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Nordic high-trust societies are underpinned by prosociality, a term denoting cooperation and working for the good of others. State-funded voluntarism provides opportunities for altruism that appears to contribute to the Nordics’ exceptional level of well-being. Altruists are rewarded by a warm, lasting affect that enhances personal well-being, thus motivating further prosociality. Humanity’s evolutionary past coded into us a desire to strengthen our community by helping those in need—a biocultural drive that is corrupted when authoritarian regimes enforce unselfish behavior on disempowered populations. Such coercive altruism has a line of adverse long-term consequences for communal functionality and individual flourishing. Our study examines how sociocultural context influences people’s prosocial strategies, and how sharing insights and practices from democratic and authoritarian traditions can lead to new, revitalized forms of altruism. Our in-depth interviews (n = 32) of Nordic and Slavonic helpers of Ukrainian refugees in Norway (1) illuminate the impact of culture and memory on altruistic practices, (2) define points of tension between systemic and anti-systemic modes of prosociality, and (3) identify cross-cultural interactions that generate trust, well-being, and social innovation. The post-communist experience of the Slavonic informants motivated anti-systemic altruism, which highlights spontaneity, improvisation, and occasional rule breaking. Norwegian systemic altruism is based on trust, efficacy, and rule-following. Our evolutionary approach to cultural psychology substantiates how important it is for development and immigration policies to align our knowledge of human nature with insights into the workings of cultural legacies. A better understanding of the biocultural mainsprings of altruism could be of crucial importance in our era of reemerging authoritarianism and increasing migration.
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1. Introduction

The Nordic nations are often put forth as models for emulation (Meyer, 2007; Brandal et al., 2013; Andersen and Björkman, 2017; Helliwell et al., 2020). Income equality, gender equality, low-conflict politics, and prosperous economies with generous benefits contribute to social cohesion, as well as high subjective well-being, a measure of how people assess their own quality of life (Diener, 1984). According to several United Nations rankings, in the 21st century, the Nordics represent the pinnacle of human flourishing (Conceição et al., 2020; Helliwell et al., 2022). Nordic experts and politicians, impelled by their countries’ humanitarian mission, have presented their social democratic model as suitable for universal export (Tvedt, 2017). An evolutionary perspective on the emergence of Western modernity, however, reveals the importance of the cultural psychology that underpins many Nordic practices and institutions. The latter are difficult to transfer to nations with different social and cultural histories (Henrich, 2020). One such factor is high social trust (e.g., Rothstein, 2005; Trägårdh, 2013). Even a peremptory comparison between the Nordics and the Slavonic1 people is telling: among Norwegians and Swedes, 72 and 63%, respectively, think “most people can be trusted.” 23% of Russians, 24% of Poles, 30% of Ukrainians, and 40% of Belarusians think the same (WVS, 2020).2 The World Happiness Report ranks the five Nordic nations 1, 2, 3, 7, and 8, while Poland is 48, Belarus 65, Russia 80, and Ukraine 98 (Helliwell et al., 2022).

We posit that the evolutionary perspective is a fruitful tool for understanding differences in cultural psychology. Zagaria et al. (2020) proposed that using evolutionary psychology as an integrative theoretical framework could help the field of psychology enter a paradigmatic stage. Baucal and Krstić (2020) supported that researcher’s move in such a direction, but emphasized that the qualitative difference between biological and cultural evolution necessitates additional tools and frameworks. Our study aligns with this position. We ground our exploration in multilevel selection (MLS), an evolutionary framework that explains our species’ altruistic behavior toward non-kin (Wilson and Hessen, 2018). To understand how these universal lower mental functions express themselves in culturally mediated higher mental functions, we conduct a semiotic analysis to interpret how cultural narratives, tropes, and symbols inform our interviewees’ experience and meaning-making (Eco, 1986; Lotman, 1990). Our MLS model for well-being conceptualizes the universal, evolutionary foundation for altruistic motivation while also taking account of cultural histories that we share with others. Since cultural practices do not evolve like biological traits—that that is, through divergence mostly without amalgamation—using conventional explanatory tools from the evolutionary sciences has its limitations. In cultural evolution, transmission and cross-connections are common (Zagaria et al., 2021). A main purpose of our study is to investigate how cooperation between altruists who are influenced by distinct cultural psychologies provides fertile ground for cross-pollination and novel amalgamations of prosocial strategies.

Grounding our investigation in the universal mechanisms that drive altruistic behavior allows us to use an evolutionary argument against authoritarianism. It is not our intention to offer an in-depth, evolutionary approach to the relationship between authoritarian oppression and societies’ resilience and productivity. Rather, while acknowledging that authoritarian rule can be adaptive in some environments, we hypothesize that the authoritarian emphasis on coercive cooperation ultimately has an adverse effect on social trust and altruistic behavior, especially for populations that suffer economic and existential hardship. State oppression diminishes a group’s long-term efficacy through its misalignment with the basic drives of human nature in several regards (Welzel, 2013). Such governance also affects the human quest for meaning, which is the very fabric of culture (Baumeister, 2005). Religious beliefs activate our neurocognitive suite for meaning in ways that can synchronize and empower populations (Bellah, 2011; Harari, 2014). When modern ideologies fail to maintain such a hold on a moral community, the social fabric starts to unravel.

