying “the most effective, scalable strategies” for increasing effective giving (among

other outcomes). They plan on using testing multiple levers (e.g., support from respected public

figures; emotional imagery) and multiple methods of testing (e.g., advertising campaigns on

heavily trafficked websites such as YouTube and Facebook; focus groups).

Global Catastrophic and Existential risk. Global catastrophic risks pose a threat to

human well-being on a global scale--including threats that could result human extinction (i.e.,

existential risks2)--and some are relatively neglected (although there is variation in how tractable

they are; Ord, 2020, ch. 6). Consistent with the long history of the psychology of risk,

psychologists can study how people think, feel, and behave with regards to global catastrophic

risks. One well-studied example is research on psychology and climate change, where scholars

have examined perceptions of climate change (Hornsey et al., 2016); obstacles to belief in

2 Existential risk refers to a broader class of undesirable futures such as a global totalitarian regime or human society
being irreparably destroyed.
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climate change (e.g., psychological distance, Spence et al., 2012); how climate change affects

psychological outcomes (e.g., mental health outcomes, Berry et al., 2010); and efforts to change

climate change behaviors (Lange & Brick, 2021).

Other global catastrophic risks have received less attention among psychologists,

including artificial intelligence, nuclear and biological warfare, and pandemics (although the

COVID-19 pandemic sparked increased research into how people think about naturally occurring

pandemics, Dezecache et al., 2020). Some of these problems are less connected to the behavior

of the general population, as opposed to government actors (nuclear and biological warfare) or

otherwise specialized actors (e.g., artificial intelligence), and may therefore be especially

relevant to psychologists who study leaders and politicians, but less relevant to those who focus

on lay people. At the same time, it is possible that understanding how members of the general

population think about global catastrophic risks will be important to humanity’s long-term

prospects of combating them, even if there are no behavioral interventions that directly address

the risk.

One global catastrophic risk that the EA community discusses concerns artificial

intelligence: According to Ord (2020), artificial intelligence has tremendous potential to either

improve human welfare or cause human extinction (a 10% chance over the next 100 years; Ord,

2020, ch. 6). Psychology and cognitive science are relevant to the future of artificial intelligence,

such as helping define what “artificial general intelligence” means and how to measure it (Wang,

2019). In addition, one of the proposed solutions to this risk involves aligning artificial

intelligence with our values, which requires research into human values and which values and

value alignments best promote flourishing societies.
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Broader research into how people think, feel, and behave with respect to global

catastrophic risks in general may also prove useful. Two such examples include a chapter

summarizing how many well-established cognitive biases may explain irrational judgment and

behavior relevant to global catastrophic risks (e.g., availability heuristic; Yudkowsky, 2008) and

a paper examining how people reason about threats to human extinction (Schubert et al., 2019).

Schubert and colleagues (2019) focused on existential risk in particular because it poses an

outsized threat to humanity, as it would result in the loss of all living and future humans, making

it uniquely bad and much worse than a global catastrophic event killing the vast majority of

humans; this is why some effective altruists focus on existential risks as a cause area. And yet,

their results indicated that participants did not evaluate extinction risks to be uniquely bad

relative to catastrophic non-extinction risks, which the authors interpret as participants neglecting

the long-term consequences of human extinction. These results offer a potential clue as to why

global priorities researchers have found existential risks to be relatively neglected.

Institutional decision-making. Psychology research has long illustrated that people

often are suboptimal decision-makers (Ariely & Jones, 2008; Kahneman & Tversky, 1979).

When in strategic institutional roles, individuals and groups have unprecedented abilities to make

decisions that could improve or harm billions of people. Thus, improving institutional

decision-making is a natural issue where psychological research can have a large impact.

