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Short abstract. Collaboration enables humans to achieve goals that are beyond the reach of 
even the most capable individual. How does the mind solve the problem of collaboration? Here 
we propose the Collaborative Utility Calculus, a cognitive framework that explains how 
individuals make joint inferences and plan joint actions by reasoning about each others’ beliefs, 
desires, competence, and effort. The framework captures how individuals with varying abilities 
redistribute effort in collaborative tasks by reasoning recursively about what their partners can 
do and are willing to contribute. By specifying these mechanisms, it helps elucidate how 
individual decisions give rise to collaborative achievements. 
 
 
Long abstract. Collaboration enables humans to achieve goals that are beyond the reach of a 
single person by integrating the efforts of people who differ in what they know, what they want, 
and what they can do. This integration is at the heart of both the greatest benefits of 
collaboration and its greatest challenges—collaborators can disagree, they can work on the 
wrong things, or they can misunderstand one another. What cognitive capacities enable humans 
to navigate these challenges? We propose the Collaborative Utility Calculus as a cognitive 
framework for understanding human collaboration. According to this framework, humans have 
an intuitive theory of competence and effort, which they knit together with their intuitive theory of 
belief-desire reasoning to make joint inferences and plan joint actions. We present evidence for 
this framework from emerging work in computational cognitive science and cognitive 
development. These studies provide evidence that reasoning about other minds enables 
humans to navigate basic problems of collaboration, including deciding how much effort to 
invest in a collaborative task, how to incentivize collaborators to put in their fair share, whom to 
recruit to a team, how to invest in their training, and how to assign responsibility and rewards for 
the outcome of a collaboration. Finally, we discuss implications of the framework and open 
questions for future research. 
 
 
Keywords: Collaboration, Social cognition, Intuitive theories, Theory of Mind, Joint action, 
Competence inference, Effort allocation, Computational modeling 
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1.​ Introduction 
 
Two friends are lifting a couch up a flight of stairs. It’s a small moment—two people aligned on a 
fairly simple goal, no need for elaborate tools or complicated planning. And yet in this miniature, 
we see all the basic components of collaboration at play. First, the two partners are responsive 
to each other’s actions: if one person pauses or adjusts their grip, the other instinctively slows 
down or shifts position. Second, they have a joint commitment to completing the task. If one 
person stops to take a break, the collaboration does not dissolve; together, they pause, wait, 
and start again. Finally, they support each other’s actions. If one partner is carrying more 
weight, the other might take shorter steps or lift a bit higher to rebalance the load.  
 
Philosophical treatments of collaboration emphasize these features—mutual responsiveness, 
joint commitment, and mutual support—as the core criteria for shared cooperative activity 
(Bratman, 1992; Gilbert, 2009; Grosz & Kraus, 1996). These features allow teams to form 
shared beliefs (Gilbert, 1987; Tuomela, 1992) and act with shared agency. This capacity for joint 
action underlies many of humanity’s greatest achievements—including building cities, curing 
diseases, and landing on the moon—and manifests across an enormous range of contexts and 
scales. Humans form an incredible variety of collaborative teams, from small project groups to 
sprawling scientific consortia, from informal family dinners to tightly organized kitchen brigades. 
And the tools we use to collaborate are just as varied, including email, video conferencing, 
physical whiteboards, and shared digital documents. Yet no matter how varied the form or how 
advanced the tools, human collaboration is fundamentally constrained by the limits and 
architecture of the human mind.  
 
At the group level, a wide range of research has characterized how collaboration unfolds in 
groups and teams: how people coordinate joint actions, form shared task representations, 
anticipate one another’s behavior, distribute roles, and collaborate in real time (Butterfill, 2012; 
Sebanz et al., 2006; Knoblich et al., 2011; Vesper et al., 2010; Pesquita et al., 2018; Sebanz & 
Knoblich, 2021; Candidi et al., 2015; Sebanz et al., 2003). These approaches have been 
enormously successful at describing the structure and dynamics of collaborative systems. What 
remains less well understood, however, is how collaborative activity is supported by cognitive 
representations within individual minds. How do individuals evaluate the costs and benefits of 
different coordination plans? How do they infer how challenging an action will be for a partner, or 
decide how much effort to contribute themselves? How do these local decisions that happen 
within individual minds accumulate and manifest at the group level, in the form of shared plans 
and coordinated group behavior?  
 