In the Nordic countries, there is a long tradition of socialization—that is, replication of positively charged narratives and practices—that have motivated voluntary, spontaneous prosociality. Such practices have been anchored in trust, individuality, and responsibility in a manner that has strengthened cooperative practices while enhancing well-being for the altruists (Witoszek and Midttun, 2018). This was often not the case in communist countries. Routinely, prosocial contributions were coercively extracted from subjugated populations by the ruling political elites. In the short run, this compulsory prosociality could promote group cohesion and efficacy—and even elements of well-being (Meier and Stutzer, 2008). Such prosociality, however, could not be sustained because it was undergirded by the deletion of personal individuality and responsibility, diffusion of mistrust, hatred of the other, and strong punitive measures imposed on outliers (Witoszek, 2019).

Communist rule has had adverse, long-term effects on cultural psychology in terms of disempowerment and distrust (Krastev and Holmes, 2020). In the cultural memory of citizens from former communist countries, work for the common good and contributions to the well-being of others are often associated with a loathed past, so that far more people eschew formal and informal voluntarism compared to in Western countries (Meier and Stutzer, 2008; Plagnol and Huppert, 2010). Unfreedom, ill-being, and low trust have created a legacy that is hard to shed off. Having been a part of the Soviet Bloc is a strong predictor for a population’s negative affect (Deaton, 2010). Miniscule levels of social trust, and associations of social cooperation with coercion and subjugation have contributed to how democracy in the former communist countries has suffered a backlash in the 21st century (Krastev and Holmes, 2020). Gaining a better understanding of the evolutionary and cultural mechanisms that promote or hinder democratic development has become pressing.

In this study, we compare the prosocial strategies of voluntary workers in Norway—native Nordic citizens and Slavonic immigrants—who help Ukrainian refugees. Our definition of voluntarism is the practice of working for the benefit of others without compulsion or promise of renumeration. We conduct in-dept interviews to explore the biocultural mainsprings of their modes of altruism. Our findings suggest that people whose prosocial habits were shaped, or rather distorted, by an authoritarian past, can reprogram themselves through actions that generate trust and self-confidence. We conceptualize the altruistic traditions from Nordic democracies and Slavonic authoritarianism as, respectively, systemic and anti-systemic altruism. Our comparison of culturally-informed strategies of prosociality has a threefold aim: (1) to draw attention to the importance of cultural history and memory in the habits of the heart and mind of culturally heterogeneous groups of volunteers; (2) to explore interactions between prosocial groups as a locus of tensions and a stage of mutual learning that can inspire more culturally sensitive forms of prosociality; and (3) to show how prosociality affects personal transformation and social innovation through cross-cultural interactions.



2. Theoretical framework

Since Diener (1984) popularized well-being studies among psychologists, the field has become among the hottest topics of social science (De Vos, 2012). Positive psychologists have influenced politicians to try to move away from overly focusing on GDP and other economic metrics. In 2011, the United Nations unanimously adopted the resolution “Happiness: toward a holistic approach to development.” Since then, several dozen countries have adopted national well-being accounts (Diener et al., 2015). Positive psychology’s Western-centric approaches (Uchida et al., 2009; Uchida and Kitayama, 2009; Rappleye et al., 2020; Krys et al., 2021a,b), in addition to its conceptual overabundance (Røysamb and Nes, 2016), have hindered the development of a credible cross-cultural model for well-being. Calls for an evolutionary approach have mostly been disregarded (Buss, 2000; Nesse, 2005; Hill and Buss, 2008). We have responded to these calls by bringing together insights from the well-being field under an umbrella of multilevel selection (Larsen et al., 2023).

The current third wave of evolutionary thought highlights MLS as a framework that explains human altruism (Wilson and Hessen, 2018). Competition and selfishness may provide adaptive advantages for individuals within a group, but since groups of effective collaborators tend to outcompete groups of selfish individualists, intergroup warfare and competition have provided evolutionary pressures that promote prosocial practices.3 Culture can work counter to our selfish instincts by extending our natural predispositions for nurture to non-kin individuals or even strangers (Lumsden and Wilson, 2005; Wilson et al., 2014). Internalized cultural ideals thus facilitate effective prosociality by turning extrinsic group motivation into intrinsic behavior of members of the group. By acting in ways that one’s culture defines as meaningful, individuals are rewarded by an increase in self-esteem, an important component of well-being (Solomon et al., 2000; Kirkpatrick and Navarrete, 2010).

An MLS perspective brings attention to how individuals are torn between working for their own success and that of their group. Solving adaptively relevant problems for themselves and their close kin or social group provides a good feeling that promotes such behavior. Yet sacrificing for the benefit of others, or the abstract ideals of one’s group, can engender even more intense and lasting affect for the altruist (Baumeister, 2005; Baumeister et al., 2013). Well-being societies, we posit, are those that effectively facilitate multilevel well-being, that is, they nourish individual flourishing through a balance of competition, cooperation, and widespread opportunities for altruism. We use this MLS perspective to offer an evolutionary model for what makes humans conclude that they have a good life: Happiness + Meaning = Well-being.4 Both happiness and meaning are biocultural phenomena, affects that have a biological foundation, yet are strongly mediated by culture.

Our model conceptualizes happiness not as an affect meant to be maximized, but a semi-transient reward for solving adaptively relevant problems. Money, status, social and professional success, and many other achievements, enhance an individual’s ability to survive and reproduce. When we progress toward such goals, positive emotions signal that we should keep on acting in the same way (Nesse, 2005; Hill and Buss, 2008). It is the progression toward these goals, rather than the goal achievement itself, that is the imperative (Carver and Scheier, 1990). Indirect fitness concerns, as well as the adaptive benefit of sociality (Lewis et al., 2015), let us reap happiness from spending time with our immediate circles and also appreciating their successes. Baumeister’s work on meaning demonstrates how people are affectively rewarded for contributing to their community (Baumeister, 2005; Baumeister et al., 2013). Pursuing a sense of meaning is adaptive since this affect assesses, and reinforces, social belonging. For purposes of analysis and policy recommendation, we posit that it can be profitable to conceptualize well-being to consist of these two clusters of affects, which promote individual and group selection, respectively.

