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Introduction

On the face of it, utilitarianism is extraordinarily demanding. It seems to entail

extreme levels of self-sacrifice and impartiality: that we must not in any way

prioritize ourselves and our family members over distant strangers. And it

seems to require us to spend every waking hour obsessing over how we can

maximize our positive impact on the world.
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But that analysis misses that humans have psychological limitations. If

utilitarians were expected to live up to such strict standards, they would risk

psychological collapse. And as we will see, it would harm utilitarians’

incentives, thereby reducing their output and positive impact.

Utilitarians who are looking to apply utilitarianism in the real world should

therefore adopt a more sophisticated strategy. They should study the

psychological obstacles to utilitarianism and prioritize overcoming those that

both greatly reduce their utilitarian impact and are feasible to overcome. By

contrast, they should not try to overcome obstacles that do not reduce their

impact much or are not possible to overcome.

In order to overcome the most important obstacles, they should cultivate a set

of utilitarian virtues. To identify these virtues, we draw on two sources. First,

research on the psychology of utilitarianism and related fields of psychology.

Second, lessons from the effective altruism community. Though utilitarianism

is distinct from effective altruism, there are many effective altruist

utilitarians, and they have put a lot of thought into how to apply utilitarianism

in practice. Thus, it is only natural to draw on their experiences.

Our list of utilitarian virtues is as follows.

Moderate altruism: to partly overcome selfishness and give some

resources to others.

Moral expansiveness: to overcome our natural partiality against distant

beneficiaries.

Effectiveness-focus: to overcome our emotional numbness to the scale of

a problem and our biases in favor of ineffective ways of helping others.

Truth-seeking: to overcome motivated reasoning and a host of epistemic

biases in order to find the most effective ways of maximizing well-being.

Collaborativeness: to engage in fruitful collaboration with other

utilitarians and be willing to compromise with those who hold differing
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moral views.

Determination: to consistently act on utilitarian principles with

persistence and deliberation.

Lastly, we discuss how utilitarianism relates to common sense virtues and

common sense ethics. We argue that when we move from the philosophical

seminar room to the real world, utilitarianism does not say that we should

harm others for the greater good in the way it naively may seem. But although

utilitarianism converges with common sense ethics in that regard, it departs

from it in other key ways: for instance, by emphasizing the importance of

caring for distant beneficiaries (moral expansiveness) and the importance of

always choosing the most effective ways of helping others (effectiveness-

focus).

Moderate Altruism

Utilitarianism says that everything else being equal, everyone’s well-being is

equally valuable. That means that we have no intrinsic reasons to prioritize

ourselves over others. This obviously clashes strongly with our natural

selfishness.

It seems both feasible and impactful to partially overcome our selfishness. To

do that, utilitarians should cultivate the virtue of altruism. The more difficult

question is what level of altruism they should aim for. Should they aim for

extreme levels of altruism, where they, for instance, give away almost all of

their money—and perhaps even one of their kidneys? Or should they settle for

more moderate levels of altruism?

Extreme levels of altruism are very uncommon. Only a tiny fraction of people

donate a kidney to a stranger.  Similarly, very few give away almost all of

their money. That suggests that it is very difficult to be completely unselfish—

that there are formidable psychological obstacles to extreme altruism.
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Consequently, even though utilitarians do not have any intrinsic reasons to

prioritize themselves over others, they have several instrumental reasons to do

so. First, extreme levels of altruism would likely increase the risk of burnout,

which would make you less productive and thus less impactful. Second, it

would likely reduce the appeal of utilitarianism and turn people away from

communities with many utilitarian members, such as the effective altruism

community.

Third, the notion that you need to give away almost all your resources may

make you less motivated to acquire new resources. It effectively functions as a

100% marginal tax rate. And like taxes, such a notion may affect your

incentives. Even if you fully endorse utilitarian principles, you may not be able

to suppress your selfish impulses fully over the long term. Therefore, your

productivity may go down as your self-imposed “tax rate” goes up.

These considerations all support moderate altruism over extreme altruism.

They are effectively saying that the extreme altruist will have fewer resources

that they can give to people in need. The main counter-argument is that even if

the extreme altruist has fewer resources, they will give a greater share of those

resources to people in need; and that will increase their utilitarian impact.