In response to this challenge, several theoretical traditions have proposed key ingredients that 
may support collaboration at the individual level. Cognitive and developmental research has 
mapped out how people represent others’ beliefs and desires through an intuitive Theory of 
Mind (Premack & Woodruff, 1978; Baker et al., 2009, 2017). Economic theories emphasize how 
cooperative behaviors are shaped by external incentives and tradeoffs (von Neumann & 
Morgenstern, 1944; Nash, 1950).  Philosophical accounts examine the structure of shared 
intentions and the normative commitments they entail (Pollack, 1990; Searle, 1990; Grosz & 
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Kraus, 1996; Bratman, 1992). However, these accounts often stop short of explaining how the 
mind solves the problem of collaboration—for example, how people determine who should do 
what, how hard it will be for them, and whether someone is a worthwhile partner in the first 
place. What’s missing is a framework that connects these accounts, linking theory of mind, 
decision-theoretic reasoning, and shared intention into a unified account of the cognitive 
mechanisms that support collaboration. 
 
In this paper, we introduce the Collaborative Utility Calculus, a cognitive framework for 
understanding human collaboration that operates at the level of individual cognition. We first 
review relevant theoretical precursors, focusing on classical game theory and theory of mind. 
We then describe the new framework, explain how it advances existing accounts, and review 
recent empirical evidence for the framework. We conclude by discussing the implications of the 
framework for classic questions that cut across areas of cognitive science and computer 
science, and open questions for future research. 
 

2.​ Theoretical precursors 
 
To situate the Collaborative Utility Calculus within existing computational frameworks, we review 
two prominent traditions: classical game theory and classical Theory of Mind. These frameworks 
formalize the inferences and reasoning that support cooperation and collaboration. 
Understanding the contribution of these frameworks—and their limitations—sets the stage for 
our current proposal. 
 
2.1 Classical Game Theory 
Classical game theory is one of the most influential frameworks for modeling strategic and 
collective behavior (von Neumann & Morgenstern, 1944; Nash, 1950; Camerer, 2003; Smith, 
1982). Game theory models how agents act optimally when the payoffs of their actions depend 
on others’ actions. In doing so, it explains what conditions motivate people to cooperate—that 
is, to act together for a collective benefit rather than each selfishly pursuing their own interests. 
Cooperation is an umbrella term that includes not just collaboration, but also activities that do 
not satisfy the criteria for shared cooperative activity described above, such as donating to 
charity or following traffic laws. Collaboration, by contrast, is a special kind of cooperative 
activity in which agents work together to achieve a shared goal (Grosz & Kraus, 1996). 
Understanding the basic conditions that give rise to cooperation can therefore help us 
understand the preconditions for human collaboration.  
 
Game-theoretic models often assume that individuals act solely to maximize their own payoffs. 
In a standard coordination game, there are often multiple Nash equilibria—situations where no 
player can obtain a higher payoff by unilaterally changing their strategy. Contrary to this 
assumption, however, people tend to prefer some equilibria over others, especially those that 
maximize the combined payoffs for everyone (Bacharach, 2006; Colman & Gold, 2018). In fact, 
people often seek to maximize this joint utility even when doing so reduces their own payoff 
(Fehr & Gächter, 2000; Fehr & Fischbacher, 2004; Bowles & Gintis, 2004) or increases their 
own costs (Török et al., 2019, 2021). These preferences and behaviors point to an underlying 
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representation of joint utility that transcends individual payoffs. One way to account for these 
behaviors is to modify the rewards that players receive by adding social preferences or 
other-regarding concerns (Fehr & Schmidt, 1999; Bolton & Ockenfels, 2000; Gallucci & 
Perugini, 2000; Charness & Rabin, 2002). But this addition raises a deeper question: where do 
these preferences come from? What internal representations support them? Although changing 
the payoff structure can allow cooperative strategies to emerge as equilibria, this does not by 
itself constitute a psychologically realistic explanation (Colman, 2024). Without a cognitive 
theory of how individuals construct and update these utilities, simply adding social preferences 
to game-theoretic models cannot provide a full explanation of cooperation or collaboration.  
 
