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Karma Rewards Me and Punishes You: Self—Other Divergences

in Karma Beliefs
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Many people apply supernatural explanations to understand the cause of important positive and negative life
events, but specific types of events are more likely to evoke specific supernatural explanations that best
satisfy various personal motives. We test the hypothesis that believers will differ in their willingness to apply
karmic explanations to their own experiences compared to the experiences of other people, such that they are
more willing to explain their own positive experiences as caused by their own karmic merit (to satisfy self-
enhancement motives), while being more willing to explain other people’s negative experiences as karmic
punishment for others’ misdeeds (to satisfy justice motives). In three studies (total N = 2,041), we ask
participants to recall events believed to have been caused by karma in their own life and events believed to
have been caused by karma in the lives of other people, and we code whether these descriptions of karma-
caused events are primarily positive or negative, using a combination of human coders, sentiment analysis,
and participants’ self-reported evaluations of the events. Results consistently show that positive experiences
are more likely to come to mind when they think about how karma influences their own life, but negative
experiences are more likely when thinking about other’s karma, although this difference was weaker in
Singapore and India than in the United States. Results are consistent with predicted self-enhancement
biases in karmic attributions and show how personal motivations predict willingness to adopt supernatural

explanations for specific life events.

Keywords: karma, self-enhancement, attributions, self
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Many people around the world interpret their life events as caused
by the karmic repercussions of their past behavior: Doing good
deeds increases the likelihood of future good outcomes, and doing
bad deeds increases the likelihood of future bad outcomes, even if
the link between actions and outcomes is causally opaque or occurs
over long timescales (White & Norenzayan, 2019). As a general
worldview, these karmic principles can be applied to understand any
type of experience that befalls oneself or another person. However,
we predict that karmic attributions are more likely to be applied to
some situations than others due to their ability to satisfy particular
psychological motivations for believers. Karma is only one of
several possible explanatory frameworks that coexist in believers’
minds with alternative supernatural and natural explanations
(Exline et al., 2023; Johnson, 2021), meaning that different types
of events are more or less likely to afford karmic attributions from
believers. Specifically, we hypothesize that believers will be more
likely to attribute their own positive (vs. negative) experiences
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to karma because doing so satisfies self-enhancement motives
that encourage taking credit for one’s successes, whereas belie-
vers will be more willing to attribute negative experiences to
karma when these negative events befall other people, perhaps
especially when these events satisfy motives for fairness and
justice through perceived karmic punishment. We test this valence
asymmetry in three studies that assessed the difference in posi-
tivity/negativity in karma-attributed events that happen to oneself
versus other people.

What Is Karma?

The concept of karmic causality is central to the worldview of
many Asian religious traditions, including Hinduism and Buddhism
(Bronkhorst, 2011), but is also present around the world, including
in nonreligious or Christian-heritage communities in Western
countries (White & Norenzayan, 2019; White, Norenzayan, &
Schaller, 2019). Although cultures may vary in the specific network
of associations between karma and other beliefs and values, diverse
religious traditions endorse the underlying logic of karmic causality:
that impersonal cosmic forces track people’s moral behavior,
rewarding good behavior with eventual good outcomes and pun-
ishing bad actions with eventual bad outcomes. Karmic causality is
distinct from other types of supernatural rewards and punishment
because it relies on a process that is largely internal to individuals
and does not rely on obvious external entities—like gods or other
humans—who are tracking moral behavior and generating com-
mensurate outcomes. This internal focus is present in both theo-
logical writings about karma, but also evident more implicitly in
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2 WHITE, LAUDER, AND ARYAIE

believers’ psychological responses, such as in greater feelings of
pride (an internally focused positive emotion) for positive experi-
ences believed to have been caused by karma versus God or other
people, but greater feelings of gratitude (an externally directed
positive emotion) for positive experiences believed to have been
caused by God or other people versus karma (White et al., 2024).

Karmic Reasoning About the Self Versus Others

This internal attributional style of karmic reasoning means that
beliefs are likely susceptible to other psychological motives that
impact reasoning about the self and others. For example, karmic
attributions can help cope with uncertainty and give people a sense
of confidence and control over their lives, such as by giving people
confidence that if they invest in (potentially costly) good deeds and
hard work now, it will eventually pay off in good outcomes (see
Converse et al., 2012; cf. Hafer, 2000; Hafer & Rubel, 2015, for a
comparable argument about Just World beliefs). Karmic beliefs can
also satisfy justice motives by making people feel like bad deeds
have received fair punishment, even if the punishment did not come
at the hands of other human beings (E. Taylor et al., 2022; White,
Norenzayan, & Schaller, 2019; Young et al., 2011).

These concerns for just punishment for misdeeds are likely to be
especially prevalent when judging the actions of other people.
Karmic attributions for others’ misfortune may be part of a general
motivation to maintain perceptions of a Just World, which manifests
in blaming (even ostensibly innocent) victims for their own mis-
fortune (Bizer et al., 2012; Correia & Vala, 2003; Lerner &
Simmons, 1966; Tepe et al., 2020) and viewing low-status groups as
deserving of their status (Cotterill et al., 2014). In addition, in-
dividuals across cultures tend to attribute others’ failure to a lack of
effort (Amos et al., 2019; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Therefore,
karmic attributions might be easily brought to mind for situations
where misfortune befalls another person who deserves punishment
for past behavior, perhaps especially when they did not receive
punishment through naturalistic means.