Psychologists and others have explored many interventions to improve individual and

group decision-making, which can be grouped into technical interventions (e.g., choice

architecture, Thaler et al., 2013; decision aids, O’Connor et al., 1999; prediction markets,

Wolfers & Zitzewitz, 2004) and sociopolitical interventions (e.g., accountability systems,

Tetlock, 1999; incentive design, Seabright, 1993). In addition, psychologists have examined the
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factors that produce accurate forecasts of the future, which is important for optimal

decision-making. Notable existing work on this topic includes research on forecasting (Mellers et

al., 2014; Tetlock & Gardner, 2015), which has shown that individual differences (e.g., active

open-minded thinking; Stanovich & West, 1997) and strategies (e.g., probability training, team

collaboration, non-judgmental brainstorming; Mellers et al., 2014) can improve people’s

judgment and decisions.

One potential strategy for improving group judgment and decision-making is group

deliberation. Research on groupthink (Janis, 2008) and group polarization (Myers & Lamm,

1976) has highlighted the potential dangers of group decision-making, but when done well,

group deliberation increases in information sharing (Mellers et al., 2014) and fact-based

reasoning (Fishkin & Luskin, 2005), and can also lead to desirable outcomes such as increased

concern for outgroups (Grönlund et al., 2017) and future generations (Hara et al., 2019).

Psychological research has also identified features that can improve deliberation quality (e.g.,

accountability, Lerner & Tetlock, 1999; diverse groups, Mutz, 2002) or degrade it (e.g., group

members with intense preferences, members with excessive power over others; Shapiro, 2017).

Going forward, high impact psychological research on this topic may include how to

develop the dispositions, skills, and strategies that characterize expert decision-makers; how to

structure decision-making environments in ways that promote optimal decision-making;

conducting research on decision-making among those with influence in key institutions (e.g.,

government and military officials); shifting valued outcomes to be more altruistic; and ways of

incorporating findings from all such research in institutions.

Animal welfare. Animal consciousness is widely acknowledged among philosophers and

psychologists (Francken et al., 2021), which includes the capacity for suffering (Singer,



EFFECTIVE ALTRUISM IN PSYCHOLOGY 23

1979/2011; Wild, 2019). Given the scale (and relative neglectedness) of animal suffering, it is a

common cause area in EA. It has been estimated that more than 46 billion sea animals and 9

billion land animals are killed annually for food only in the US, with most land animals being

raised and slaughtered in industrial production facilities (Broad, 2018). Such facilities inflict a

large suffering burden on animals (Weathers et al., 2020), they are accordingly judged as morally

impermissible by large parts of professional ethicists (Schönegger & Wagner, 2019) and the

general public (Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture, 2016; Hartmann & Siegrist, 2020).

Addressing animal welfare can also have large synergy effects: plant-based diets for instance,

have a lower carbon footprint (Willett et al., 2019; Wynes & Nicholas, 2017), reduce dietary

food risks (Afshin et al., 2019), and inflict less animal suffering (Kolbe, 2018).

Psychological research is already contributing to this topic by capturing moral judgments

and behaviors around animals and animal welfare (Caviola et al., 2019; Feinberg et al., 2019;

Loughnan et al., 2010; Wilks et al., 2021); human-animal relationships (Amiot & Bastian, 2015);

behavioral science interventions aimed at reducing meat consumption (Carfora et al., 2017; Jalil

et al., 2020; Sparkman & Walton, 2017; Sparkman et al., 2020; Schwietzgebel et al., 2020); the

drivers of other behaviors that affect animal welfare (e.g., animal rights activism, Feinberg et al.,

2020); and insights into certain animals’ capacity for thinking, feeling, and suffering (e.g.,

Marino, 2017). There is additional space for EA-inspired basic research relevant to this topic.

Most saliently, the species that have attracted attention of animal sentience researchers are not

necessarily those that are farmed at scale (e.g., chickens), meaning we have insufficient

knowledge on the animals whose welfare we most affect. Additionally, sometimes decisions are

made to replace one animal for another (e.g., in laboratory tests), again without knowledge of

their relative capacities (see Fischer et al., 2021, for further arguments and a proposal for
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interspecies welfare comparison). Some of these issues will require strong interdisciplinary

collaborations, which may be particularly attractive to certain psychologists (an encouraging

example in Rethink Priorities, 2021).

4 Recommendations for psychology as a field

Psychology, as a field, can do the most good by making institutional-level changes, in

addition to the individual level changes recommended in Section 3. We review these potential

changes here, with subsections dedicated to the different functions that institutions serve within

the field.