Theories of team reasoning take a different approach, by altering the unit of agency from the 
individual (“What do I want?”) to the team (“What do we want as a team?”) (Sugden, 1993; 
Gilbert, 1990). This approach can explain why people converge on collectively beneficial 
equilibria, but it ignores agent-specific costs. For example, suppose two equally strong people 
are lifting a couch together. The couch can be lifted either by one person exerting 100% effort or 
by both exerting 50% effort. From a team-reasoning perspective, both solutions are equally 
good. However, people tend to prefer the latter (Fehr & Schmidt, 1999), which reflects sensitivity 
not only to the outcome of the collaboration, but also to how individual costs are distributed. A 
related challenge concerns the formation of the team itself. Team-reasoning models typically 
assume that agents already reason as a team, but do not specify ex ante how individuals come 
to adopt a collective frame, or under what conditions they shift from individual to collective 
reasoning.  
 
Moreover, game-theoretic models capture equilibria in stylized scenarios where the costs and 
payoffs to each agent are fixed. But this simple scenario underestimates how creative humans 
can be when they collaborate (Hertz et al., 2025; Ostrom, 1990)—for example, bringing in a 
more capable partner can lower the effort required from everyone. Such flexibility relies on 
humans’ ability to represent others’ goals, abilities, and effort, and use that to divide labor, train 
novices, assign responsibility, and respond to breakdowns in coordination. To explain how 
humans actually collaborate, we need a framework that captures that behavioral flexibility. 
 
2.2 Classical Theory of Mind 
A key part of what makes humans such good collaborators is their ability to reason about other 
people’s minds, a capacity known as mentalizing. This ability allows humans to infer what others 
want, what they believe, and what they are likely to do. For example, if you see a friend straining 
to lift one end of a couch, you might naturally infer that their goal is to move it. This everyday 
inference reflects a Theory of Mind (Premack & Woodruff, 1978)—an intuitive understanding of 
how people’s observable behaviors are shaped by their unobservable beliefs and desires. The 
ability to engage in belief-desire reasoning is core to collaboration; to coordinate with a partner, 
we need to understand what they are trying to achieve and what they believe about the 
situation.  
 
The computations behind Theory of Mind have been formalized in Bayesian models of 
commonsense psychological reasoning (Baker et al., 2009, 2017), which frame action 
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understanding as a process of probabilistic inference over unobservable mental states. In these 
models, people infer what others believe and desire by observing their behavior, under the 
assumption that agents take efficient actions to achieve their goals. Thus, deviations from the 
most efficient action—such as taking a detour to check out an option hidden from view (Baker et 
al., 2017)—reveal the agent’s goals and preferences. Extending this framework to multi-agent 
settings has proven fruitful for explaining group behaviors, such as how agents infer 
collaborators’ intentions and what they should do without centralized planning (Wu et al., 2021), 
and how agents use other people’s behavioral trajectories to learn about the environment when 
reward information is private (Hawkins et al., 2023). These models illustrate how probabilistic 
mental-state reasoning can scale to more complex social environments. However, these models 
assume a universal notion of efficiency by treating action costs as fixed. In reality, what counts 
as an “efficient” action depends on individual differences in ability and effort. 
 
The Naive Utility Calculus framework extends Bayesian Theory of Mind models by incorporating 
individual variation in costs and rewards (Jara-Ettinger et al., 2016); for example, climbing a tall 
box may be easy for one agent but impossible for another (Jara-Ettinger et al., 2015). However, 
in collaborative settings, the cost to individuals depends not only on their own capabilities, but 
also on what their collaborator contributes. Climbing is easier if your partner gives you a boost 
from below, compared to if your partner is barely trying to help. This gap motivates the need for 
a framework that captures how collaborators redistribute effort to achieve shared goals. 
 