While that is true, we need to compare this added impact with the impact that

we can gain by addressing other psychological obstacles, via other virtues. As

we shall see, most people can likely increase their utilitarian impact at least a

hundred times through increasing the effectiveness of their help: for instance,

by choosing to donate to the most effective charities. By contrast, increasing

the amount that we help through transitioning from moderate to extreme

levels of altruism likely makes a much smaller difference. It is also probably

much less psychologically costly to help more effectively than to increase the

amount of help that we give to extreme levels. For these reasons, it seems

sensible to prioritize virtues that increase the effectiveness of our help—such

as effectiveness-focus and truth-seeking—over extreme altruism. Thus, in our

view, utilitarians should settle for moderate altruism.
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Moral Expansiveness

Just like utilitarianism says that we have no intrinsic reason to prioritize

ourselves over other people, so it says that we have no intrinsic reason to

prioritize some beneficiaries over others when we are giving away resources.

But just like extreme altruism clashes with our natural inclinations, so does

this type of extreme impartiality. People tend to be strongly partial in favor of

their family members. Such partiality is rooted in our evolutionary history, as

genes favoring those who share our genes were more likely to propagate

themselves. While these preferences for our kin are not completely immutable,

they have proved hard to change fundamentally. For instance, attempts at

communal child-rearing at Israeli kibbutzim have largely failed, as parents

wanted to retain their special, partial, relationship with their children.

Our judgment is therefore that utilitarians need not practice such extreme

impartiality, just like they need not practice extreme altruism. However, there

are other forms of partiality besides that which is based on family ties. People

tend to favor their compatriots over foreigners, current people over future

people, humans over non-human animals, and so on. These forms of partiality

seem considerably weaker, psychologically speaking, than partiality that is

based on family ties. They are not rooted in shared genes, nor in personal

relationships. Instead, they are rooted in membership of a group which we

effectively have decided to prioritize.

One reason to believe that such partiality is more mutable is that it has

weakened with time: we have, in Peter Singer’s words, gradually expanded the

circle of moral concern to include more groups.  We have become less inclined

to prioritize some people over others merely because they are members of our

group. There seems to be no reason to believe that this process cannot

continue.

There is also another reason why overcoming this group-based partiality

seems more feasible. Impartiality with respect to your family requires you to
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change your life in fundamental ways. Impartiality with respect to larger

groups tends to have much more modest consequences. It does affect decisions

such as what charity to donate to, what party to vote for, and potentially

(depending on other factors) what job to choose. But it often leaves the private

and personal side of our lives relatively unaffected. In line with that, outside of

work many effective altruist utilitarians lead lives that in many ways are

remarkably similar to those of most people in society.

Overcoming group-based partiality is not only feasible but also impactful. As

effective altruists have shown, you can often increase your impact by helping

beneficiaries that are distant from us—spatially, temporally, and biologically.

For instance, our money tends to “go further overseas”: donors in rich

countries can do much more good by giving to the global poor than by giving to

poor people in their own countries.  Likewise, because reducing the suffering

of animals in factory farms is so neglected, donations to farm animal welfare

charities can have an outsized impact.  Lastly, some effective altruists—so-

called longtermists—think that interventions that help the distant future are

still much more effective.

In light of these considerations, we suggest that utilitarians cultivate the

virtue of moral expansiveness.  They should continue to expand their circle of

moral concern to include more distant beneficiaries. They should not

discriminate in favor of closer beneficiaries, except when they have a strong

personal relationship with them. According to this view, utilitarians should

permit themselves to be partial in favor of people within their personal sphere.

 But outside of that personal sphere, they should be impartial and not

discriminate against distant beneficiaries.

Effectiveness-focus

Moral expansiveness helps us overcome important obstacles to utilitarianism.

But even people who are prepared to help distant beneficiaries often fail to

choose the most effective ways of doing good. They are not effectiveness-
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focused. Though effectiveness-focus may seem similar to moral

expansiveness, they are psychologically distinct. In a psychological study, we

found that inclination to help distant beneficiaries is at best only weakly

correlated with inclination to choose the most effective ways of doing good.

A key obstacle to effectiveness is our aversion to deprioritizing causes which

feel worthy and deserving of support. Since our resources are limited, we have

to make tough trade-offs in order to maximize our impact. We have to

persistently prioritize the most effective opportunities to help others—even

though this comes at the expense of less effective opportunities that still feel

worthy of support. People are often averse to such deprioritization, which

reduces the effectiveness of their help.

