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Abstract 

 

This study explored the patterns of helping directed to kin versus non-kin. The participants of 

the study were 270 undergraduate students recruited from online and regular class periods. 

Moderated regression analysis confirmed that psychological closeness moderates the 

relationship between perceived kinship status and willingness to help. Specifically, the 

relationship between closeness and helping increased for non-kin, but decreased for kin. 

Results may imply that psychological closeness is an important determinant in helping a 

non-kin, and less important in helping a kin. 
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1. Introduction 

The general rule of kin altruism is that humans help kin more than non-kin, which is largely driven by kin 

selection (Hamilton, 1964). However, there are instances where individuals are more than willing to help non-kin 

than kin (Essock-Vitale & McGuire, 1985; Kruger, 2003). Generally speaking, evolutionary explanations of 

these patterns of prosocial behavior across kin and non-kin seem equivocal. Kin selection theory seemed to 

overlook the psychological bond between the helper and the recipient. Clearly, there’s a need to investigate what 

other substantial underlying mechanisms of why one is more than willing to help a non-kin than to a kin. For 

instance, sense of oneness, which is an outcome of relationship closeness, found to be a predictor of self-report 

helping (Maner, Luce, Neuberg, Cialdini, Brown, & Sagarin, 2002). Hence, the present study examined the role 

of psychological closeness on the willingness to help a kin vs. non-kin, which can be merged with Kin selection 

theory (KST). 

1.1 Willingness to help a kin vs. non-kin 

People dedicate their time and energy to help based on the help seeker’s kinship status (i.e., kin vs. non-kin). 

Most people prefer genetically closer kin over non-relatives (Burnstein, Crandall, & Kitayama, 1994; Neyer & 

Lang, 2003; Stewart-Williams, 2008). KST suggests that a gene causing its bearer to act altruistically provided 

that the benefits conferred on these relatives outweigh the costs incurred by the bearer. For instance, several 

studies validated that people in diverse societies preferably help close kin over more distant kin and non-kin (e.g., 

Betzig, 1988; Betzig & Turke, 1986; Chagnon & Bugos, 1979; Chagnon, 1981; Flinn, 1988; Gurven, Hill, 

Kaplan, Hurtado, & Lyles, 2000; Hames, 1987; Hawkes, 1983; Patton, 2005; Pollet, Roberts, & Dunbar, 2013).  

There are situations, however, when altruistic acts are directed more to friends than family. For instance, 

Essock and associates (1985) pointed out that women tend to be more inclined to help friends than blood-related 

family members. Korchmaros and Kenny (2001) yielded comparable results when they showed that individuals 

were more willing to help their spouses than their genetically-related relatives. Based on evolutionary principles, 

one reason why people help their non-kin is because of inferred genetic-relatedness as implicitly cued by 

familiarity, similarity, friendship, and emotional experience of empathy (Neuberg, Kenrick, & Schaller, 2010). 

For example, Studies illustrated how similarity and familiarity promotes trust, thus, promotes cooperative 

behavior (Krupp, DeBruine, & Braclay, 2008; Hoffman, 1981; Krebs, 1987; Park, Schaller, & Van Vugt, 2008). 

In other words, KST suggests that that non-kin altruism will only occur if there is some benefit for the member 

of the group who is performing the altruistic act or if it is a benefit for one or more of the altruistic member’s kin. 

Some members of non-kin groups will still receive just as much, if not more help, than an individual who is 

genetically related to the person who is engaging in altruistic behavior.  