These psychological motives are likely to play out differently
when evaluating karmic events that happen to oneself because of
self-serving biases that come into play when people reason about
their own personal responsibility for good versus bad experiences.
Substantial evidence indicates that many people, especially in
Western cultural contexts, maintain positive self-illusions (S. E.
Taylor & Brown, 1988) and have self-serving positive biases in
attributions (Mezulis et al., 2004). For example, they tend to view
themselves as better-than-average across many dimensions of
subjective self-perception (Zell et al., 2020). Moreover, individuals
in these contexts are more likely to recall positive events than
negative ones in their own lives, while recalling more negative
events in others’ lives (Betz & Skowronski, 1997; Lotterman &
Bonanno, 2014). They are also more optimistic about their own
future outcomes than others’ future outcomes (Kim & Hancock,
2015; Popova & Halpern-Felsher, 2016; Rentner & Alsulaiman,
2024). In the moral domain, many people view themselves as
substantially more positive than they view other people across many
judgments. People often view their true self as morally good
(Strohminger et al., 2017), construe their past immoral actions in
ways that minimize transgression severity (Stanley & De Brigard,
2019; Stanley et al., 2017), and are more likely to attribute their own
negative outcomes to external factors. In contrast, people view

others’ true selves as less morally good (Zhang & Alicke, 2021) and
attribute other people’s negative outcomes to internal factors
(Malle, 2006).

As a result of these self-serving and self-enhancing biases in
people’s judgments of their own actions, experiences of karmic re-
wards for good behavior may be more psychologically salient and
compelling than instances of karmic punishment for one’s own bad
behavior. Thinking about karmic rewards may also be especially
salient in everyday life, when believers are engaged in moral decision
making and can be motivated to engage in prosocial behavior in order
to increase their chances of a positive future outcome (Converse et al.,
2012; White, Kelly, et al., 2019; Willard et al., 2020). The possibility
of karmic rewards for good behavior may be less salient when
evaluating the actions of other people, because people are less moti-
vated to make excessively positive attributions for other people’s
behavior and more motivated to see other people face cosmic pun-
ishments for their misdeeds. We predict that these alternative motives
will result in asymmetries in the salience of good versus bad karma
in the lives of oneself versus other people. This pattern would be
consistent with preliminary evidence that people endorse positively
valenced beliefs about a Just World for themselves (e.g., their good
deeds will increase the probability of good outcomes) more than
negatively valenced beliefs (Kaliuzhna, 2020).

Possible Cultural Variation

The basic idea of karmic causality is present across many diverse
cultural contexts (Bronkhorst, 2011; Obeyesekere, 2002) and aligns
with the broader notion of Just World, which is endorsed in both
Asian and Western countries (Chobthamkit et al., 2022; Reich &
Wang, 2015; White, Norenzayan, & Schaller, 2019). But other
relevant psychological tendencies show meaningful variation across
different cultural contexts. Specifically, cross-cultural psychologists
have gathered substantial evidence that self-enhancing biases in
perception are especially strong in Western cultures and are reduced
or even reversed in East Asian samples. Compared to North
American or European-heritage samples, East Asian samples are
generally more self-critical, more likely to see themselves as per-
sonally responsible for bad things that happen to them, and generally
have weaker positivity biases in self-perception (e.g., Heine et al.,
1999; Kitayama et al., 1997; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Mezulis et
al., 2004; Salvador et al., 2022; Zell et al., 2020). However, other
studies indicate that Asian samples also exhibit self-serving biases
(Hu et al., 2016). For instance, they associate the self more than
others with positivity (Zhou et al., 2013) and expect negative events
to befall others more than themselves (Chang et al., 2001). If these
self-enhancement motives play a role in how people make karmic
attributions, then any positivity bias in how people think about their
own karmic experiences may be strongest in North American
samples and weaker in Asian samples.

Below, we provide a test of this main pattern in samples from the
United States, India, and Singapore, who all report belief in karmic
principles in general but who differ in their cultural motives sur-
rounding self-perception and other perception. Belief in karma is more
common and widespread in daily life in India and Singapore than in
the United States (White, Norenzayan, & Schaller, 2019; Willard
etal., 2020). The majority of Americans (67%) identify as Christian or
come from Christian-heritage families, meaning that belief in karma is
not an orthodox part of people’s religious worldviews and exists
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outside of mainstream Christian religious institutions. In contrast,
the majority (80%) of India’s population identifies as Hindu, and
Singapore has strong Buddhist traditions (31% of Singaporeans today,
with an additional 20% identifying as nonreligious; Kramer, 2021;
Musa, 2023; Nadeem, 2022), meaning that many people in India and
Singapore have learned about karma as part of their religious
socialization. These different routes of exposure to karmic teachings
may further influence the way that people apply karma to understand
events in their everyday lives.

Another important cultural difference is that Singapore and India
are collectivistic cultures, which emphasize group goals, norms, and
duties, in contrast to individualistic cultures such as the United
States, which emphasize independence, personal goals, and success
(Hwang et al., 2003; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Savani et al.,
2008). Considering India’s and Singapore’s focus on social ob-
ligations and prioritization of the group over the self, their cultural
views and contexts may decrease the presence of positivity bias
in views of one’s own karma. There might also be differences bet-
ween Singapore and India due to additional cultural variables. For
example, Singaporeans have been found to be especially structured
and fearing failure, whereas Indians tend to be more creative,
flexible, and frugal (Hubner et al., 2022). Singaporeans have also
been found to be particularly critical of themselves (Hubner et al.,
2022). Therefore, Singaporeans may be especially unlikely to
display self-enhancement biases compared to participants in both
India and the United States.

Overview of Present Studies

In three studies, we tested whether karma believers view ex-
periences attributed to karma as more positive when they happen to
themselves, but are more likely to view other people’s negative
experiences as caused by karma. By reanalyzing previously col-
lected data sets, in Study 1, we coded open-ended descriptions of
experiences believed to have been caused by karma for their pro-
tagonist (self vs. other) and valence (overall positive vs. negative).
In Study 2, we manipulated whether participants wrote about a
karma-attributed event that happened to themselves or someone else
and coded the valence of the experiences. Study 3 provided a
preregistered replication of the main findings that also manipulated
the protagonist of the event, but asked participants to self-report the
event’s positivity and other qualities to complement our coding of
valence from their written responses. All studies included samples
of karma believers from the United States, and Study 2 also included
samples of Singaporean Buddhists and Indian Hindus, to test for the
generalizability of the self-positivity bias across other cultural
groups, which are known to have different cultures of karma belief
and different cultural norms regarding self-enhancement that may
alter how people apply the concept of karma to interpreting life
events.

