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Assembly and removal of amyloid SMOCs 

should therefore be tightly regulated to avoid 

adverse effects and progression toward un-

controlled inflammation. HRI and HSPB8 

are likely to play key roles in this regulation. 

However, it remains unexplained how the 

paradoxical situation of increasing the ex-

pression of specific chaperones to promote 

SMOC assembly and inducing translation of 

pro-inflammatory mediators can occur when 

protein synthesis is concomitantly inhibited 

by the phosphorylation of eIF2a by HRI.

These observations raise questions about 

the capacity of cells to respond to the for-

mation of signaling fibrils and the establish-

ment of an HRI-dependent ISR that could 

induce pro-inflammatory cytokine release 

during sterile (that is, noninfectious) neu-

rodegeneration. Neuroinflammation is a 

major component of PD progression, char-

acterized by neuronal cytoplasmic inclusions 

composed mainly of aggregated a-synuclein 

called Lewy bodies (12). In addition to RIP2, 

MAVS, and TRIF, Abdel-Nour et al. showed 

that overexpression of a-synuclein alone 

activated HRI-dependent responses, includ-

ing expression of HSPB8. Interestingly, the 

small-molecule drug ISRIB, which reverses 

the downstream effects of eIF2a phosphory-

lation (14), reduced the capacity of infected 

cells to produce pro-inflammatory cytokines, 

mimicking a deficit in HRI or eIF2a phos-

phorylation. Given that memory consolida-

tion is inherently limited by ISR activation in 

neurons, ISRIB-treated mice display signifi-

cant enhancement in spatial and fear-associ-

ated learning (15) while also being protected 

from protein aggregation–mediated disease. 

The capacity of ISRIB to reduce neuroinflam-

mation in response to amyloid SMOC signal-

ing might therefore explain some of these 

pharmacological effects. j
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By Shaul Shalvi

D
oes temptation shape dishonesty? 

For example, when a person finds a 

wallet on the street and decides to 

return it to its owner, it may be be-

cause the contents of the wallet are 

not very tempting or, alternatively, 

because people care about complying with 

norms of good conduct, that is, civic hon-

esty. Scientists commonly explore such 

questions about human honesty through 

artificial laboratory tasks, but such stud-

ies have not provided conclusive evidence 

about the extent to which people are honest 

in natural circumstances. On page 70 of this 

issue, Cohn et al. (1) describe a field experi-

ment involving 17,000 people in 40 coun-

tries to provide a new measure of honesty. 

The results show just how prevalent civic 

honesty is, and they raise many questions, 

such as how environments can be designed 

to foster civic honesty.

Cohn et al.’s work is a prime example of 

the theoretical models that emerge when 

economics and psychology interact. Tradi-

tionally, economic models have assumed 

that humans act as rational economic 

agents who seek to serve their self-interest 

to increase material gain. To better predict 

human behavior, behavioral economic mod-

els incorporate nonmaterial utilities, such 

as altruistically caring for others’ outcomes 

(2) or seeking to maintain a positive self-

image (3, 4). To test these models, behav-

ioral scientists often engage participants in 

tasks that enable them to be honest or in-

stead to lie in order to increase their pay. For 

example, in a task that rewards participants 
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Altruism and self-image, not selfishness, 
drive surprising findings

A lost wallet returned to its owner serves as a new proxy for the finder’s civic honesty.
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according to their self-reported outcome of 

a private rolling of a die, participants, on 

average, report higher numbers than would 

be expected if they were honest, indicating 

that people lie, but only to a modest extent 

(5, 6). Because participants’ die rolls are pri-

vate, the modest amount of lying suggests 

that people are concerned with maintaining 

a positive self-image.

Such laboratory tasks are limited by 

their artificial nature and by the fact that 

it is unclear to participants who would 

benefit from their honesty or suffer from 

their dishonesty. The question is whether 

such settings predict honesty outside the 

lab, where dishonesty often harms oth-

ers. Recent work suggests that lab tasks 

do fairly well, revealing a positive corre-

lation between participants’ reported die 

roll numbers (as a proxy for dishonesty) 

and their tendency to free-ride on public 

transport (7) or to not return undeserved 

payment (8). Furthermore, in countries 

with high levels of corruption, participants 

report higher die roll numbers (9). What is 

still missing, however, is a direct measure 

for how prevalent honesty is in a natural 

setting, where people face varying degrees 

of temptation and have a clear idea of the 

person or group that benefits from honesty 

and is harmed by dishonesty.