This evolutionary model is culturally neutral in the sense that all communities consist of people who face often conflicting pressures related to individual and communal needs. Such a perspective frees us from the ontological and semantic discussions around well-being that inevitably become culturally biased. Long-running debates have focused on what well-being should be or which affects—or virtues—it consists of. Millennia of Western philosophizing on well-being and altruism impose value-charged assumptions on people’s thinking that culture makes invisible (Ricard, 2015; Wilson and Coan, 2021). Striving for cultural objectivity, for instance through a model grounded in the humanistic values of human rights (Vittersø, n.d.), overlooks the Western origins of such individual-centered values (Finnis, 2011). Some Confucian perspectives go against Western insistence on well-being having to be assessed on the individual level. Confucians stress interdependent well-being—the importance of good relationships and social harmony—against which individual happiness can be perceived as a threat (Krys et al., 2021b). Our MLS model can accommodate this conflict. Whether independent or interdependent happiness pursuits are more adaptive, depends on the sociocultural context. In kinship societies, the well-being of one’s kin group is of such importance to each individual’s fitness that interdependent concerns take precedence (Henrich, 2020). In Western societies, individual strategies are paramount.

While our model’s cultural neutrality applies to its overarching MLS framework, understanding how distinct cultures motivate certain behaviors in regard to happiness and meaning requires careful historical and cultural research. Insights gained within one cultural sphere must not be applicable in another (Baumeister, 2005; Heine, 2010; Baucal and Krstić, 2020). Our findings within one Nordic country are therefore tentative in terms of their cross-cultural applicability. To comprehend well-being itself, however, it suffices—within our model—to view our well-being system as a biocultural phenomenon that makes people “feel good” in a manner that motivates them to continue the behavior that triggered this affect.5 Precisely which feelings these are or what they motivate will vary with culture, as will terminology. Since happiness and meaning are used in popular and scholarly discourses for a variety of purposes,6 abbreviating these terms to “H” and “M” would be an option, yet we prefer to use familiar words for ease of communication (Larsen et al., 2023).

Applying a model of purported cultural neutrality to argue against authoritarianism could appear as another expression of Western-centric ideology (Kemmelmeier et al., 2003). We therefore stress that our analysis in this regard limits itself to one mechanism: the undermining of long-term trust and well-being as a consequence of coercive altruism. Whether such a downside could be worth the upside—from an evolutionary perspective—depends on context. The primary purpose of that part of our analysis is to offer a partial explanation for why it has been so challenging to forge thriving democratic institutions in nations with an authoritarian past.



3. Materials and methods

Positive psychology has relied almost exclusively on quantitative research. If well-being is not best understood as a consequence of life factors, but from how individuals interpret and adapt to evolutionarily evolved signals, states Nesse (2005), “survey studies of well-being will overlook most of what is important.” He concludes that “implications for methodology are severe [as] only narrative includes information detailed and idiographic enough to allow a real understanding of an individual’s life.” This insight informs our qualitative approach which combines in-depth semi-structured interviews, narrative analysis, and our previous work on the cultural history of the Nordic and Slavonic regions (e.g., Witoszek, 2007, 2011, 2019; Witoszek and Midttun, 2018; Larsen, 2021, 2022).


3.1. Study population and design

To investigate the mainsprings of prosocial behavior, we recruited 32 dedicated altruists—people who had committed to helping refugees without payment—in order to gain access to thick descriptions of altruistic motivation. We contacted local leaders in the Red Cross who forwarded our request to members. We found informants through social media groups dedicated to help Ukrainian refugees, and a few were recruited after appearing in news media. Our project was presented as investigating the relationship between altruism and one’s personal well-being. Naturally, our selection is not representative. For an initial study of the MLS mechanisms of prosociality, our priority was through our purposive sampling to gain info-rich access to the narratives of people who had considerable experience with and reflection around altruistic work. A few had only had limited interaction with Ukrainians so far, but still a background of helping refugees from a variety of nations.

We recruited 16 females and 16 males in the age range 23–80. Nearly all were long-term residents of Norway. Fourteen identified as primarily Norwegian, one as Swedish, 10 as Polish, four as Ukrainian, one as Russian, one as Belarusian, and one as Latvian (Table 1). We were a group of scholars who conducted interviews in Polish, English, Norwegian, and Norwegian-Swedish. Interviews in Polish were transcribed manually—the other ones via software, then quality-proofed manually. Direct quotes are edited for readability. We use this research material in another article that elaborates on our well-being model (Larsen et al., 2023).

Our grounded theory approach entailed an interplay between data collection and analysis throughout the interview period March–June, 2022. Twenty interviews were in person, while 12 were via Zoom due to these informants’ remote location. Informed consent was obtained from the informants for the publication of any potentially identifiable images or data included in this article. Only a few selected to be anonymized in terms of full name, yet we choose to describe informants using no more than nationality, gender, and age. With a relatively large sample size for a qualitative study of this type (Marshall et al., 2013; Schreier, 2018), we present informants with such low level of detail that names are less relevant. We respected the request of female informants of Polish extraction who preferred not to disclose their age and proposed that we instead use their first names. We stopped recruiting when reaching saturation in terms of novel information per interview. Ethics approval was obtained in line with the Norwegian decentralized model. Our project was assessed by the Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and Research (reference number 445357).