Another obstacle to effectiveness is that people have “pet causes”, which they

prioritize even if they know that other causes are more effective. In one study,

participants were informed that it is more effective to support arthritis

research than to support cancer research, but most still chose to support

cancer research.  This is a common phenomenon: people prioritize causes

that they have a personal connection to or that are particularly salient and

striking. For instance, our studies show that many people support disaster

relief (a salient cause) even when informed that it is more effective to address

recurring or permanent problems.

An underlying cause of the failure to choose the most effective ways of helping

others is scope neglect: that our feelings do not scale in proportion to the

amount of suffering that we observe. Our altruistic emotions did not evolve to

help us maximize impact and are not attuned to the large differences in

altruistic impact between opportunities to help others in the modern world.

Therefore, we do not necessarily get more motivated to help just because we

could help more people.

Overcoming these obstacles to effectiveness is highly impactful. Studies show

that the most effective charities are at least one hundred times more effective
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than the typical charity.  Thus, people who donate to the most emotionally

appealing charities rather than to those that are most effective tend to have

only a fraction of the impact that they could have had. The same is likely true

of other types of help, such as direct work on an altruistic cause.

It also seems feasible to overcome these biases and develop the virtue of

effectiveness-focus. Note that we do not suggest that people need to align

their feelings with the scale of the observed suffering. It is not possible to feel

a million times more for a million suffering people than for a single person.

Instead, we are talking about behavior and actions. We are suggesting that you

should choose how to help based on assessments of impact, rather than based

on intuitive reactions. And changing behavior in this regard seems much easier

than changing feelings. It is by no means trivial to be consistently focused on

effectiveness. But at the same time, it seems far easier than to become, for

example, fully selfless, or fully impartial in relation to one’s family. In our

view, many effective altruists by and large do live the virtue of effectiveness-

focus, showing that it is feasible to do so.

Truth-seeking

So far, we have focused on decisions where the effectiveness of different ways

of helping others is known. In such cases, moral expansiveness and

effectiveness-focus can help utilitarians overcome key psychological obstacles

and choose the opportunities that have the greatest impact.

But more often than not, high-impact opportunities are not lined up in front of

you. Instead, you have to identify the best ways of helping others yourself. At

this point, there are new obstacles to utilitarianism that must be overcome.

To identify the best ways of helping, utilitarians have to analyze all the effects

of their actions and arrive at an overall estimate of their impact relative to the

alternatives. It goes without saying that this is hard. This is particularly true of

interventions aimed at helping distant beneficiaries—which, as we have seen,
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may have the greatest utilitarian impact. For instance, assessing the effects of

our current actions on the long-term future seems extraordinarily hard.

But it is not just that the problem is intrinsically difficult. Another problem

resides in our own minds. A plethora of psychological biases distract us from

the truth and make it harder for us to see the world as it really is. Here we will

just cover a few examples.

One of the most salient epistemic problems is our tendency to engage in

motivated reasoning. Instead of impartially evaluating the evidence, we tend to

be biased in favor of views that we find politically convenient or like for other

reasons.  We are also susceptible to confirmation bias, selectively seeking out

evidence that supports our views while neglecting evidence that would falsify

them.  Relatedly, we tend to be overconfident—to overestimate our own

expertise relative to that of others.  As a result, we are often insufficiently

inclined to defer to experts. For instance, donors often have little knowledge of

what the most effective charities are —but instead of seeking out experts,

who do know, they go with their own guesses. That obviously tends to reduce

the impact of their donations.

We are also, to varying degrees, cognitive misers—we do not seek out evidence

to the extent that we should, and we often rely on intuition when it would be

more appropriate to engage in more effortful deliberative reasoning.  Partly

for that reason, many have not acquired the “mindware”—the concepts and

the reasoning tools—that they need to estimate the relative impact of different

ways of helping others. Many are unfamiliar with the concept of expected

value, and their grasp of probabilistic reasoning is often shallow.

Because of these biases and other shortcomings, utilitarians need to cultivate

the virtue of truth-seeking (or “the Scout Mindset” as Julia Galef calls it).

They should cultivate open-mindedness, epistemic humility, and epistemic

impartiality.  They should defer to experts as appropriate. They should work
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hard to find and analyze relevant evidence instead of going with their gut

instincts. And they should acquire the scientific mindware and thinking tools

that are needed to estimate impact.

