
When do we feel it? How do we fulfill it? How can it improve life?
The New Paths to Purpose (NPP) project at the Chicago Booth Center for Decision Research 

has put behavioral science to work. Over three years, four foundational research agendas 

have given rise to ten more, and the research contributions of this work are significant. 

NPP researchers have produced over 20 publications, attracted the collaboration of over 

50 partners, and with hundreds of datasets already collected, more are still on the way!
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Ibuprofen

Eugene Caruso

RESEARCH SPOTLIGHT: Potential givers sometimes 
withhold resources for fear that greater 
generosity might inaccurately give an 
impression of partiality. This concern is 
allayed—and giving increases—when givers 
can sacrifice their own gain to give to others.

George Wu & Ayelet Fishbach

RESEARCH SPOTLIGHT: We show more willingness 
to volunteer time to social purposes when 
we focus on the future impact rather than 
the past achievements of a volunteering 
opportunity.

Christopher Hsee

RESEARCH SPOTLIGHT: The desire for purpose is 
fundamental, and can be adaptive. 
Reflecting on it in the context of our daily 
activity can help us to avoid mindlessly 
overworking ourselves and to fill our time 
more meaningfully.

We tend to pick
up concrete
strategies for
pursuing our
goals better from
close others.

Distant role models 
tend to better inspire 
and guide our "big
picture" choices
of purpose.

Emulating self-control
Yaacov Trope
New York University

Our strategies for achieving purpose, and 
sometimes our purposes themselves, are often 
shaped by what we observe others doing. Do 
these lessons in self-regulation and self-control 
differ depending on how psychologically close 
or distant we feel to the role model?

The economic and psychological 
e�ects of chronic pain among 
low-income workers 
Anuj Shah
University of Chicago

When one’s attention and mental energy is
wholly consumed by daily hardships, it can be
hard to pursue purpose. For those suffering
from chronic pain, can symptom relief free up
mental resources for the consideration and
pursuit of purpose?

Flipping the philanthropy switch: 
Harnessing situational attributions 
to increase charitable giving
Elizabeth Dunn
University of British Columbia

When we contribute personal resources
to humanitarian ends we tap directly into
the essence of purposeful action. What
factors might increase this use of
personal wealth?

Institutions and purpose: How rules “crowd 
in” or “crowd out” purposeful prosociality
David Rand
Yale University

Societal institutions commonly use explicit incentives 
to motivate purposeful prosociality, which can “crowd 
out” more intrinsic motives. What can institutions do 
to “crowd in” prosocial behavior?

It’s tedious but it matters: Can 
purpose promote the grit required 
to build math and science skills?
David Yeager
University of Texas at Austin

Thomas Edison said, “Opportunity is missed
by most people because it is dressed in
overalls and looks like work.” Can purpose
give us the “grit” we need to embrace
challenges necessary for success?

Bringing purpose to healthy eating 
for adolescents
Christopher Bryan
University of California, San Diego

The concrete benefits of a healthy lifestyle
may be too removed to sway adolescent
behavior. Can a sense of purpose promote
healthier choices?

Resolving the urgent-important conflict
to promote purposeful goal pursuit
Benjamin Converse
University of Virginia

In the hustle and bustle of daily life, trivial activities 
often appear more urgent than our long-term goals.
How can we prioritze our activities with purpose?

Nudging health: Using realistic simulations 
of the future to modify behavior
Hal Hershfield
University of California, Los Angeles

Our long-term purposes often seem distant and loosely 
conceived. Can providing more concrete visions of the 
future help us stay on track?

Distant models also 
facilitate learning of 
the abstract features 
of a goal (e.g., its 
overarching
importance) and of 
subtle self-control 
threats to goals.

Preliminary results suggest 
that with ibuprofen, laborers 
exhibit better cognitive 
functioning and greater 
productivity.

This effect appears
to be most
pronounced among
those participants
who were enduring
the most pain prior
to the study.

Believing that wealth comes 
with social responsibility 
increases our willingness to 
donate to society.

Crediting factors outside 
the self for our own wealth 
increases willingness to 
give to others.

Experience in a “culture 
of cooperation” can lead 
us to make cooperative
behavior a personal habit.

Even in new contexts, 
we exhibit and promote 
the cooperative habits 
developed in "cultures 
of cooperation".

Adolescents work harder 
to develop math and 
science skills if they see
those as serving a self
-transcendent purpose.

Purpose better motivates
academic effort than
narrow self-interest.

Students with lower
grades show the most
improvement after
adopting a sense of
academic purpose.

Purpose strengthens the 
self-control needed to 
reject counterproductive
distractions.

Preliminary results 
suggest that multitasking 
fans have an advantage: 
They actually switch 
tasks less frequently, and 
spend more time on 
important purpose.

The opportunity to quickly 
get a task 'over and done 
with' may trick us into 
prioritizing trivial tasks 
over important ones.

Keeping people motivated: Using 
technology to engage and motivate
Dilip Soman
University of Toronto

Flagging motivation in the midst of pursuing
our goals can stall or halt our progress toward
purpose. Can technology help individuals
push through?

App-driven reminders are a
powerful feature, especially
when they prompt us to think
about how to actually
implement goal achievement.

We developed a cost-effective,
smartphone-based intervention
app to reinforce purposeful
effort.

Adolescents favor healthy 
choices when they see such 
choices as taking a purposeful 
stand, on behalf of themselves 
and vulnerable populations, 
against manipulative food 
marketing.

Ayelet Fishbach

RESEARCH SPOTLIGHT: People value intrinsic 
incentives more while pursuing a given 
purpose than they do before commencing 
such pursuit.

Although feelings of 
ownership make it harder to 
give our earnings away, they 
also make it more fulfilling 
to do so.

With visual simulations 
that show us what 
additional calories can 
do to our bodies over 
time, we can better 
recognize the value of 
making healthy choices.

Inexpensive 
symptom relievers 
like ibuprofen may
meaningfully 
improve cognitive 
functioning and
productivity among 
low-wage manual 
laborers in India.

Using authenticity interventions to 
increase feelings of purpose and 
belonging among minority students
Jenessa Shapiro
University of California, Los Angeles

Underrepresented racial and ethnic minority
students sometimes struggle to feel the
senses of belonging and purpose that
support success. Can encouraging a more
authentic engagement with school help?

We developed an 
intervention to 
boost authentic 
engagement by 
both individuating 
students and 
celebrating their 
unique cultural 
backgrounds at 
school.
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