Measuring these differences between karmic judgments about
oneself and about others will contribute to a deeper understanding of
the interplay between explicit supernatural beliefs and more implicit
psychological motives and how these factors manifest in judgments
of everyday life. Although none of these studies directly test par-
ticipants’ underlying desires to self-enhance or restore justice, self-
other discrepancies in karmic attributions (despite the general belief
that karma influences both oneself and other people in similar
ways) would be consistent with theoretical predictions about

how supernatural beliefs can be selectively recruited to satisfying
intrapsychic motives. By studying karmic attributions, we are testing
the generalizability of existing theories of social perception in new
domains of judgments and across both Western contexts and
nonWestern cultural contexts (India and Singapore) that are under-
represented in existing psychological literature.

Study 1: Free Description of Events Believed to Have
Been Caused by Karma

Study 1 examined freely generated descriptions of events believed
to have been caused by karma, collected from samples of Americans
who reported belief in karma (who were mostly Christian or
nonreligious) and a more targeted sample of Hindus and Buddhists
from the United States (drawn from data reported in Studies 1 and 2 of
White, Kelly, et al., 2019). Participants described an event believed to
have been caused by karma, which we then coded for (a) whether the
karmic event befell the participants themselves or happened to another
person and (b) whether this was a positive or negative event.

Method

This data set was part of a larger survey involving several other
variables, examining karma and prosociality, for which the data
collection plan, methods, and primary analysis plan were pre-
registered on the Open Science Framework at https://osf.io/trnx7/
and https://osf.io/2jyde/. Analyses reported below are exploratory.
Data and analysis scripts for all studies are available at https://osf.io/
4w5bk/.

Participants

Our present study examined a subset of responses from the
original data set where participants described events believed to
have been caused by karma (excluding participants who were as-
signed to write about God). We also excluded participants who did
not respond appropriately to the question prompt, including those
who stated a general belief or opinion of karma (e.g., defined karma
in general) rather than a specific event that befell oneself or others
(n = 209). We also excluded from analyses 16 responses coded
as “mixed” valence, rather than clearly positive or negative.
After these exclusions, Study 1 comprised 478 participants: 30%
Buddhist, 29% Christian, 22% Hindu, 4% other religions, and 15%
nonreligious (Atheist, Agnostic, and nonreligious), with a gender
distribution of 67% female and 33% male. The mean age of the
participants was 41 years (SD = 14.26, range = 60). Regarding
ethnicity, 53% of the participants identified as Caucasian/White,
20% as South Asian, 15% as East Asian, and 12% as other eth-
nicities. This total sample size had 80% power to detect small effects
(w = 0.13).

Procedure

In the original larger survey, participants first completed
demographic prescreening questions that established that partici-
pants believe in karma, or are from religious traditions where karma
belief is prevalent (i.e., self-identified Hindus and Buddhists), before
completing a Dictator Game where they were asked to think about
karma while deciding to share money with a stranger. Participants
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then answered open-ended questions about karma and completed a
variety of other questions about karma and other supernatural beliefs
(additional participants completed analogous questions about God,
but are not analyzed here). The questions directly relevant to the
present analyses are described below.

Materials

Karma Event Prompt. Participants were asked to write a short
paragraph that described “an event in your life that was caused by
karma. What were the circumstances? What about the situation
made you think that karma was responsible? How did this incident
make you feel?”

Coding. Two separate teams of human coders, both blind to the
hypothesis, coded for (a) the protagonist of the karmic experience:
whether the karmic event befell the participants themselves or
happened to another person, and (b) the valence of the event:
whether the karmic event was overall positive or negative. Each
team of coders attended a group training session to ensure interrater
reliability and then worked independently to code participants’
responses, and then, the codes were reviewed by the authors.
Inconsistently coded responses were reviewed and discussed to
determine the final coding, and responses were excluded from
further analysis when the authors were unable to clearly identify the
appropriate coding category.

For (a) protagonist of the karmic experience, coders determined
who in the response was the main actor whose past actions shaped
their later experiences through karma: oneself versus another person
(e.g., a stranger, friend, or spouse). To decipher what category each
response fell into, the coders examined if the response was written in
first person or third person, if each response described themes of a
specific personal event or experience, explicit statements about
who experienced karmic outcomes, and any personal reflections
regarding the karmic event. When the protagonist was not as clearly
indicated by the participant, human coders identified who the main
actor was that created a karmic outcome in the situation based on an
initial good or bad deed. Responses that did not fit into the self or
other categories were excluded (e.g., responses that described karma
in a generic way without mentioning a concrete experience).

For (b) valence, coders examined if each response had an overall
positive, mixed, or negative theme. Valence coders identified
whether the main initiating event was good (e.g., being kind to
others and donating money to a charity) or bad (e.g., cheating on a
romantic partner, lying), considered if the protagonist received an
overall positive or negative outcome (e.g., loss or gain of a job,
financial or relationship changes, and impact on physical or mental
well-being), and identified if the participants included subjectively
positive or negative reflections about their karmic event. There was
an additional mixed category for responses that were unclear in
valence or contained both positive and negative aspects, and these
responses were also excluded from the final analysis.