3.​ The Collaborative Utility Calculus 
 
In this section, we propose the Collaborative Utility Calculus as a cognitive framework for 
understanding human collaboration. The framework makes unique contributions to existing 
approaches. It explains collaboration from the perspective of basic mechanisms of human social 
cognition, which includes concepts such as mental representations of joint utility that are not 
typically captured in classical game theory. The framework also extends existing models of 
commonsense psychological reasoning into the domain of collaboration to explain how people 
reason about joint utility and plan shared actions. It makes explicit theoretical commitments 
about how competence and effort jointly determine an agent’s contribution to a collaborative 
task. It also formalizes the idea that people anticipate how work will be distributed in joint 
settings, and that how much effort one exerts depends in part on how much their partner is 
expected to contribute. 
 
Figure 1 shows an illustration of the framework. The framework includes a number of 
agent-specific properties: (a) the reward value of an action or outcome (desire), (b) what the 
agent knows about themselves and the world (beliefs), (c) the agent’s ability to carry out the 
task (competence), and (d) how hard the agent tries at the task, i.e., the proportion of their 
competence applied to the task (effort). These properties produce an action, which is compared 
with the task difficulty to determine whether a collaboration succeeds or fails (outcome). The 
outcome then feeds back into the agent’s beliefs: it becomes part of what the agent knows and 
is used to adjust their future actions. See Box 1 for a formal description of the framework.  
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Figure 1. Overview of the Collaborative Utility Calculus. (A) Schematic of the Collaborative Utility Calculus, (B) 
illustrated in an example of two friends lifting a couch together. Each person considers their own mental states and 
competence, as well as their partner’s mental states and competence, and chooses actions that maximize the joint 
utility of the team. 
 

Box 1: Formal modeling of the Collaborative Utility Calculus 
We consider agents working together on a task with difficulty . Each agent (denoted by ) 𝐷 𝑎
has competence  and exerts effort defined as a proportion of their competence applied to 𝑆ₐ
the task. This produces exertion . Here, we use collaborative box-lifting as an 𝐹ₐ =  𝑆ₐ × 𝐸ₐ
illustrative example. In the context of box-lifting, competence refers to an agent’s strength, 
and exertion refers to the force they exert. 
 
For simplicity, we assume that agents can lift the box when their combined force exceeds the 

box weight, i.e., . To map these terms onto the framework, strength is their 
𝑎
∑ 𝐹ₐ ≤ 𝑊

competence, force is their action, and box weight is the task difficulty.  
 
Each agent gets reward  if and only if the team succeeds. The agents’ strength is unknown, 𝑅ₐ
so the probability of success is given by marginalizing over each agent’s strength:  

                                                 (1) 
where E  denotes the vector of efforts for all n agents and S  = [𝐸₁,  ...,  𝐸�] = [𝑆₁,  ...,  𝑆�]
denotes the vector of strengths. Here, we use  generically to denote beliefs about 
agents’ strength distribution, which could either be a prior belief or a posterior belief 
conditional on the evidence. 
 
The utility of exerting effort is defined as the net reward (i.e., expected reward minus cost):  

                                                         (2) 
where C(E) is an umbrella term for all the costs agents incur in the process, which can include 
each agent’s effort cost and social costs such as a penalization for unequal effort allocations.  
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We model agents as utility maximizers, thus the optimal effort E is given by: 

                                                                                      (3) 
 
In practice, we solve the joint optimization problem using fixed point iteration, by maximizing 
each agent’s utility with respect to their own effort while keeping the efforts of all other agents 
fixed, iterating over agents until the solution converges. 

 
Note that the framework applies more broadly to agent properties that are conceptually similar 
to competence and effort, beyond the literal sense. For example, a person’s available resources 
or wealth can be thought of as analogous to competence—that is, the maximum they can 
contribute, whereas their generosity or fairness maps onto effort, as it reflects the proportion of 
their capacity they choose to allocate to their partner (Hackel et al., 2015; Raihani & Barclay, 
2016). The framework can also capture situations where factors other than effort might reduce 
how much competence an agent brings to a task, such as temporary limitations (e.g., fatigue or 
illness), environmental constraints (e.g., bad weather or a noisy room), or even strategic 
self-handicapping (Xiang et al., 2026). 
 