TABLE 1 Interviewees.
[image: Table1]



3.2. Cultural history and narrative analysis

The Nordic countries have centuries of positive experience with bottom-up collaboration across social spheres. In the sixteenth century, choosing Lutheranism as their Protestant creed was the pivotal decision that set Nordics on a path different than those of other Europeans (Fukuyama, 2014). The dominant prosocial, egalitarian ethos made it everyone’s responsibility to ensure everyone else’s well-being, as all citizens—from pauper to king—were meant to be united in a “priesthood of believers.” The Nordic Model can thus be understood as a secularized version of Lutheranism that would be unlikely to work as effectively in nations with a different cultural past (Nelson, 2017). After WWII, Lutheran inclusivity was expanded through generous foreign aid and, later, hospitality to immigrants and respect for their traditions. After the 2015 migrant crisis, immigration policies became more restrictive and focused on integration (Beck et al., 2017).

The Slavonic region was less influenced by those practices that Henrich (2020) identifies to have driven WEIRD psychology (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic).7 These countries have a history of centralized, authoritarian rule with widespread serfdom and oppression that deprived individuals of agency and submitted them to the group. While decentralized Nordic communities often came together voluntarily to help each other during times of crisis, the Slavonic experience was often one of imposed labor and non-voluntary sacrifice. Further, the ideologically informed tradition of distrust casts a long shadow on the present (Kornai et al., 2004; Kornai, 2021). While Nordic citizens are exceptionally trusting of their governments, the dominant Slavonic attitude to institutions is one of opposition and subversion. The communist legacy of enforced, state-controlled altruism complicates the expansion of altruistic circles. Unlike Nordic citizens, most Slavonic people have adapted to new challenges through prosocial strategies that are interpersonal, inventive, and subversive toward reigning ideology.

These distinct pasts help us understand differences in the narratives and practices of prosociality from our culturally diverse informants in Norway, a country with one of the world’s highest rates of volunteerism (Huppert et al., 2009; Plagnol and Huppert, 2010). Our informants’ stories offer insights into how cultural memory influences altruistic practices and how these are infused with meaning. In terms of qualitative psychological research, our approach is evocative of the constructivist-interpretive tradition (Levitt et al., 2017), although our evolutionary perspective provides a meta-narrative with different implications than the constructivist one.




4. Results

A year after Russia’s attack on February 24, 2022, more than 8 million Ukrainian refugees have migrated to European nations (UNHCR, 2023). Around 40,000 came to Norway (UDI, 2023). The national refugee reception system was not dimensioned for the quantity of the influx. Especially in the first months, large unmet needs were partially covered by volunteers. The media attention and proximity of the conflict motivated unusually many persons to donate their time and resources, many of whom helped refugees for the first time. They offered a variety of services, from sharing information about the registration process and distributing practical objects like toothpaste and underwear, to comforting distressed refugees and offering transportation from the Ukrainian border to Norway.

That these refugees were victims of a relatively near-by military invasion that could spread to other European nations, affected the volunteers’ motivation and response. Our Slavonic informants reported being particularly distressed by a war that reminded them of past traumas under Russian and Soviet oppression. For many of our Nordic informants, too, helping Ukrainians felt personal due to a cultural and geographical proximity. Many had helped Middle Eastern or African refugees in the past, but without experiencing the same connection to the conflict that the refugees had escaped. Gentile (2020) substantiated how the Russo-Ukrainian war is less experienced by those afflicted as originating from an ethno-national division. How people self-identify as belonging to the Western or Russian cultural spheres is a stronger predictor for their sympathies. The war in Ukraine is by many perceived as a conflict of distinct civilizations that has an impact on the future of Eastern European borderlands (Gentile, 2022). In the West, the Russian threat has motivated a stronger sense of European identity, but there is a marked difference is European societies’ response to the war, depending on their proximity to Russia and the size of their Russian minority population (Gehring, 2022). This differentiation in response also contributed to how distinct cultural psychologies motivated different prosocial strategies toward Ukrainian refugees.


4.1. Nordic systemic altruism

In the post-WWII period, Norwegian altruism was institutionalized in a “humanitarian-political complex” (Tvedt, 2017). Generous aid—and later, mass-scale immigration to Scandinavia—were meant to expand social democratic practices to cultural others (Skagen, 2018). This generosity was underpinned by Scandocentric universalism, the assumption that the egalitarian, conformist Nordic Model was more “civilized” and humane than other social orders, and that most people would embrace Nordic values and practices once properly exposed to these. This ethos—a gentle, Nordic version of the West’s end-of-history hubris (Fukuyama, 1992)—has in many regards been weakened in our present era. Native critics have deconstructed narcissistic assumptions (Tvedt, 2017; Norman, 2018; de Puyvallée and Bjørkdahl, 2021), and the past decades have demonstrated that not all the world’s people desire to live in liberal democracies. Nordic universalism, however—and the institutionalization of altruism—still inform the region’s narratives of prosociality that underpin how they welcome refugees. Most of our Nordic informants had internalized that altruistic activities should (1) be highly organized through state-funded institutions like the Red Cross, (2) provide fair, uniform services for all types of refugees, and (3) prioritize long-term efficacy over short-term emotional reward.