Results
Coded Valence

The majority of participants (86%) reported experiences that
happened to oneself, while 14% discussed experiences that hap-
pened to others. A Pearson chi-square test showed that there was a

statistically significant relationship between the type of experience
(self vs. other) and emotional valence (positive vs. negative), Xz(l,
N =478) = 58.17, p < .001, with a higher frequency of positive
events (59% positive, 41% negative) associated with experiences
that happened to oneself, in contrast with predominantly negative
events (92% negative; 8% positive) when experiences happened to
others. This suggests that experiences pertaining to oneself are
generally viewed more positively than negatively, y*(1) = 13.29,
p < .001, whereas those related to others are perceived more
negatively than positively, xz(l) =47.52, p < .001.

Sentiment Analysis

In addition to human coders of event valence, as a second
convergent method of measuring valence, we also used the syuzhet
package in R (Jockers, 2015) to code the sentiment of the words
used in the descriptions. Sentiment analysis computes the positivity
or negativity of words within a written passage, according to
word sentiment compiled using the “afinn” lexicon, allowing us
to measure whether the topic of writing contained more positive
or negative themes for each protagonist. Karma-attributed events
coded as happening to oneself had a slightly positive sentiment, M =
1.40, SD = 5.76, whereas karma-attributed events that happened to
others had a slightly negative sentiment, M = —3.06, SD =4.90, d =
0.79,95% CI[0.53, 1.05], #(96) = 6.70, p < .001, consistent with the
greater prevalence of positive experiences when writing about
oneself versus others that we observed using the manual valence
coding above.

Study 2: Random Assignment to Write About Self
Versus Others’ Karma Experiences

Study 2 examined descriptions of events believed to have been
caused by karma, drawn from a study that experimentally manip-
ulated whether participants described a karmic event that happened
to oneself or to another person (drawn from Study 1 of White &
Willard, 2025), which we coded for whether the event was positive
or negative overall. We also examined the generalizability of these
patterns across karma believers from three different countries, where
people tend to be more likely (the United States) versus less likely
(India and Singapore) to display self-enhancement that might impact
the strength of the positivity bias in views of one’s own karma.

Method

This data set was part of a larger survey that also involved other
variables examined (White & Willard, 2025). Participants first
completed a writing task where they described an event believed to
have been caused by karma before completing other questionnaires
about social attitudes and beliefs. Analyses reported below are
exploratory, although the original data collection, the recruitment
plan, methods, and primary analysis plan were preregistered on the
Open Science Framework at https://osf.io/kbqr5/.

Participants

Of the initial sample, participants were excluded if they did not
respond appropriately to the open-ended question (n = 13), such
as participants who did not report any experience, said that the
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experience was not believed to have been caused by karma, or did
not report an experience that matches the condition (i.e., described
someone else’s experience in the Self condition, reported their
own experience in the Other condition, or just generically described
karma without mentioning a concrete experience). We also excluded
from analyses responses coded as “mixed” valence, rather than
clearly positive or negative (n = 38), and participants assigned to the
control condition who did not report any experience. After these
exclusions, Study 2 involved 1,268 participants, with a gender
distribution of 56% female, 41% male, and 2% nonbinary, and 1%
other/preferred not to say their gender. The mean age of the par-
ticipants was 38 years (SD = 13.05, range = 62). Seventy-two
percent (n = 907) of the participants were from the United States,
16% (n = 197) from Singapore, and 13% (n = 163) from India.
Regarding ethnicity, 54% of the participants identified as Caucasian/
White, 15% as Chinese, 10% as South Asian, 7% as East Asian,
and 14% as other ethnicities. Due to targeted recruiting, the Indian
sample all identified as Hindu, and the Singaporean sample all
identified as Buddhist. The U.S. participants were not targeted based
on religious affiliation and identified as 41% Christian, 2% Jewish,
1% Buddhist, 1% Muslim, 5% other religions, and 50% nonreli-
gious. This total sample size had 80% power to detect small effects
(w = 0.08) in the total sample and small-to-medium effects within
each country (w < 0.22).

Materials

Karma Event Prompt. Participants were randomly assigned
to describe an event believed to have been caused by karma that
happened to themselves or happened to someone else. In the Self
condition, participants were reminded that “when you do a good
deed this creates merit that makes you more likely to experience
good fortune in the future. In contrast, doing bad deeds is believed to
increase your chance of misfortune” and instructed to “write a
brief description of an event in your own life that has been caused
by karma. Describe how your past actions created merit that
shaped your later experiences, through the law of karma.” In the
Other condition, participants were reminded that “other people’s
good fortune is caused by the karmic merit created by their past
good deeds. In contrast, people’s misfortune can often be ex-
plained by their past bad deeds” and instructed to “write a brief
description of an event in a person’s life that has been caused by
karma. You can write about an event that happened to someone
you know, or something you witnessed or heard about happening
to a stranger. Describe how this person’s past actions created
merit that shaped their later experiences, through the law of
karma.” To ensure the question was also eligible to nonbelievers,
participants were prompted “If you don’t believe in karma,
write about an event that someone else might think was caused
by karma.”

Valence Coding. For Study 2, we used the same coding process
and training as outlined in Study 1 to identify whether the karmic
event was considered a generally positive or negative event.
Responses that did not describe a specific experience or that were
unclear in valence and contained a mix of positive and negative
aspects within the response were coded as mixed and were excluded
from the final analysis.