All these nodes interact with one another in intricate ways. First, competence and effort work 
together to determine the outcome of a collaboration. Even the most competent agents cannot 
succeed without investing the required effort, nor can the most hardworking agents if they lack 
the required competence. Second, agents choose effort allocations that maximize their joint 
utility—the expected reward for the team minus the costs of exerting effort. This ensures that 
agents prioritize the team’s shared goal while also being sensitive to the individual costs they 
each incur. Third, the expected reward calculation hinges on joint inferences about one’s own 
and their collaborators’ competence and mental states. For example, if you are lifting a heavy 
couch with a friend, it is important to understand how strong your friend is—i.e., their 
competence—and how much effort they will put in, so that you can calibrate how much effort to 
apply to lift your end of the couch. The framework predicts that agents recursively reason about 
how much effort they and their collaborators will allocate to a task. With these elements, the 
framework can capture a wide range of phenomena in human collaboration, as we review in the 
next section. 
 
 

4.​ Evidence for the Collaborative Utility Calculus 
 
In this section, we review recent empirical evidence for the Collaborative Utility Calculus as a 
cognitive framework for understanding human collaboration. These studies collectively show 
how reasoning about other minds enables humans to navigate basic problems in collaboration, 
including deciding how much effort to invest in a collaborative task, how to incentivize 
collaborators to put in their fair share, whom to recruit to a team, how to invest in their training, 
and how to assign responsibility and rewards for the outcome of a collaboration. In many of the 
studies below, the Collaborative Utility Calculus was compared against simple alternative 
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models to demonstrate the need to reason recursively about collaborators’ mental states and 
competence. In addition, we highlight the potential for this framework to shed light on a wide 
range of phenomena, such as how people reason about external and internal constraints, how 
collaborators achieve efficient division of labor, and how collaborations evolve over time. 
 
4.1 Inferring competence and effort 
In an episode of 30 Rock, Kenneth Parcell created a game show where models held up 
identical-looking cases and contestants guessed which one contained $1 million worth of gold. 
The show was quickly shut down after it became clear that the design had a fatal flaw: since 
gold was heavy, contestants could easily identify the correct case by noticing which model was 
visibly struggling to hold it up. Underlying this funny scene is a basic principle of social 
reasoning: people can infer others’ effort and competence—in this case, because the struggling 
model is not obviously weaker than the other models, one can infer that her case is unusually 
heavy. This ability is also core to collaboration: to work together effectively, we need to 
understand what our collaborators can do and how much effort they are willing to contribute.  
 
Even children are capable of inferring other people’s competence based on the difficulty of the 
tasks they are willing to take on. In one study, 5–6 year olds watched two puppets—Grover and 
Cookie Monster—take a cracker that was placed on a short box rather than a cookie that was 
placed on a tall box. Children were told that Cookie Monster likes cookies more than crackers, 
while Grover likes both equally. From this scene, children inferred that Cookie Monster was 
unable to climb the box—if he could, he would have taken the cookie (Jara-Ettinger et al., 
2015). Even in cases where task difficulty is unknown, adults can jointly infer task difficulty and 
other people’s competence  by observing which agents succeed at more tasks and which tasks 
have higher success rates (Jara-Ettinger & Gweon, 2017). The Naive Utility Calculus explains 
how people make these inferences by reasoning about subjective rewards and costs—that is, 
how much an agent values each goal and how hard it is for that agent to reach it.  
 
The Collaborative Utility Calculus builds on this foundation in two ways. First, it accounts for 
effort as a component of subjective cost that is distinct from ability—recognizing that people 
may fail to reach a difficult goal not because they lack the ability, but because they are unwilling 
to expend effort or because their collaborator did not put in their fair share. In one study, we 
showed participants two game show contestants who attempted to lift boxes of different weights 
for different reward amounts (Xiang et al., 2023a). People inferred which contestant was 
stronger not just from their successes or failures, but also from how these outcomes related to 
the incentives offered to contestants. For example, when both contestants successfully lifted a 
heavy box, participants inferred that the contestant who succeeded with a smaller reward was 
stronger—intuitively, stronger contestants require smaller rewards to offset the costs of lifting. 
Consistent with this reasoning, participants also inferred that stronger contestants exerted less 
effort to lift the same weight (see Figure 2A-2B).  
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Figure 2. Empirical evidence for the Collaborative Utility Calculus. (A-B) Effort allocation (Xiang et al., 2023a): 
People can infer agent-specific costs—namely, competence and effort—based on the rewards that agents are willing 
to accept to do a difficult task. When agents lifted a heavy box alone, participants inferred that agents who lifted the 
box for a small, $10 reward (blue agent) were stronger and exerted less effort than agents who only lifted the box for 
a large, $20 reward. When the agents lifted the box together, participants inferred that each agent would exert less 
effort than when they lifted on their own. (C-D) Incentive allocation (Xiang et al., 2023a): The Collaborative Utility 
Calculus enables inferences about how one person’s effort may change based on their partner’s contributions. 
Participants offered smaller incentives when the agent on the left was paired with a stronger partner, reflecting the 
expectation that stronger teams expend less effort to complete the task. (E-F) Optimizing competence (Xiang et al., 
2024): The Collaborative Utility Calculus also supports more sophisticated planning based on how collaborators’ 
competence may change with training. Participants trained agents to be just strong enough to lift a heavy box 
together through their combined strength, balancing the costs and benefits of training. 
 