While providing such rational, knowledge-based altruism rarely offered peaks of high emotional reward for our Nordic interviewees, they all experienced an increase in long-term well-being from engaging in what they perceived to be meaningful activities. “I have always had the feeling that I wanted to help others,” said a Norwegian male (30–35), “I get self-confidence from contributing to other people doing well.” He would drive an hour each way to volunteer at a center that expedites Ukrainian refugees on arrival. His tasks did not include socializing, but to organize a storage room and keep watch: “It felt like I was just waiting for 10 hours, but as long as I feel tired afterward, I feel useful.” Another Norwegian (20–25) got a good feeling from being part of a community of likeminded people: “I do not get the best feeling when I am talking with those we help, but afterward, when we as a team have succeeded with arranging an event to their benefit, I feel good.” A Norwegian female (70–75) seldom derived short-term satisfaction, which she referred to as “happiness,” from her weekly meeting with the refugee with whom she had been assigned to socialize. Being with her own friends or doing hobbies were more rewarding. Yet sacrificing for the benefit of others provided her life with a sense of meaning that sustained her well-being in the long run.

The majority of our Nordic informants chose to make altruistic contributions that aligned with this low-intensity ethos—although several felt the draw of social engagement that triggered stronger emotions. “We have been indoctrinated into this thinking, that if you want to change society, you must plan—you cannot just do what feels good. Getting state funding is important, and applying can take years. This weekend, we actually did something more action-oriented, we painted public benches in rainbow colors,” said our Norwegian informant (30–35), then self-effacingly whispered, “but we had applied for permission first.” He had volunteered much throughout his life, but always “wanted to know the frame first, the details, before I engage. What we do must be based on knowledge.” A Norwegian (35–40) was transformed by his experience with helping Ukrainians closer to the war zone, an activity that provided an intense reward, “It is difficult to focus on your own trivial problems when you have been in a situation like that, and it can become very difficult if not impossible to go back to the standard Norwegian consulting trade, and sit there and solve problems that do not feel as meaningful. So that is one of the reasons why I’m looking at possibilities to tweak my career in the direction of starting Ukrainian IT companies or help Ukrainian IT startups get contacts and clients.”



4.2. Slavonic anti-systemic altruism

Most of our Slavonic informants had lived for several years in Norway, but few had previous experience with voluntarism. They suffered from high levels of emotional turmoil after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and wanted to help those directly affected by the war. Having grown up in nations that had a strong memory of first Russian and then Soviet oppression made their engagement with refugees more personal. For some, intense identification with the war victims was a source of short-term emotional stress—much higher than what most Nordic helpers experienced—but the altruistic activities infused their lives with a sense of meaning that had significant long-term benefits. The Slavonic volunteers felt empowered, expanded their social networks, and several experienced personal transformations. A Ukrainian female (30–35) felt that she was getting a new life, that she learned to make difficult decision and solve problems. A Polish volunteer, Hanna, said,


I am not an activist, so before I started helping refugees, I went through the classic phases: first skepticism, then amazement, because I did a lot more than I planned, then the excitement of working with others and realizing that I’m changing someone’s life for the better, and finally the feeling of creating my own better self in a previously empty space. In the local community, I’m no longer Hanna the wife of the Polish doctor, a mother of three children, and a good wife. I’m Hanna the organizer, a public person. My well-being is related to family for sure, but there are these peaks that only extra-family functions can give you.
 

Another Pole, Anita, experienced a similar epiphany. She had read that the most enduring sources of well-being were connected to one’s family, “but I discovered that the top of the pyramid is the work for the others. I developed skills I did not think I had, like being social, flexibility, and the ability to get out of my role as the mother who sacrifices everything on the family altar.” Several Slavonic informants were surprised at how much well-being they derived from helping Ukrainian refugees. Ewa said that since she started volunteering at the refugee center, “I sleep better, I do it for egotistic reasons, for my own peace of mind, I’m not Mother Theresa. But then, when I hug a person who is in distress, and cry with her, I have a sense that I mean something in the cosmos.”

Coming from nations in which spontaneous prosocial activities had been disincentivized, the Slavonic informants had to learn voluntarism as they went along. A Belarusian male (40–45) explained that in his native culture voluntarism was typically done by people with selfish political interest. A Ukrainian male (35–40) emphasized that where he came from people hardly trusted any institutions or their representatives. A Ukrainian female (35–40) said, “We cannot trust institutions to help us, and people make malicious gossip, so it is better not to get involved.” Informed by such a culture of fear and mistrust, some Ukrainian refuges were initially wary of their helpers. A Norwegian female (45–50) said, “There is corruption up in the Ukrainian higher systems, so they are not used to that culture of Norwegians very often acting selflessly. I have always been a person who feel that I can help without needing to get anything back for it. I get so much back just from the time we spend together, really just to feel that I have helped someone.” Gaining insight into the rewards individuals often experience when helping others, several Slavonic informants bemoaned how their former sociocultural context had deprived them of such opportunities.



4.3. The consequences of coercive altruism

Meier and Stutzer (2008) documented how East German well-being decreased after the Cold War—partially as a result of reduced voluntarism. In this case, altruistic activity under the communist regime had been encouraged through societal mass organizations and other civic engagement groups that practiced an ethos of discipline and obedience to authorities (Gensicke, 2000). Longitudinal survey studies show how even partially coercive altruism had, on average, a beneficial effect on the altruists’ quality of life. Our evolutionary past has coded into our well-being system so strong rewards for helping others that altruism can elevate our mood even if we despise those who forced us to be prosocial against our will. After the German reunification, most people chose not to participate in remaining idealistic organizations, even if abstaining from altruist activities affected negatively their life satisfaction (Meier and Stutzer, 2008).