Results
Coded Valence

Across all participants in all countries, a Pearson chi-square test
showed that there was a statistically significant relationship between
the type of experience (self vs. other) and emotional valence
(positive vs. negative), xz(l, N = 1,268) = 331.87, p < .001. The
result indicated a higher frequency of positive responses (69%
positive, 31% negative) associated with experiences that happened
to oneself, X2(1) = 78.57, p < .001. In contrast, the responses
concerning experiences that happened to others were predominantly
negative (82% negative, 18% positive), x*(1) = 287.49, p < .001.
Further, we examined results separately for participants from the
United Sates, India, and Singapore and found a similar self-
positivity bias in all three countries (see Figure 1). For participants
from India, the chi-square, Xz(l, N = 165) = 23.04, p < .001,
indicated a higher frequency of positive responses (65%) than
negative responses associated with experiences that happened to
oneself, while responses concerning experiences that happened to
others were predominantly negative (74 %) rather than positive, ps <
.02. For Singaporean participants, the chi-square, y*(1, N = 166) =
21.22, p < .001, indicated a higher frequency of negative responses
(83%) associated with events that happened to others, p < .001,
while responses concerning experiences that happened to oneself
were more positive (52%, with no significant difference between the
likelihood of positive and negative experiences for oneself, p = .63).
Similarly, for participants from the United States, the chi-square,
¥*(1, N =873) = 262.70, p < .001, showed a higher frequency of
positive responses (71%) than negative responses associated with
experiences that happened to oneself, whereas experiences that
happened to others were predominantly negative (83%) rather
than positive, ps < .001. A similar pattern was observed for both
Christian and nonreligious participants in the United States (ps <
.001) and for both participants who explicitly endorse belief in
karma and those who overtly deny believing in karma (ps < .001),
demonstrating consistency in this self-positivity bias across
participants from multiple religious backgrounds and levels of
explicit supernatural belief.

We next used a Pearson’s chi-squared test to examine whether the
valence of experience varied across countries (Figure 1). In the Self
condition, a Pearson’s chi-squared test indicated a statistically
significant association between emotional valence and country,
x*(2, N=572)=10.18, p = .006, with the United States having a
higher frequency (71%) of positive responses associated with
experiences that happened to oneself compared to India (65%) and
Singapore (52%). However, in the Other condition, there was no
difference between countries, X2(2, N = 695) = 4.84, p = .089,
with the majority of experiences believed to have been caused by
karma being negative in the United States (84%), India (74%), and
Singapore (83%). These results indicate that a higher proportion of
experiences pertaining to oneself were positive compared to those
involving others, with this trend appearing especially pronounced
in the United States.

Sentiment Analysis

We also measured the positivity or negativity of participants’
written descriptions using sentiment analysis. In all three countries,
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Figure 1

Target of Experience (Self vs. Other) and Coded Emotional Valence (Positive vs. Negative)
of Events Attributed to Karma Were Reported by Participants in India, Singapore, and the

United States
Other

Self

100%

75%

50%

Proportion (%)

25%

0%

Valence

Positive

. Negative

India Singapore USA

Country

India Singapore USA

Note. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

events that happened to oneself were measured to have more positivity
in sentiment than events that happened to someone else, United States:
Mer =213 (SD = 5.24), Mopher = —2.63 (SD = 6.50), d = 0.80, 95%
CI[0.67, 0.94], 1(888) = 12.18, p < .001; India: Mser = 0.91 (SD =
4.56), Momer = —1.34 (SD = 4.78), d = 0.48, 95% CI [0.16, 0.80],
1(144) = 3.03, p = .003; Singapore: My = 1.29 (SD = 4.44), M e =
—1.59 (SD =4.18),d = 0.67,95% CI [0.37,0.97], 1(135) =4.44,p <
.001. Consistent with the manually coded results, the self-positivity
bias was present across all three countries, but largest in magnitude in
the United States and smaller in India and Singapore.

Study 3: Random Assignment and Self-Reported
Evaluations of Self Versus Others’ Experiences

Study 3 was a preregistered replication of the key findings in a
sample of American karma believers. In addition to coding the
written descriptions of events (as in previous studies), we also
included a broader set of self-reported judgments of event positivity
and emotions elicited by the event and general beliefs about how
karma affects oneself and others. We also measured general ten-
dencies to engage in impression management (Blasberg et al., 2014)
in order to test whether the self-positivity biases remain in karmic
attributions after controlling for participants’ general willingness to
present themselves in a socially desirable way. We specifically
targeted participants who explicitly believed in karma and excluded
nonbelievers from our analyses to provide a cleaner test for how
karmic attributions are made by people who think karma is a real and
personally relevant force in their lives.

Method

The recruitment plan, methods, and plan for the analyses reported
below were preregistered on the Open Science Framework at https://
osf.io/4w5bk/.

Participants

Participants from the United States were recruited from Prolific.
We were primarily interested in the responses of karma believers;
therefore, we recruited participants who indicated in a previous
unrelated survey from our lab that they believe in karma somewhat,
a lot, quite a lot, or very much and only retained for analysis
participants who also stated within our survey that they believe in
karma (i.e., those who scored above the midpoint on the karma
belief scale). We aimed to recruit a final sample size of approxi-
mately 300 participants.

Following preregistered criteria, participants were excluded
from the final sample if they failed to complete the survey, if
they failed two simple attentiveness and English comprehension
checks, if multiple responses came from the same Internet Protocol
address (n = 16), or if they reported within the survey that they did
not believe in karma (rn = 72). Participants were required to report
a personal experience believed to have been caused by karma, and
we further excluded those who did not report such an experience
and who stated that their experience was not believed to have been
caused by karma or if their personal experience did not match their
assigned experimental condition (i.e., reported someone else’s
experience in the Self condition or reported their own experience
in the Other condition, or just described karma in a generic way),
n = 102.

After these exclusions, Study 3 included 295 participants,
with a gender distribution of 50% female, 49% male, and 1%
nonbinary. The mean age of the participants was 44 years (SD =
15.07, range = 67). Regarding ethnicity, 65% of the participants
identified as Caucasian/White, 18% as African American, 7% as
Hispanic or Latino, 4% as East Asian, 1% as South Asian and
Southeast Asian, and 4% as other ethnicities. The distribution of
religious affiliation was 63% Christian, 2% Buddhist, 2% Muslim,
7% other religions, and 26% nonreligious (Atheist, Agnostic, and
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nonreligious). This sample had 80% power to detect relatively
small-to-medium differences between conditions (e.g., w = 0.16,
Cohen’s d = 0.33).