4.1 Evaluation

One important practice that often occurs at the institutional level is evaluation.

Psychology departments, clinics, and other places of employment for psychologists often

evaluate potential candidates; granting agencies evaluate grant proposals for research and

application; journals evaluate which research should be published; and many institutions give out

awards that recognize individuals. Collectively, these institutions have a profound influence on

how psychology is done by shaping the norms and incentives for individuals.

For example, job openings could encourage candidates to highlight the social impact of

their research in their job materials (e.g., in their research and teaching statements). Similarly,

research sponsors and regulators considering proposals (for research or application work) could

require a statement of impact (similar to the NSF’s broader impact criteria) that considers

importance, tractability, and neglectedness, as well as other metrics such as cost-effectiveness for

issues for which intervention evaluation is currently possible.
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Additionally, badges and awards could be created in other institutional contexts, in order

to recognize individuals or their output based on impact-relevant features (e.g., for a research

project, the use of estimates of cost-effectiveness, evaluations based on the ITN framework, and

the consideration and potential measurement of positive and negative side effects).

4.2 Increasing connectedness and visibility

Another step institutions could take is in creating spaces to showcase and promote

psychology work that is relevant to effective altruism or incorporates approaches consistent with

effective altruism. There are many examples of what this could look like. For instance, these

efforts could be more psychology-focused, such as new APA divisions that address certain

causes or new satellite events at psychology conventions that focus on a specific cause thought to

be impactful or effective altruism more broadly. As for research, these efforts could also be more

interdisciplinary--new journals, conferences, and organizations within universities could

intentionally bring together scholars from different disciplines working on the same high-impact

cause areas. Efforts such as these would incentivize a positive-impact frame of mind, connect

individuals motivated by these issues, and provide them with a space to nourish and highlight

their efforts. A recent example of a relevant conference was the Life Improvement Science

conference--an interdisciplinary conference focused on understanding “the psychological and

socio-cultural mechanisms of well-doing in tandem with developing tools and interventions that

help people grow, live a meaningful life, and make valuable contributions…[with] the ultimate

goal is to promote the long-term well-doing of humanity” (Lieder, 2021).

5 Conclusion
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Many psychologists are motivated to use their careers to have a positive impact on other

people. History has proven that this is often more difficult than it seems. The effective altruism

movement provides novel concepts and tools that can allow the field of psychology to maximize

its positive impact on the world. In this article, we explored this idea by highlighting how

psychologists in various roles (teachers, clinicians, and researchers) and psychology institutions

can use effective altruism to do the most good in the world.

We see this article as a call to action and as a collection of ideas to investigate and ensure

that our actions are as impactful as possible. To be clear, there is no single or sure way to do the

most good as a psychologist--even the authors of this article have different ideas about the best

ways for psychologists to maximize their impact. Instead, we hope that this article starts

conversations, inspires new ideas, and leads people to take lasting and meaningful actions to do

the most good.
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Supplementary online materials

Supplementary Online Materials 1: Position statements by two of the authors, illustrating

diversity in thinking within the EA community.

Supplementary Online Materials 2: Recommendations about other roles psychologists may have.

Supplementary Online Materials 3: Suggested reading on research in psychology inspired by, or

with strong connections to, Effective Altruism.

Supplementary Online Materials 4: Working list of research, clinical, and teaching topics that

may be particularly impactful.

Supplementary Online Materials 5:  Methodology to create Figure 1.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/13kJM1bskOMVab0x-gp7U3mUCwkiyzu9kQK4UZBdewfw/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1bQS9DJv0ODV44UJLx3hqCNJqat8w8U7uaLEPIlnyvzE/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1DJWs5A5HTow7s127Txwg-pen-Cv1qra9NtfT6PlTUkc/edit
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1YKRyUopgtNQBaZk8elI6Fyex4IxlRQhs_9_dCPWt89c/edit#gid=1436730160
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hA8b0Ob5YFTFBre7lX50R3Bck23OXlxDrGOQ6pboEi0/edit
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