Plagnol and Huppert (2010) investigated why the volunteering rate has remained so low across the former Soviet Bloc. Social, psychological, or cultural factors related to volunteering do not explain why there is a tenfold variation across Europe—from 7% of Bulgarians to 67% of Norwegians reporting to have done voluntary work in the past 12 months. In the early 2000s, Poland, Russia, and Ukraine’s percentages were in the mid-10s to low 20s (Huppert et al., 2009). A possible main driver of this variation could be the fact that richer populations can afford to volunteer more of their time, but there is only a weak correlation between productivity and voluntarism (Kakoli and Ziemek, 2000). Plagnol and Huppert concluded that a country’s level of volunteering to a large extent is determined by its historical background and institutions. Kuti (2004) attributed Eastern European aversion to voluntarism to their associations of prosociality with the oppressive ideology of Soviet states. Communist parties had demanded that people sacrifice time and resources for social and political causes with which they did not necessarily identify. Since such activities had been tied to communism, the “concept of volunteering became obsolete” with the demise of communist regimes.

Our Slavonic informants were mostly too young to have experienced coercive altruism, but spoke of a strong pull from their countries’ communist past. Ewa explained:


The Poles are still haunted by the post-communist legacy, which is about a zero trust in the state and state institutions. This means that we are anti-systemic, we prefer to act outside the system, we feel safer in relating to a person more than to an institution. The Norwegians have a sense of security, they trust their government and institutions. They have this strong belief that eventually things will sort themselves out. The Poles do not have this belief. We cannot wait, because we literally feel the refugees’ fear of the unknown. So, the Polish style is: first help, and then formalities. The Norwegian style is the opposite: first formalities, and then help.
 

Not having an entrenched history of organized voluntarism to draw on, our Slavonic informants relied on a largely emotional response to the Ukrainian refugee crisis and on cultural impulses that had been coded into them before they immigrated to Norway. Since our shared nature rewards altruistic behavior also in disincentivizing environments, people seek outlet for their impulse to help. In former communist societies, especially Poland, a tradition anchored in contempt for, and insubordination to, state institutions informed prosocial strategies that highlighted subversion, interpersonal ties, and inventiveness. Several of our Slavonic informants first contacted established organizations in Norway, but found their bureaucratized volunteerism to misalign with their own cultural and emotional expectations. Many therefore decided to invent their own forms of ad-hoc voluntarism to meet their own needs and those of Ukrainian refugees.



4.4. The pull of anti-systemic altruism

The Nordic tradition goes against our species’ emotional impulses in the sense that rational, bureaucratized voluntarism may feel heartless unless you have been socialized into an ethos that makes sense of such practices. More often, in our evolutionary past, helping non-kin was facilitated through informal, interpersonal connections that our emotions reward. Several of our informants emphasized that they got the best feelings from face-to-face altruism. Directly aiding someone in dire need could feel euphoric, said a Norwegian male (50–55). This greater affective reward was one element that influenced the unorthodox ways in which many Slavonic informants organized their voluntarism. By foregoing organizational structures, instead contacting refugees directly and providing for their needs, helpers did what to them felt most natural and emotionally rewarding. The experience was so overwhelming that nearly all Slavonic informants overworked themselves to the detriment of their families or professional obligations. Such a mode of operation provided strong affect, but none believed that they could maintain this high level of activity for more than a few months. A Russian female (35–40) said of their efforts, “We only trust ourselves. We work hard, burn out, and quit. There is so much arguing. We also distribute unfairly what we collect for refugees.”

Some of our non-Norwegian informants had the impulse to challenge Norwegian routines—in spite of admiring their new country. A few stressed that they “really like Norway,” that the Nordic way of life strongly aligned with their preferences. Still, it felt wrong from them to resort to technocratic rationality when people fleeing from war needed emotional support. Many felt an aversion against the cooperation between volunteer organizations and private refugee centers—in spite of both types of organizations being funded by the Norwegian state. Idealism and business should not mix—it is an “unholy alliance,” as Ewa put it. She explained that the employees at reception centers “have a job. We have a mission. The two things collide, full stop.” Assigning themselves a status as idealists—in opposition to professional refugee helpers—seemed, for some, to fuel a sense of superiority in terms of their own morals and insights. This psychological mechanism helped justify their often-nonchalant attitude to Norwegian rules. A Russian (35–40) said, “They have so much trust in the system and assume everything will work out, but the system will need 2–3 months to catch up with what is happening now. The big organizations are not as adaptable as we can be, so we can fill many gaps for refugees now.”

To meet these needs, many Slavonic informants found likeminded people online and formed ad-hoc groups. Imaginative use of social media helped them organize quickly, gather requests from refugees, collect needed objects, and distribute these across the country. Friction could be considerable when interacting with different levels of state and local bureaucracy, established organizations, functionaries at refugee centers, and other formal and informal actors. Anita was part of a group that went to a hotel where refugees were living to discover that—


most refugees had spent days and weeks in the same underwear, in the same clothes. There was an epidemic of Covid among children, you name it. We wrote down what was needed, including a wheelchair for a disabled child. But the Norwegian functionaries disagreed. “You have to have a doctor’s referral for a chair,” they said, “then write an application, then wait and get a permission, and then we’ll discuss it.”
 

The Poles protested vehemently: “This mother and child cannot wait any longer, we need to get them out of here now.” In this case, the Norwegian volunteers sided with the Poles. Irritated by excessive red-taping, they proclaimed that “first we organize help, and then we can have a discussion.” One informant told us,


There was a sense of urgency, shared both by the Polish and Norwegian volunteers, so both started making phone calls and organizing transport, and they obtained a wheelchair on the very same day. We also smuggled groceries and gas stoves to the hotel rooms, so the Ukrainians could cook their own food and not eat the super-spicy Thai or Indian food that the Norwegian authorities serve to refugees from the Middle East.
 