Materials

Karma Event Prompt. Participants were randomly assigned to
describe an event interpreted to be caused by karma that happened
to themselves or happened to someone else, following prompts
adapted from Study 2. In the Self condition, participants were then
instructed to “write a brief description of an event in your own life
that has been caused by karma. Describe how your own past actions
shaped your later experiences, through the law of karma.” In the
Other condition, participants were instructed to

write a brief description of an event in someone else’s life that has
been caused by karma. You can write about an event that happened to
someone you know, or something you witnessed or heard about
happening to a stranger. Describe how this person’s past actions shaped
their later experiences, through the law of karma.

Valence Coding. We used the same coding process and
training as in Studies 1 and 2 to identify whether the karmic event
was considered a generally positive or negative event. Responses
that were not about a specific experience or that were unclear in
valence and contained a mix of positive and negative aspects were
coded as mixed and were excluded from the final analysis.

Evaluation of the Experience. After providing their open-
ended response about a karmic event, participants reported their
overall evaluation of the event (“How negative or positive was this
experience overall?”’; 7-point scale ranging from extremely bad to
extremely good), who was primarily responsible for creating the
karmic outcome (oneself vs. others), and in the Other condition who
this person was to the participant (e.g., friend, spouse). They also
rated how strongly the target person “deserved this experience” and
“is generally a bad person or a good person” and whether they
believe that this person “had control over what happened in this
event,” each on 5-point scales.

Emotions. Participants reported on 5-point scales (ranging
from not at all to extremely) how strongly they felt each of 17
different emotions about the karma-attributed experience, which
were divided into a positive emotion composite score, which in-
cludes the items grateful, amused, happy, optimistic, proud, content,
awe, and surprised (o = .88), and a negative emotion composite
score, which included angry, sad, afraid, anxious, scornful, em-
barrassed, guilty, and ashamed (a = .90). Exploratory factor
analyses of the emotion items revealed that a final item (sympa-
thetic) did not load strongly on either a positive emotion or negative
emotion factor, and it was excluded from analyses reported below.

Views of Karma. Participants completed several additional
closed-ended questions about karma as additional measures of how
positive or negative people see the influence of karma on themselves
and others. Participants reported their general belief in karma
through a 10-item, 5-point Likert scale, adapted from White,
Norenzayan, and Schaller (2019), that referred to both the general
belief that karma influences the life of oneself/others and the belief
that karma impacts positive situations (e.g., good deeds are re-
warded) and that it impacts negative situations (e.g., bad deeds are
punished). Half of the items referred to oneself as the target of

karma’s influence, and the other half referred to other people as the
target of karma, allowing us to test whether participants generally
believe karma to be more positive toward oneself versus others
when asked about it directly. Additional questions asked directly
whether participants believe that they “experience more positive
karma than the average person” (5-point scale ranging from defi-
nitely not to definitely yes) and “What is the first experience that
comes to mind when you think of negative [positive] events caused
by karma; your own experience or someone else’s experience?”

Individual Differences and Demographics. Participants
finally answered several questions about their personal background
(level of education, gender, ethnicity, age, political orientation,
religion, and years of formal education), as well as other individual
differences in religiosity, experiences with luck, and the Just
World Belief Scale (Lipkus et al., 1996). They also completed the
Bidimensional Impression Management Index (Blasberg et al.,
2014; o = .80) as a measure of their general willingness to describe
themselves in exaggeratedly socially desirable ways. These measures
were not used in the primary analyses, but used to explore the
robustness of the findings below.

Results
Do Self Versus Other Events Differ in Valence?

Coded Valence. A Pearson chi-square test showed that there
was a statistically significant association between the type of
experience (self vs. other) and emotional valence coded from the
written response (positive vs. negative), x*(1, N =294) = 32.63, p <
.001. Responses concerning experiences that happened to others
were predominantly negative (81%) rather than positive, y*(1) =
58.23, p < .001. In contrast, there was a higher frequency of positive
responses (52%) associated with experiences that happened to
oneself. There was no significant difference in the likelihood of
describing positive versus negative experiences that happened to
oneself, x*(1) = 0.18, p = .67.

Self-Reported Valence. A two-sample 7 test was conducted to
compare the participants’ self-reported overall evaluation (positive
vs. negative) based on the conditions (self vs. other). The results
indicated a significant difference between the two groups, #(283.52) =
—5.39,p <.001,d =0.64, 95% C1[0.40, 1.87]. The participants in the
Self condition evaluated their experience significantly more posi-
tively (M = 4.89, SD = 2.11) compared to participants in the Other
condition (M = 3.54, SD = 2.12). A one-sample ¢ test comparing
these scores to the scale midpoint (neither good nor bad) revealed
that participants in the Self condition tended to rate the event
significantly positive (i.e., above scale midpoint), #(136) =4.93,p <
.001, and in the Other conditions, participants rated the event
significantly negative (i.e., below scale midpoint), #(150) =2.65, p <
.001. These results were robust to controlling for participants’
overall level of belief in karma and impression management ten-
dencies (see Supplemental Results for additional robustness
checks). This suggests that the pattern of greater positivity when
describing one’s own karmic experiences is not reducible to a
general response bias favoring socially desirable responding nor
explained by how strongly someone believes karma is real and
available to affect daily life. Instead, this positivity discrepancy may
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be inherent to how people think about karmic causality and how they
are accustomed to thinking about karma’s role in lived experiences.