1.2 Psychological closeness and willingness to help 

People normally cultivate friendship or enduring and selective social bonds in which partners help each 

other in times of need, often at great cost to themselves. Researchers on close relationships proposed various 

explicit definitions of closeness. The self-expansion theory contends that individuals’ sense of self can be 

widened to incorporate others, and will probably come about when these others are individuals we feel close to 

(Aron, Aron, Tudor, & Nelson, 1991). In this study, the definition of closeness is built out of the essential 

features of interdependent close relationship. These features comprise of the degree of interdependence, 

proximity, emotional dependence, and incorporation of self and the other (Clark, Oullette, Powell, & Milberg, 

1987). This sense of shared identity termed as “oneness” (Cialdini, Brown, Lewis, Luce, & Neuberg, 1997). Also, 

when people take their perspective and put themselves in others’ shoes is a sense of psychologically close to 
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others (e.g., Gunia, Sivanathan, & Galinsky, 2009). According to these lines of research, self-other overlap is an 

outcome of relationship closeness. Researchers proposed that the merging of self and other identity is most likely 

conditions linked to the empathy-altruism model to feelings of attachment and altruistic motivation (e.g., Davis, 

Conklin, Smith, & Luce, 1996). Building on this, a sense or felt of ‘oneness’ with others reflects a desire to 

maintain a mutual responsive relationship, thus, predicts willingness to help closer others in need (e.g., Clark & 

Lemay, 2010).  

1.3 Psychological closeness on willingness to help kin vs. non-kin 

The discussion above points out that some individuals differ in levels of acting altruistically towards a target 

kin vs. non-kin. KST cannot fully stipulate for a tidy explanation of this phenomenon. Conversely, these 

instances might be clarified by the reciprocity rule. When it comes to friendships, helping more a friend than a 

family can be explained by reciprocal altruism (e.g., Trivers, 1971). It’s the tendency to help non-kin based on a 

likelihood of return. Reciprocal altruism is less significant among kin than among non-kin, because the indirect 

fitness benefits of helping kin can overshadow the direct fitness costs of unreturned help (Hamilton, 1964). 

However, some researchers suggest that reciprocity does not account for a satisfactory explanation for altruism 

among friends (e.g., Roberts, 2005; Silk, 2003; Tooby & Cosmides, 1996). Interestingly, Stewart-Williams (2007) 

showed that people help friends more than blood-related family members with low-cost of helping; they help 

blood-related family members and friends equally with medium-cost of helping, and they expressed greater 

willingness to help siblings than friends with higher cost of helping. By some means, the study clarifies the 

proximal causes that lead to pattern differences among kin vs. non-kin with regard to acting altruistically. 

However, the study pointed out that cost-of-help results may perhaps be clarified similarly well with cultural 

norms, with which individuals provided more high-cost help to kin than to friends because they experience 

stronger normative pressure to do so (e.g., Jocano, 1998). Thus, the study does account for a clear psychological 

mechanism that answers this peculiarity in light to KST’s general rule. It’s plausible that these results may be 

explained by the proximate cause of psychological closeness. Thus, the researchers hypothesized psychological 

closeness may not be a necessary condition of acting altruistically towards a kin; however, it a does play a role 

when help is directed to a non-kin. In other words, there will be higher levels of willingness to help among 

non-kin than among kin because kinship reduces the need for closeness in accordance with KST’s general rule.  

2. Method 

2.1 Research Design 

The study is quantitative in design and utilized a survey method wherein respondents completed set of scales 

determining their psychological closeness, perceived kinship status, and willingness to help. In terms of the 

perceived kinship status, different set of respondents filled up the form for kin recipient whereas another set of 

respondents completed the form for non-kin 

2.2 Participants 

The participants of the study were two hundred seventy (270) undergraduate students recruited from three 

universities in the Philippines. There were one hundred seventy (63%) participants recruited online from the pool 

of undergraduate psychology students and received course credit for their participation. One hundred (37%) 

participants were recruited from regular class periods in school. 

2.3 Instruments 

The study utilized two (3) research instruments, namely: kinship status texts, the level of closeness scale and 

self-report helping scale.  
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Perceived Kinship Status – There were two sets of questionnaires, with which participants were asked to 

imagine either a kin or a non-kin. The researchers dummy coded non-kin as 0 and kin as 1 in the analysis of data.  