Hanna discovered that, while the humanitarian system suffered from inertia, individual Norwegians could be moved more easily,


When I rang the Red Cross, they told me that in Norway refugee help was an institutional matter so they would not assist an ad-hoc group like ours. But then, I just went to neighborhood shops who all said yes to our request to put out special baskets for collecting food and medicines for refugees.
 

Such small victories made the Slavonic mode of anti-systemic altruism appear attractive to Norwegian volunteers who previously had not challenged how things were done. These groups joined forces and forged new strategies of prosociality that combined the Nordic methodical and systematic approach with Slavonic inventiveness. This transcultural, mildly rebellious prosocial community invigorated both parties and provided help that was more tailored to the needs of Ukrainian refugees. The affective rewards were considerable. Polish Agata said,


In the process of overcoming obstacles, you meet so many fantastic, totally “un-Norwegian Norwegians” you did not know existed. These are Norwegians who are not governmentalized (statliggjort)—they are anarchists and rebels. When we work together, for example, on organizing information for the refugees, or smuggling stuff to the refugee hotel, it feels like being part of a conspiracy, of the good guys united against the bad guys. There’s nothing to beat the feeling of giving refugees their dignity.
 



4.5. Cultural navigators with legs in both worlds

Our interviews point to the Slavonic immigrants in Norway functioning as a bridge between the Scandocentric universalism of the refugee system and the particular needs of Ukrainian refugees. Knowing both cultures, the Slavonic helpers could effectively challenge Norwegian assumptions and practices. Polish Aleksandra said,


The refugees are haunted by hundreds of questions. What’s going to happen to them? How long will they stay in a hotel or reception center? What are their rights? How can they learn Norwegian, and so on? We know something about a lack of information because we were born in communist Poland where a lack of information and misinformation were chronic. We knew that this can easily lead to a mental breakdown.
 

She conceived of the project Ukrainfo, for which five mothers worked around the clock to make a website with information for refugees in five languages. The site explains important cultural differences between Norway and Ukraine, and answers the most common questions that refugees had asked the volunteers. “After fixing the website,” Aleksandra said, “we felt proud as peacocks. Then came the anticlimax. We sent emails about this site to the Norwegian police, immigration authorities, you name it. No one replied. But we know that some municipalities use our information.”

Spurred on by such small successes, the same informant organized the collection of emergency contraceptive pills for victims of rape. Again, she had no time for Norwegian formalities,


If you compare our ways of collecting these pills with the actions of the Norwegian Humanist Association, you see the difference. The Humanist Association almost gave up when they found out how complicated it was. One had to send an application to the authorities for permission to get the pills, then provide instructions in the native language, then one needed somebody to control it and approve it, and so on. We went around these complications and managed to get 400 pills in a week.
 

In spite of the burden of Norwegian formalities, as the Slavonic immigrants gained experience as volunteers, many found that their trust in institutions and the Nordic mode of altruism increased. A Russian (35–40) self-effacingly told that their ad-hoc organization would soon be acquiring “an organization number” and writing their own “articles of association” (vedtekter). She annunciated the Norwegian terms in a way that made her and the interviewer chuckle. Months earlier, such bureaucratism had been anathema to her prosociality. Now being an effective part of a web of organizations that cooperated to the benefit of refugees, she had come to understand how being a fluid, spontaneous group of private citizens did not promote long-term efficacy. The Belarusian (40–45) who had begun our interview complaining about Nordic naivety and ineffective organizations, wanted Slavonic nations to learn from his Nordic experience. “It feels bad to be selfish,” he said, “A good future requires that people cooperate. Since we do not organize ourselves, we are easy to manipulate. I choose to be optimistic about the future, therefore it is okay to risk being naïve.” If he were to advocate for more voluntarism in Slavonic cultures, he would, for strategic reasons, emphasize Norwegian efficiency and productivity, “Look to Norway, I would say. We can get more prosperity if we can develop trust through cooperation. This makes for good culture with better communication and less crime.” A Ukrainian (35–40) said, “The best way to build trust is through volunteering and doing things together.”

Our interviews uncovered how cross-cultural cooperation resulted in several small, but appreciated changes at those refugee centers where Nordic and Slavonic volunteers worked together. A Polish male said (35–40),


In Norway, there is a system which may seem de-humanized, at least in the beginning. It was originally based on helping refugees from the Middle East. This system was projected into humanitarian help for the Ukrainians without taking into account the Ukrainian cultural values which are more European.
 

Slavonic volunteers convinced center employees not to refer to refugees with numbers only, but with their names. Part of the de-bureaucratization was to offer older refugees interpersonal help instead of iPads for purposes of registration. Food was made less spicy. These were not universal changes imposed top-down, but local adaptations driven through by volunteers who had legs in both cultural camps and could advocate effectively for customization. “Norwegians create this superior image of themselves as the chosen people and then fall in love with it,” said Aleksandra, “Everything they say and do with regard to refugees says: you are now in a splendid, civilized country and you’d better learn how we do things here. Then they quickly discover that many Ukrainians were educated, hardworking people, so they change their tune and became more respectful.”

A Swedish volunteer (30–35) noticed this change, but attributed it to how refugees now consisted of “blond women instead of brown men.” He and other Nordic informants experienced how working with refugees made them more aware of the shortcomings of their own culture. In the Middle East,


They have a more collective responsibility for each other. We Scandinavians have rationalized away our humanity. Child care, elder care, psychological care—the welfare state provides for everyone. We have lost what can give our lives meaning, so we drink beer on the weekends and look for meaning in all the wrong places. If all Scandinavians volunteered, everything would be better. The Nordic Model has given us many positive things, but we have lost much too. Something very important for humans is to treat other humans humanely.
 




