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Cooperation is a cornerstone of human societies, but there are many instances in 

which it breaks down—from minor daily conflicts to large-scale challenges such as human-

caused environmental degradation. Researchers across multiple disciplines—social 

psychology, behavioral economics, evolutionary biology—have identified mechanisms that 

can promote cooperation and help avert ‘tragedies of the commons.’ This dissertation 

attempts to contribute in multiple ways to our understanding of cooperation and the 

mechanisms that support it. First, acknowledging that people can experience a great diversity 

of interdependent situations—especially in field settings—this dissertation provides an 

empirical map of the patterns of interdependence in the daily lives of individuals and 

romantic couples. Further, it examines how people’s perceptions of interdependence across 

multiple dimensions relate to cooperation in the lab and in the field. Second, considering the 

pervasiveness and consequences of power asymmetries in social interactions, this dissertation 

examines how power relates to cooperation and different strategies to promote cooperation 

and punish norm violations. Third, acknowledging the fundamental role of emotions in 

motivating punishment of norm violations, this work examines how anger and disgust 

differentially relate to direct, confrontational punishment versus more indirect punishment, 

via gossip and social exclusion. Finally, the dissertation further probes the distinction 

between direct and indirect strategies to punish offenders and investigates how a host of 

factors—including the severity and self-relevance of violations, and the interpersonal value of 

offenders—influence punishment in daily life.  

Interdependence and cooperation in daily life. Chapter 3 of this dissertation used 

an intensive, experience sampling approach combined with a multidimensional model of 

interdependence to study (a) how people perceive mutual dependence, conflict, and power in 

their daily lives and (b) how their perceptions of interdependence along these dimensions 

relate to cooperation in the lab and in the field. Findings revealed considerable variability in 
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people’s perceptions of daily interdependence, most of which was due to differences across 

situations rather than across individuals. That said, findings from Chapter 3 also showed that 

a specific pattern of interdependence was most prevalent in daily social interactions. 

Individuals and romantic couples tended to perceive social situations as involving moderate 

mutual dependence, low conflict, and symmetric power. Perceptions of mutual dependence 

were positively associated with cooperation, whereas perceptions of conflict were negatively 

associated with cooperation, both in daily life situations and in incentivized economic games 

in the laboratory. Finally, perceived conflict in daily life resembled perceived conflict in 

some of the most benign experimental situations—i.e., the Stag Hunt and Maximizing 

Difference games—that involve moderate to highly corresponding interests. 

 Power and cooperation in social interactions. Multiple chapters of this dissertation 

focused on power. Findings from Chapter 3 suggested that power asymmetries are common 

in some contexts, such as work relationships, but they are not overall frequent in people’s 

daily interactions. In contrast with experimental work suggesting detrimental effects of power 

on cooperation, perceptions of power were not associated with own and others’ cooperation 

in daily life. Nevertheless, exploratory analyses suggested that high power may exacerbate 

the negative effects of conflict on cooperation. Chapter 4 extended these findings by using 

experimental studies to manipulate power and test its effects on cooperation and strategies to 

promote cooperation. With the use of novel, web-based software, participants were monitored 

while making consequential decisions within real-time dyadic and group interactions. 

Consistent with findings in daily life interactions (Chapter 3), objective, manipulated 

differences in power had no effect on cooperation.  

Chapter 4 further examined how objective differences in power affect strategies to 

promote cooperation in social dilemmas. Based on considerations of the risks and benefits 

associated with distinct strategies to promote cooperation, it was expected that high-power 
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individuals may be more willing to use costly punishment to deter non-cooperation, whereas 

low-power individuals may be more inclined to use gossip. However, findings did not 

provide support for these predictions: across two experimental studies, power had no effect 

on the use of punishment and gossip to promote cooperation in a social dilemma. Chapter 6 

aimed to test the relations of power with these different punishment strategies in more 

ecologically valid situations. Findings in such natural settings suggested that people indeed 

condition their punishment strategies on the power they possess relative to offenders. 

Consistent with the idea that high-power individuals can afford the risk of potential 

retaliation, increases in perceived power were associated with a higher likelihood of directly 

confronting offenders. In contrast, consistent with the idea that low-power individuals are 

more sensitive to retaliation risks, decreases in perceived power were associated with a higher 

likelihood of indirectly punishing norm violations, via gossip and social avoidance.  