Self-Reported Emotions. A two-sample ¢ test was conducted
to examine if self-reported emotions (positive vs. negative) differ
between the conditions (others vs. self). For positive emotions, the
results showed a significant difference between the two conditions
(self vs. other), #(279.88) = —4.35, p = .001,d = 0.51,95% CI1[0.27,
0.74]. Participants in the Self condition (M = 23.42, SD = 9.23)
reported significantly higher positive emotions compared to parti-
cipants in the Other condition (M = 18.97, SD = 8.22). There was
also a significant difference in negative emotions between the two
conditions, #241.93) = —-3.96, p < .001. Participants in the Self
condition (M = 15.88, SD = 8.41) reported significantly higher
negative emotions compared to participants in the Other condition
(M =12.52, SD = 5.74), d = 0.47, 95% CI [0.24, 0.70].

To test the robustness of these differences between conditions,
we conducted a multiple regression analysis to examine whether
condition (self vs. other), general impression management, and
general belief in karma predict emotions (positive and negative).
The results showed that both stronger positive and stronger negative
emotions were felt when thinking about one’s own experiences,
even when controlling for general impression management, which
also predicted a greater likelihood of reporting positive emotions
(see Table 1).

Sentiment Analysis. We also measured the positivity or nega-
tivity of participants’ written descriptions using sentiment analysis.
Events that happened to oneself were measured to have more posi-
tivity in sentiment than events that happened to someone else, Mg =
1.93 (SD = 6.42), Myper = —1.60 (SD = 6.50), d = 0.55,95% CI[0.31,
0.78], #290) = 4.69, p < .001.

Exploration of Other Possible Differences Between Self
and Other Experiences

Two-sample # tests were conducted to compare how self and other
experiences differ in deservingness of experience, morality of the
person, and controllability of the experience. Participants rated the
deservingness of the experience for others (M = 4.33) higher than
for the self (M = 4.09), 1(284.49) = —2.30, p = .022,d = 0.27, 95%
CI [0.04, 0.50]. Participants rated themselves (M = 4.17) as having
higher morality than others (M = 2.93), #(228.64) = 10.08, p < .001,
d=1.17,95% CI1[0.91, 1.42]. However, in terms of the experience’s
controllability, there was no significant difference between the self

Table 1

(M = 3.22) and others (M = 3.20), 1#(289.96) = 0.17, p = .87, d =
0.02, 95% CI [-0.21, 0.25]. Exploratory multiple regressions
(available in the Supplemental Results) revealed that self-reported
positive evaluations of the event were positively predicted by
perceived deservingness, b = 0.73, 95% CI [0.49, 0.98], p < .001,
and recipient morality, » =0.82,95% CI [0.61, 1.03], p < .001, but
not perceived control over the event, b = —0.13, 95% CI [-0.30,
0.04], p = .13.

Do General Beliefs in Karma for Self Versus Others Differ
in Valence?

A linear mixed-effects model was conducted to examine whether
the general belief in positive karma and negative karma differs
depending on the target of belief (e.g., “When I experience good
fortune, I have brought it upon myself by my previous behavior” vs.
“When someone experiences good fortune, they have brought it
upon themselves by their previous behavior”), controlling for the
general (nonvalenced) belief that karma is a supernatural force that
affects oneself and others. For positive karma beliefs, the target of
positive karma (self vs. other) did not predict belief in positive
karma, b = —0.05, 95% CI[-0.11, 0.01], p = .104, after controlling
for the general belief that karma affects oneself and others, b = 0.15,
95% CI [0.09, 0.20], p < .001. Similarly, the target of negative
karma did not predict belief in negative karma, b = 0.03, 95% CI
[—0.04, 0.11], p = .374, after controlling for the general belief that
karma affects oneself and others, b = 0.15, 95% CI [0.08, 0.22], p <
.001. These findings suggest that there are no significant differences
between the self and other in general beliefs that karma is positive or
that karma is negative in these direct, closed-ended questions, in
contrast to the large differences in the valence of spontaneously
generated events described above.

A one-sample ¢ test was conducted to determine whether parti-
cipants experience more positive karma than the average person.
The results indicated that the mean (M = 3.17, SD = 0.88) was
significantly greater than the scale midpoint of 3, #(289) = 61.52, p <
.001, indicating that participants tend to agree that they experience
more positive karma than the average person.

Finally, for a direct question about what comes first to mind when
participants think of negative and positive events believed to have
been caused by karma, we conducted a chi-square test of inde-
pendence to examine the relationship between the type of karmic
event (positive vs. negative) and the type of experience recalled (self

Multiple Regression Predicting Positive and Negative Emotions From Condition (Self = I vs. Other = 0),
General Impression Management, and General Belief in Karma

Positive emotion

Negative emotion

Predictor b [95% CI| p b [95% CI] p
Intercept 8.91 [0.47, 17.34] .039 13.05 [6.07, 20.04] <.001
Karma belief 0.77 [-1.17, 2.71] 437 0.62 [—0.99, 2.23] 448
Impression management 2.71 [0.85, 4.57] .004 —1.08 [-2.63, 0.46] 167
Condition (self) 4.45 [2.47, 6.43] <.001 3.3 [1.66, 4.94] <.001
R*/R? adjusted 0.091/0.082 0.060/0.050
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vs. others). There was a significant association between the type of
karma event and the type of experience recalled, y*(1, N = 587) =
20.617, p < .001. For negative karmic events, 47% reported they
first thought of an event that befell themselves (n = 137), and 53%
reported events that happened to others (n = 156). For positive
karma recall events, 64% reported self-related events first came to
mind (n = 188), compared to 36% who reported events that befell
others (n = 106). This indicates that positive karma-—attributed
events are more likely to be associated with self-recalled experi-
ences, while negative karma—attributed events are more likely to be
associated with others-recalled experiences.