5. Discussion

This article’s MLS perspective on altruism brings attention to how our evolutionary past programmed into us a drive to contribute to the well-being of others. The experiences of our Slavonic helpers illuminate how our universal prosocial dispositions are strongly mediated by cultural values and norms, political systems, and ideological creeds. Our informants exemplify how an authoritarian past can have adverse effects on development and modes of prosociality. In post-communist nations, coercive altruism had discredited voluntarism by tying prosociality to a despised, outdated regime. Generations later, it still felt strange, at least initially, for many Slavonic informants to invest in the well-being of strangers. While not all personality types benefit similarly from making altruistic contributions (Meier and Stutzer, 2008), for populations as a whole, widespread formal and informal voluntarism is a win-win proposition with a line of positive externalities. The narratives of our informants attest to the significant benefit that helping others can have on one’s own well-being—as do decades of research (Thoits and Hewitt, 2001; Musick and Wilson, 2003; Piliavin, 2003; Dolan et al., 2008; Meier and Stutzer, 2008).

Our study also comes with a line of limitations. We have a relatively large sample size for a qualitative study of this type (Marshall et al., 2013; Schreier, 2018), but having only 32 informants who were recruited for sharing their altruistic experience makes their insights primarily representative of certain groups of volunteers in a European context. As researchers embedded in the same sociocultural environment, we must also acknowledge our own reflexive engagement in how we pose questions and interpret answers. The upside to interviewing Slavonic altruists in Norway is that we could compare their experiences to those of Nordic altruists in the same environment. Interviewing Slavonic helpers in their home countries could have engendered different insights, although there is evidence to the effect that the anti-systemic prosociality that has been prevalent among Polish volunteers in Norway has also been the dominant modus operandi in Poland (Helak, 2022). Compared to volunteers in countries nearer Ukraine, such as Poland or Belarus, our informants had had more time to prepare. They were generally not the first helpers to meet the refugees whose experiences with earlier volunteers and reception systems may have influenced their expectations. That relatively few refugees travelled as far north as Norway also affected reception dynamics; the scale of the influx likely impacted the helpers’ intensity of emotion and levels of well-being. Still, applying our MLS model to investigate the role of cultural history and memory in altruistic motivations offers valuable insights.

The mixing of prosocial strategies from formerly authoritarian and liberal-democratic traditions point to prosociality as a learning process with the potential to revitalize cooperation between Western and other populations. Scandocentric universality is part of a Western mode of thought that long was hegemonic, but which in the past decades has lost some of its hold on people’s minds. Challenges from Chinese and Russian powers, Islamist terrorism, and much else have made clear that the world is not on the same path to a Kantian federation of liberal democracies. Instead of being “a city upon a hill,” Americans and many others set examples of political dysfunction and cultural regression. The Nordic nations fare better than many Western countries, but also there, a greater cultural humility has opened people more up to the value of diverse perspectives (Tvedt, 2017). In the narratives of our informants, this attitude expressed itself in an emerging willingness to meet refugees more on their own terms. The Slavonic mode of subversive, inventive altruism proved itself capable also of challenging the hegemony of Nordic thought, similar to the ways in which it previously had undermined communist ideology. Nordic systemic altruism may drive effective policies, but it seems to have less capacity for cross-cultural revitalization. Many Slavonic helpers, however, came to appreciate the efficacy of a voluntarism anchored in social trust and systematic planning.

In our era of ongoing and emerging migration crises, the speed and efficiency of humanitarian help are of paramount importance. Our study emphasizes the need for resilient prosocial strategies that result from cross-cultural translation and learning. We need more comparative research to illuminate how best to care for different groups in flight from famine, war, or political oppression. People with legs in both camps, like our Slavonic informants, seem well suited to revitalize Western modes of humanitarianism. Approaching these processes from an evolutionary perspective can illuminate universal aspects of human altruism. Yet such an approach must be complemented by tools and perspectives developed for studying cultural evolution in particular. Policies that combine an understanding of the idiosyncrasies of our shared human nature with insights into distinct cultural legacies should have a greater chance at success than those informed mostly by the assumptions of one’s own culture.
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Footnotes

1   "Slavonic" denotes Eastern European countries with Slavic languages. This is a diverse group in terms of relations to and affinity with Russia. Far from being a monolithic region, these countries practice varying modes of prosociality.

2   We select these specific nations since they are from where the Nordic and Slavonic interviewees in our study originated.

3   Oxford Reference defines "prosocial behavior" to be helping, altruistic, or meant to promote the interests of society, https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100350224. Some evolutionary scholars use the term to denote "the social acceptance of all people. Ultimately, Prosocial is an entire worldview," https://www.prosocial.world.

4   We adumbrate in more detail on this connection in the article "A multilevel selection model for prosocial well-being" (Larsen et al., 2023).

5   Feeling "good" is not universal, as behaviors motivated by a quest for meaning do not always trigger pleasant emotion. The affect is often described as "feeling right."

6   For instance, "meaning" was used by several of our informants as synonymous with "purpose." One used "cleaning the floor" as an example of a meaningful activity since it fulfilled a purpose.

7   Henrich et al. (2010) coined the acronym WEIRD to bring attention to how claims of psychological universals often build on research conducted exclusively on American undergraduates or other Western populations.
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