Since overcoming these obstacles would allow the utilitarian to identify

higher-impact ways of helping others, it would be very impactful to do so. It

also seems relatively feasible: while we cannot hope to eradicate all our

epistemic biases completely, we can no doubt improve. We have already made

spectacular epistemic progress over the course of history—the Scientific

Revolution being a salient case in point. There is no reason to believe that

progress cannot continue. The effective altruism community recognizes the

importance of truth-seeking, and for that reason, they celebrate it. Since

humans are social creatures, that plausibly incentivizes members to cultivate

truth-seeking.

The importance of truth-seeking for utilitarianism is often underrated.

Arguably it is more important for utilitarianism than for common sense

morality. Unlike common sense morality, utilitarianism says that you should

choose the most effective ways of helping others—and to find them, you need

to be truth-seeking. In that sense, real-world utilitarianism is actually quite

epistemically demanding. Most discussions about utilitarianism and

demandingness focus on demands on our material resources, but the epistemic

demands are arguably more important when you apply utilitarianism in the

real world. And for most people, it may be less draining to try to improve

epistemically than to give away large material resources.

Collaborativeness

Our discussion so far has highlighted psychological obstacles that prevent

individual utilitarians from maximizing their personal impact. But utilitarians

also need to collaborate with others to maximize their collective impact. Here,

new psychological obstacles present themselves. To overcome them,

utilitarians should cultivate the virtue of collaborativeness.
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As Adam Smith noted, there are large economic benefits to coordination and

collaboration: to trade and to specialization. We are more effective when we

divide labor between ourselves, specialize on specific tasks, and trade surplus

goods and services for those that we lack. That is not only true of self-

interested pursuits, but also of altruistic endeavors. Utilitarians are more

effective if they are part of a community. This is what motivates the many

utilitarians who have chosen to become part of the effective altruism

community.

The effective altruism community is intensely collaborative. They specialize

and divide tasks between themselves. Some members focus on “earning to

give”—to earn as much money as possible in order to fund charities. Other

members work directly for those charities. Still others provide career advice to

help members choose between these options. This specialization increases the

community’s impact substantially.

Another advantage of forming a community is that it can make it easier to

cultivate and maintain the utilitarian virtues. Within the effective altruism

community, these virtues are celebrated and seen as norms. And as we have

seen, people tend to be more inclined to do things if they are celebrated and

supported by norms.

Utilitarians should also be open to collaborating with people with different

moral views. Toby Ord, one of the founders of effective altruism, has pioneered

the concept of moral trade.  We trade all the time to satisfy our self-

interested preferences: I give you my service in return for your goods. As Ord

points out, we can also trade to satisfy our moral preferences. Suppose that

Alice finds veganism much more morally important than Bob, whereas Bob

feels more strongly about global poverty. Then Alice and Bob can satisfy their

moral preferences better if Alice promises to give to global poverty charities

provided that Bob reciprocates through becoming vegan.
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Utilitarians should be open to moral trade (in an extended sense) with people

they disagree with. For instance, they should avoid saying and doing things

that are objectionable from the point of view of other reasonable moral

perspectives unless it is strictly necessary. Anecdotally, it seems that people

within the effective altruism community largely do that, and that that has

helped the community to do more good.

For all these reasons, you will typically have a much greater impact if you

collaborate with others, and if you join an impactful community. And yet

people are often much less collaborative than would be ideal. There are several

psychological obstacles that impede collaboration and the formation of a

community. One of them is that people have a tendency to want to pursue their

own projects, according to their own wishes. Another is that people simply fail

to see how greatly altruistic collaboration could increase their impact. When it

comes to for-profit companies, effectiveness tends to be very salient. We can

see how much profit companies make, and how much they pay their

employees. The effectiveness of altruistic projects is typically much less

salient. That may cause people to underestimate how effective the most

effective projects are,  and thereby cause them to underestimate the impact of

joining one of those projects.

There is another factor that explains why people dislike moral trade in

particular. They often feel outraged or disgusted over other people’s moral

views and therefore refuse to cooperate or even compromise with them.  So

moral trade does not come naturally to most people.

Though these obstacles are real, they do not seem insurmountable. We have a

proof of concept in the effective altruism community, which does collaborate

relatively well. While people will never become perfectly collaborative,

effective altruists have shown that it is feasible to improve a lot on the status

quo.

Determination
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We often do not do what we on some level want to do. We plan to lose weight

but keep eating too much. We plan to save for retirement but keep spending

our money here and now. We endorse a stringent moral philosophy in theory

but fail to act on it in practice. We suffer from intention-behavior gaps.