General Discussion

Across three studies, we found that karma believers are more
likely to spontaneously report positive experiences when describing
karma-attributed events that happened to themselves, while being
more likely to report negative experiences when describing karma-
attributed events that happened to someone else. This self-positivity
association was present across several different indicators of event
positivity, including human-coded and computer-coded valence in
events described by participants, and participants’ self-reported
positivity of the karmic event. We also found the same pattern of
greater self-caused positive karmic events across multiple cultural
contexts with different religious traditions and typical attributional
styles, although it was stronger in the United States than in
Singaporean and Indian samples. This cross-cultural difference is
consistent with previously documented patterns of greater self-
enhancement biases in Western than in Asian samples. Similarly, the
negativity bias found in our study toward others is consistent with
cultural literature on the attributions and beliefs toward others.
These results imply that various psychological motives of self
and other perception play a role in how believers apply karmic
explanations to understand events in the world. Even though the
general logic of karmic causality allows believers to explain both
good and bad events as equally plausible outcomes of karmic
payback, the greater willingness to perceive their own (vs. others’)
karmic experiences as positive is consistent with the hypothesis that
these karmic attributions also fulfill broader psychological motives
to perceive oneself as virtuous and deserving of good fortune and to
perceive other people as recipients of just punishments for their
misdeeds.

These findings are consistent with other patterns of positivity
biases in self-perception that have been documented in secular
attributional styles (e.g., Mezulis et al., 2004; Rentner &
Alsulaiman, 2024; Strohminger et al., 2017; Zell et al., 2020)
and beliefs about a Just World (Kaliuzhna, 2020) and show a case
where these psychological biases are also likely to appear in
supernatural attributions. The types of supernatural attributions that
people make for life events are likely to have important downstream
consequences for other psychological processes, such as the
emotional responses to life events (e.g., pride for good experiences
and shame for bad experiences; e.g., White et al., 2024) and mo-
tivations to pursue future good deeds and avoid future bad deeds
based on whether they are expected to elicit similar supernatural
rewards and punishments in the future (Fitouchi & Singh, 2022;
Norenzayan et al., 2016). Our studies imply that willingness to apply
specific supernatural explanations to life events is likely structured

by both general beliefs about the operating rules of a given
supernatural agent and personal motives that make belief in these
operating rules cognitively compelling.

For example, previous research has documented that attributions
to God often follow a pattern of the “God of the good gaps,” such
that God is perceived as ultimately benevolent and powerful and is
most often credited with causing life events that are positive,
important, and outside of typical human control (Nieuwboer et al.,
2016; Ramsay et al., 2023; Spilka & Schmidt, 1983; Van Cappellen
et al., 2024), thereby satisfying a variety of personal motives for
safety and control over a dangerous, uncertain world (Laurin & Kay,
2017). Beliefs about karma encompass both positive/rewarding and
negative/punitive aspects (White, Norenzayan, & Schaller, 2019;
Willard et al., 2020) and are readily applied to explain others’
misfortune (e.g., Callan et al., 2014; E. Taylor et al., 2022, p. 202;
White, Norenzayan, & Schaller, 2019). But our results also suggest
the influence of positivity biases in self-perception that reduce
willingness to apply negative karmic attributions to oneself. Other
types of supernatural attributions (e.g., to fate or to Satanic influ-
ences) are likely to have their own unique causal logics that interact
with psychological motives in distinct ways that make them
chronically accessible in some situations more than others (Exline
et al., 2023; Norenzayan & Lee, 2010). Understanding how these
supernatural beliefs are applied in everyday life therefore requires
understanding both people’s general beliefs about the traits and
typical operation of these supernatural forces and the psychological
motives that make these supernatural beliefs especially compelling
to individuals.

Limitations and Future Directions

The present studies measured what first came to mind when
participants think about karma-attributed events, which provides
valuable insight into how karmic attributions might spontaneously
come to mind in everyday life. Open-ended descriptions, like those
we gathered in these studies, are useful to reveal what ideas are
chronically and easily accessible to participants, which may differ
from responses elicited by more direct, closed-ended questions. For
example, in Study 3, closed-ended questions about belief in positive
and negative karma for oneself and others did not show significant
differences in belief about how karma affects oneself and others,
indicating that while participants believe that both positive and
negative karma events befall oneself, it was the positive self-caused
events that came to mind more easily in the open-ended responses.
Further research using alternative methods is needed to test the
robustness of this pattern, such as by specifically asking participants
to report positive and negative events in their own and others’ lives
and assessing how easily accessible and plausible are karmic in-
terpretations of these events. Future studies could also test whether
believers interpret the same events differently depending on whether
they happen to oneself or others, such as being more likely to accept
karmic explanations when good events are imagined happening to
oneself rather than another person.

Additional research is also needed to confirm the underlying
mechanisms that generated the observed self-other differences.
The present results are consistent with hypothesized patterns
of self-serving biases in attributions for life events, including
expected cross-cultural variability in these self-enhancement
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motives. However, we were not able to directly test which motives
were most important to shaping participants’ responses, and future
research would benefit from a more careful study of possible me-
chanisms. For example, if self-enhancement motives are especially
important for generating positive karmic attributions for oneself, then
positive self-attributions may be especially likely when participants
want to present a positive view of themselves to observers (vs. when
responding anonymously) or when their positive self-view has been
threatened and karmic attributions provide a pathway to restore self-
esteem. Alternatively, to test the importance of justice motives in
shaping karmic attributions of others, future research could manip-
ulate the injustice of moral transgressions (e.g., whether or not they go
unpunished by secular forces) and test whether this increases karmic
attributions for other’s negative experiences. Additional evidence of
when people make karmic attributions (and when they do not) would
provide stronger converging evidence for underlying psychological
processes.

Real-world processes of supernatural attributions likely involve a
combination of both spontaneously arising ideas about supernatural
causes and prompts from other people and other external cultural
influences that suggest the appropriate interpretation of life events.
These personal and social ideas are likely to be accepted or rejected
in part based on how well they fit with a variety of psychological
motives that encourage people to view themselves as virtuous and
the world as fair, resulting in a consistently greater willingness to
accept good experiences as one’s own karmic rewards and bad
experiences as other people’s karmic punishments.
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