To disentangle the influence of self-

interest, self-image, and altruism in a field 

experiment, Cohn et al. handed wallets to 

front-desk employees at major institutions, 

including banks, theaters, and other public 

offices, claiming to have found them on the 

street. Each wallet contained a grocery list, 

a key, and three identical business cards, 

providing people with a way to show civic 

honesty by returning the wallet to its owner. 

To vary temptation, different amounts of 

money were also included in some of the 

wallets. Cohn et al. conducted many control 

tests and analyses to rule out the possibility 

that people would return the wallet out of 

fear of being identified or punished.

Whereas selfishness predicts that people 

will be less likely to return wallets con-

taining money, altruism and the desire to 

maintain a positive self-image predict the 

opposite pattern. In 38 of the 40 countries 

studied, wallets with money were returned 

more often than wallets without money, 

which supports the idea that people are 

not purely selfish. Moreover, wallets with 

more money (US$94.15) were more likely 

to be returned than wallets with less 

money (US$13.45). The effect not only con-

tradicts rational economic thinking, it is 

rather surprising. Both laypeople and ex-

pert economists predicted the exact oppo-

site pattern of results in surveys reported 

by the authors.

Furthermore, a key is valuable to the wal-

let’s owner, not the wallet’s finder. In the 

United States, the United Kingdom, and 

Poland, the authors added an experimental 

treatment in which wallets included money 

but no key. Doing so allowed them to as-

sess the specific contribution of altruism 

to honesty. Indeed, adding a key increased 

the likelihood of the wallet being returned. 

Taken together, these results support the 

idea that people care about others as well as 

caring about being honest.

Cohn et al.’s study provides a new way 

to assess human honesty. The work evokes 

numerous questions. By having the grocery 

list and business cards written in the local 

language, the authors identified the wal-

let owner as local. Our globalized world, 

however, is diverse. People of different 

ethnicities, backgrounds, and nationalities 

interact. Prosocial and honest behaviors 

are often parochial (10–12); people find it 

worthwhile to act kindly toward members 

of their own group but not members of 

other groups. The results reported by Cohn 

et al. may thus scale down when civic hon-

esty is expressed toward nonlocals, includ-

ing tourists or immigrants.

Also, showing civic honesty does not just 

mean returning a lost wallet. It is about act-

ing in a socially desirable way, against one’s 

selfish interests. Understanding when peo-

ple are likely to engage in civic honesty—

such as by whistleblowing in response to 

suspected organizational wrongdoing, or by 

obeying rules even when exposed to others’ 

corrupt behavior—is important. By continu-

ing to push the methodological boundaries 

and the proxies used to assess sensitive be-

haviors such as honesty, researchers aspire 

to figure out how to better design our envi-

ronments and organizations to foster such 

desired behaviors. j
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LIGHT METALS

Processing 
magnesium 
at room 
temperature
In situ microscopy 
experiments show how 
pyramidal slip increases 
magnesium’s ductility

By Gwénaëlle Proust

A
luminum (Al) alloys are often used 

for lightweight applications such 

as airframes, but with proper alloy-

ing elements and heat treatments, 

magnesium (Mg) alloys can reach 

strengths comparable to those of 

some Al alloys but be 35% lighter (1). None-

theless, the use of Mg alloys has been lim-

ited by their poor processability at room 

temperature and low corrosion resistance 

(2). The latter can be improved either with 

additional alloying elements (2) or by refin-

ing their grain size (3). Improvements to the 

ductility of Mg, which controls its process-

ability, will require better understanding of 

its plastic deformation mechanisms and the 

parameters controlling their activities. On 

page 73 of this issue, Liu et al. (4) offer new 

insight into how Mg deforms, and more 

specifically, on the role of slip along the py-

ramidal planes of its unit cell in accommo-

dating large deformation (see the figure).

The potential for energy savings with 

lighter alloys is especially appreciated by the 

transportation industry (5). In recent years, 

the Volkswagen group has used around 14 

kg of Mg in the Audi A4 and A6, and Gen-

eral Motors has used 26 kg in the GMC 

Savana (6). The forming of wrought Mg al-

loys—shaping them by rolling, extruding, 

or forging—is costly and time consuming 
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“The low ductility of Mg 
alloys is associated with 
their hexagonal 
crystalline structure.”
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