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Abstract

Policies often combine monetary incentives with appeals to social purpose on the

premise that two reasons to act are better than one. We propose a mechanism ex-

plaining why this combination can undermine their effectiveness. Individuals infer

whether an activity is transactional or prosocial from policy-induced cues. When these

cues conflict, intrinsic motivation is only partially activated, while self-image concerns

continue to distort effort. We formalize this mechanism in a model and test its pre-

dictions in a real-effort experiment in Switzerland that independently varies monetary

rewards and the carbon abatement generated by effort. We find that monetary incen-

tives and prosocial consequences interact subadditively, with responses to conflicting

cues differing sharply across prosocial identities. Introducing a prosocial purpose into

an incentivized task increases effort among individuals with weak prosocial identities

but reduces it among those with strong prosocial identities.
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