Level of Closeness Questionnaire – The items that assessed the level of closeness were constructed based 

on the important properties that characterize highly interdependent close relationships. These include frequency 

of contact and shared activities (Kelly et al., 1983; Bercheid, Snyder, & Omoto, 1989), feeling close (Aron, Aron, 

& Smollan, 1992) or emotional closeness (Rhee, Uleman, Lee, & Roman, 1995), and behaving close (Aron, et 

al., 1992). A number of items were also adapted from the Relationship Closeness Inventory – item no. 6 - 

(Bercheid et al., 1989) and Relational interdependence – items no. 4, 24, 28, and 37 - (Rhee et al., 1995). 

Closeness here depicts the interconnectedness of the self and the other (Aron et al., 1991). The Questionnaire 

was modified to fit the study’s context. The modified version reported a high internal consistency (α = .936). 

Self-Report Altruism Scale (SRA) – This scale has an easy-to-administer, self-report format and consists of 

20 items (Rushton, Chrisjohn, & Fekken, 1981). The scale was developed to measure unconditional everyday 

altruism, with internal consistency of Cronbach’s α = 0.79. The SRA scale determines the participants’ likelihood 

of performing certain behaviors for a variety of related and unrelated individuals. The researchers modified the 

scale, so that each question is concerned with participants’ altruistic tendencies toward a kin and non-kin. There 

were two modifications made. The first modified scale measures the participants’ helping behavior directed to a 

kin, with Cronbach’s α = .78. The second modified scale measures participants’ helping behavior directed to a 

non-kin, with Cronbach’s α = .93.  The 20 items of the scale stated everyday altruistic behaviors (e.g., giving 

small amounts of money without expecting to get it back or buying gifts without concern for receiving gifts in 

return), which frequency respondents were instructed to rate (from 1 = never, to 5 = very often). 

2.4 Procedure 

Participants were run by that the anonymity and confidentiality of the study. They were encouraged to ask 

for clarifications from the questionnaire by researchers throughout the process of data collection. Questionnaires 

were administered by means of online and during a regular class period. One hundred and seventy (63%) 

participants completed the online questionnaires focused to kin. Whereas, one hundred (37%) participants 

completed the pen and paper questionnaires focused to non-kin in regular class periods. Incentives were given 

after completing the form. 

2.5 Data Analysis 

To look into the relationship of psychological closeness and willingness to help a kin vs. non-kin, Pearson’s 

correlation was used. Moreover, hierarchical regression analysis was conducted in order to examine the 

moderating effects of perceived kinship status in the link between closeness and willingness to help. 

3. Results 

3.1 Descriptive and Bivariate Analysis 

The means and standard deviations of the participants’ perceived kinship status to the recipient (i.e., kin or 

non-kin), closeness and helping behavior were reported in Table 1. Also, Pearson’s r correlation between 

variables was presented in Table 1. As shown, closeness did not correlate with willingness to help (r = .08, p 

= .476) for kin as perceived recipients, but showed significant correlation with willingness to help for non-kin 

recipients (r = .41, p < .01). Initially, these correlational results confirmed the study’s hypothesis.  
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Table 1 

Correlation between variables including Means and Standard Deviations 

Recipient        Variables Mean SD 1 2 

Kin 

 Psychological Closeness 5.4 1.1  .41** 

 Willingness to help 3.1 0.4 .41**  

Non-Kin      

 Psychological Closeness 5.3 0.6  .08 

 Willingness to help 5.4 1.0 .08  
Note. *p<.05, **p<.01 

 

3.2 Moderated Regression Analysis 

A hierarchical regression model was utilized to investigate whether the link between psychological 

closeness and willingness to help depends on the perceived kinship status (i.e., kin vs. non-kin). Moderation 

occurs when the association between an independent variable and dependent variables changes as a function of 

the moderator variable (Baron & Kenny, 1986). In this study, moderation means that the slope of the relationship 

between the independent and dependent variable differs across the groups represented by the categorical 

moderator variable (e.g., Aguinis, 2004; Jaccard & Turrisi, 2003; Jose, 2013). To avoid potentially problematic 

high multicollinearity with the interaction term, the variables were centered and an interaction term between 

closeness and kinship status was created (Aiken & West, 1991). 