So actually acting on utilitarian principles is harder than it may seem. It is all

too easy to fall back on old habits—to pursue low-impact causes or not take

much altruistic action at all.

One reason is simple inertia. Another is availability bias—the tendency to do

what is most salient and talked about.  A third is that people often take a

satisficing attitude to doing good.  Instead of considering all the possible

interventions that they could pursue, and choosing the one that is most

effective (maximizing), many do a more limited search and settle for an

intervention that is “good enough”.

To overcome these obstacles, utilitarians should cultivate the virtue of

determination. They should actively seek out the highest-impact opportunities

and avoid drifting into sub-optimal solutions. They should work as hard as

necessary (though without risking burnout). And they should make sure they

keep motivated over the long term, since it often takes time to have a big

impact. Young people who enter a career for utilitarian reasons can typically

expect their impact to peak several decades later, when they have reached

more senior positions.

Without determination, there is a risk that you will not have much of an impact

at all—even if you have the other utilitarian virtues. It is thus highly impactful

to overcome inertia, satisficing, and related psychological obstacles by

cultivating the virtue of determination. And it also seems relatively feasible.

Again, it helps to have community norms. The effective altruism community

celebrates determination, just like it celebrates truth-seeking: consider, for

instance, the effective altruist slogan “figure out how to do the most good, and

28

29

30

https://www.utilitarianism.net/
https://www.utilitarianism.net/
https://utilitarianism.net/acting-on-utilitarianism


then do it”.  This seems to help utilitarian community members to stay

determined and action-oriented.

Utilitarianism and Common Sense Virtues

Much of the philosophical discussion about utilitarianism focuses on

counterintuitive edge cases, where utilitarianism departs from common sense

morality. In particular, there has been a lot of discussion about the trolley

problem and related problems where you can save many people by killing one.

 Such edge cases are useful as tests of our intuitions about whether

utilitarianism is the best or most correct moral theory. But we are interested in

something else, namely how utilitarianism should be applied in the real world.

And in the real world, we do not encounter such edge cases very often. Thus,

they are less central to real-world utilitarianism than the philosophical

discussion may make it seem.

There are real-world situations that have some similarities to the trolley

problem, however: situations where we could, at first glance, do good by

causing harm (“instrumental harm”) or by breaking common sense norms. We

could steal money to give to the poor. Or we could lie about charity

effectiveness to increase donations.

While it may seem that utilitarians should engage in norm-breaking

instrumental harm, a closer analysis reveals that it often carries large costs. It

would lead to people taking precautions to safeguard against these kinds of

harms, which would be costly for society. And it could harm utilitarians’

reputation,  which in turn could impair their ability to do good. In light of

such considerations, many utilitarians have argued that it is better to respect

common sense norms.  Utilitarians should adopt ordinary virtues like

honesty, trustworthiness, and kindness. There is a convergence with common

sense morality.
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As we have seen, utilitarianism also converges considerably with common

sense morality concerning altruism and impartiality. Utilitarians should not

feel that they have to donate almost all of their money. And they should not

force themselves to be impartial between their family and strangers.

Some generalize these insights and argue that utilitarianism converges with

common sense morality more or less across the board.  This view says that

although utilitarianism initially may seem like a radical departure from our

pretheoretical ethical worldview, a closer analysis reveals that this is not so.

But while it is true that utilitarianism overlaps more with common sense

morality than one might naively think, there is something that this argument

misses. Utilitarians can massively increase their impact through cultivating

some key virtues that are not sufficiently emphasized by common sense

morality. Some charities are extraordinarily effective compared with the

average charity, and some jobs are much higher-impact than others. To find

those opportunities, utilitarians need to be unusually truth-seeking. And to

take them, they need to be morally expansive, effectiveness-focused, and so

on.

So we suggest that in order to be effective in the real world, utilitarians should

stake out a middle way. They should by and large adopt the standard common

sense virtues. But in addition to them, they should also adopt six virtues that

go beyond the common sense virtues. While a utilitarian life is pretty normal in

some ways, it is very different in others.

Some of our suggested virtues tend to be associated with utilitarianism. That

may be especially true of moral expansiveness. But others do not have a salient

link to utilitarianism, and do not tend to be associated with it. They include, in

particular, truth-seeking, collaborativeness, and determination. None of these

virtues are conceptually tied to utilitarianism, but empirically, it turns out that

they are very important in order to maximize utilitarian impact in the real

world.
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A longer version of this article can be found here.
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