 Antecedents of direct and indirect punishment. Chapter 5 used multiple vignette 

studies and re-analyzed data from a large, experience sampling study to investigate (a) the 

role of two other-condemning emotions—anger and disgust—in motivating direct and 

indirect punishment of moral violations, (b) the effects of the self-relevance of moral 

violations on anger and disgust, and on associated punishment tendencies, and (c) the 

possibility that anger and disgust differentially mediate the effects of self-relevance on 

distinct tendencies to punish offenders. Findings suggested that anger and disgust could be 

differentiated on the basis of unique antecedents and consequences. While anger was 

associated with high-cost, direct punishment tendencies, disgust was instead associated with 

lower-cost, indirect punishment tendencies. Further, findings from Chapter 5 indicated that 

people’s emotional experiences and associated punishment tendencies shifted depending on 

the costliness of moral violations to themselves. Putting participants in the role of second-

party victims of moral violations led to increases in anger, and to stronger motivations to 
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directly punish offenders, via physical or verbal means. In contrast, putting participants in the 

role of third-party observers of moral violations led to increases in feelings of disgust. Second 

and third parties did not show different preferences to engage in indirect punishment. 

Nevertheless, the self-relevance of moral violations influenced indirect punishment partially 

via disgust, but not via anger, whereas it influenced direct punishment partially via anger, but 

not via disgust. 

Chapter 6 further investigated the proposition that people deploy direct and indirect 

punishment in a way that is conditional to relational, situational, and emotional factors. To 

test this proposition, Chapter 6 relied on a longitudinal diary methodology, allowing to 

investigate direct and indirect punishment in response to norm violations occurring in 

ecologically valid, daily life settings. When examining how the self-relevance of norm 

violations related to punishment in daily life situations, findings revealed a discrepancy 

between people’s punishment motivations (i.e., what they felt like doing) and their behaviors 

(i.e., what they reported actually doing). Contrasting findings from vignette studies in 

Chapter 5, people reported similar motivations to punish offenders via direct (i.e., physical 

and verbal) and indirect means (i.e., gossip and social exclusion), irrespective of the 

costliness of norm violations for themselves. However, when looking at people’s punishment 

behaviors in daily life, findings instead showed that self-relevant offenses were overall met 

with stronger punishment responses. Further, consistent with results from Chapter 5, shifts in 

the self-relevance of norm violations were associated with larger increases in direct 

confrontation of offenders, compared to gossip and social avoidance behaviors. 

Further, Chapter 6 tested how anger and disgust relate to direct and indirect 

punishment of everyday norm violations—thus, attempting to replicate results from Chapter 5 

in more ecologically valid settings. Findings showed that anger and disgust were positively 

associated with motivations to punish offenders and with actual punishment behaviors in 
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daily life. Further, consistent with findings from Chapter 5, disgust was differentially 

associated with distinct punishment motivations and behaviors, such that it more strongly 

related with indirect punishment (i.e., gossip and exclusion) rather than direct confrontation 

(i.e., physical or verbal) of offenders. However, contrary to findings from vignette studies in 

Chapter 5, anger was not differentially associated with direct and indirect punishment. 

Finally, Chapter 6 considered two additional factors that can shift individuals’ 

willingness to engage in direct and indirect punishment: the valuation of their relationship 

with offenders and their judgments of moral wrongness. Consistent with the idea that people 

weigh the benefits of changing offenders’ behavior when deciding how to punish, individuals 

were more motivated and more likely to directly confront offenders whom they highly 

valued. Instead, they were more likely to gossip about and socially exclude offenders that 

they valued less. Further, consistent with the idea that people weigh the risks of retaliation 

from offenders, individuals were more likely to gossip and avoid (rather than directly 

confront) offenders who previously engaged in severe, morally wrong. Together, findings 

from Chapter 6 provided strong support for the proposition that people use direct and indirect 

punishment in a context-sensitive manner, based on their inferences about the situation they 

are in, their estimates of others’ relationship value, and the costs imposed by others’ offenses. 