Table 2 

Summary of Moderated Regression Analysis (N=270) 

 Willingness to Help 

 Predictor ∆R
2 B 

Step 1 Psychological Closeness .025 .079** 

Step 2 Psychological Closeness  .079* 

 Kinship Status .025 .021 

Step 3 Psychological Closeness  .362*** 

 Kinship Status  -.001 

 Closeness x Kinship Status .063 -.341*** 

 Total R
2
 .088  

Note. *p < .05. ** p < .01. ***p < .001 

 

The hierarchical regression analysis revealed that at Step one, psychological closeness significantly 

predicted willingness to help (β = .079, p< .01). In Step two, psychological closeness significantly predicted 

willingness to help (β = .07, p < .05), but not kinship status kinship status help (β = .021, p = .739). In the step 3, 

the interaction term between closeness and kinship status was added to the regression model, which accounted 

for a significant proportion of the variance in willingness to help, ∆R2 = .062, ∆F(1, 266) = 9.318, p < .001, b = 

-2.168, t(266) = 4.278, p < .001. Thus, this indicates that the link between psychological closeness and 

willingness to help depends on the perceived kinship status. Furthermore, the significant negative interaction 

effect indicated a buffering effect that increasing kinship status (i.e., kin) would decrease the effect of the 

closeness on willingness to help. 

4. Discussion 

Several studies showed that subjective or emotional closeness coined as an underlying mechanism of genetic 

relatedness, which is also inclusive to other forms of social relationships to help across kin and non-kin relations 

(Korchmaros & Kenny, 2001, 2006). Interestingly, the results of the study displayed a different bearing. The link 

between psychological closeness and willingness to help tend to buildup, if recipient is non-kin, but decline if 

kin. This may imply that closeness may characterize, among other things, proximate cue to genetic relatedness, 

thus, predicts helping among non-kin. Thus, people develop concern for others’ welfare when interdependence 
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increases. 

On the other hand, closeness may not be an important proximal mechanism if help is directed to a kin 

(family members). By some means, this study confirms the general rule of KST, with which individuals are 

inclined to help family members strongly based on shared genes (Rushton, Russell, & Wells, 1984; Wells, 1987; 

Webster, 2003). With this, blood ties are more vital compared to subjective or felt connection between family 

members when it comes to increasing prosociality. 

The study includes a continuous measure of closeness, rather than conflating social relationships and 

closeness. More importantly, this research also uses a non-western sample, which is unusual in this area of 

research. The importance of kin relationships appears invariant across the diverse cultures of the human species 

(Neyer & Lang, 2003). In a Filipino society, the expectations and relationships among family member are highly 

distinct from one’s relationships with non-family members (Jocano, 1998). The self and social identity of 

Filipinos; greatly from their blood ties, which also function as key foundation of financial, social, emotional and 

moral support (Miralao, 1997). With this, Filipinos learn the value of keeping their identities as a family member 

intact. This is further reinforced by a continuous flow of help, assistance, and favors among relatives. 

Despite these noteworthy discussions, it is highly important to mention the drawbacks of the study. First, a 

more refined research design and data collection method should be employed to yield better significant results. 

For an instance, priming closeness and kinship status cues, and helping tasks should also be employed to 

strengthen the ideal relationships. Second, besides using self-report altruism rating scale, recorded free responses 

to a scenario presented in a paragraph could also be used, as it would reflect how the participants think, thus, 

giving a more accurate cognition on their willingness to help. Third, additional processes should be included in 

preference giving toward across kin and non-kin throughout the assessments of the relationship closeness model. 

Lastly, additional effort should be employed which examines the specific cognitive and physiological factors 

mediating cues of kinship and friendship relations will help us realize how such cues are managed. 

5. Conclusion 

This study explored the role of psychological closeness on willingness to help a kin vs. non-kin. General 

results provide an alternate view of why patterns of helping differ across kin and non-kin relations. Specifically, 

the relationship between closeness and helping increased for non-kin, but decreased for kin. Results may imply 

that closeness is an important determinant of prosociality for friends, and may be less important for blood-related 

family members. Closeness is sufficient for friends, but not for blood-related family members. Perhaps, in 

helping situations, blood is thicker than water after all. 
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