Second, the Collaborative Utility Calculus goes beyond inferring utilities from individual actions 
to disentangling individual utilities from joint actions, where multiple people’s contributions are 
combined into a single outcome. In the same study as above (Xiang et al., 2023a), participants 
then saw pairs of contestants attempt to lift a box together. They inferred that each contestant 
exerted less effort when sharing the weight with a partner, compared to lifting it 
alone—suggesting that participants understood that collaborations distribute effort between 
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partners (see Figure 2A-2B). Participants’ judgments were captured by the Collaborative Utility 
Calculus, which models how each contestant adjusts their effort by reasoning recursively about 
how much their partner will contribute, but not by simpler heuristic models that lacked recursive 
reasoning. 
 
Thus, the Collaborative Utility Calculus captures human inferences about competence and effort 
in collaborative tasks. A key question for future work is whether this same reasoning also 
governs how people calibrate their own effort in collaborations. This possibility aligns with recent 
developmental work suggesting that young children use social information to estimate the 
difficulty of a task and calibrate their effort accordingly. For example, infants pull harder with 
each subsequent attempt to retrieve a toy that is difficult for an adult to move, but do not 
increase their effort if the task was impossible for the adult (Lucca et al., 2020). Infants also try 
harder after observing an adult try repeatedly at a different task, rather than when the adult 
succeeds effortlessly (Leonard et al., 2017). Critically, infants do not indiscriminately copy 
adults’ effort; they selectively increase their own efforts when they see that adults’ struggles lead 
to success, rather than failure (Leonard et al., 2020). These social cues provide infants with 
information about how effortful a task will be for them, and whether their effort is likely to pay off. 
Applying the Collaborative Utility Calculus to this domain could shed light on the psychological 
mechanisms that enable people to translate social information about other people’s capabilities 
and outcomes into principled decisions about when and how much to contribute.  
 
4.2 Using competence and effort for collaborative decision-making 
A key implication of the Collaborative Utility Calculus is that reasoning about other people’s 
competence and effort guides practical decisions about how to build a team, by revealing what 
team members can do and what costs they are expected to incur. This information can then be 
used to incentivize collaborators to put in their fair share. In one study, we asked participants to 
choose a monetary incentive that both team members would receive if they successfully lifted a 
heavy box together (Xiang et al., 2023a). Across conditions, participants saw the same agent 
paired with partners of different strengths. Participants offered lower incentives when this agent 
was paired with a stronger teammate, and higher incentives when paired with a weaker 
teammate (Figure 2C-2D). These results suggest that participants set incentives to compensate 
for the effort that teams would have to put in to complete the task. Intuitively, stronger teams 
expend less effort to produce the same physical force as weaker teams, so they require smaller 
incentives to make the task worthwhile. Similarly, when we increased one agent’s strength, 
participants reduced the team’s incentive accordingly. These patterns were captured by the 
Collaborative Utility Calculus, but not by alternative models that use simple heuristics in place of 
recursive reasoning. 
 
The cost of effort can also vary depending on individual differences in each collaborator’s 
willingness to contribute. In another study, participants recruited pairs of agents out of a lineup 
(Xiang et al., 2023a). Each agent in the lineup differed not only in their strength, but also in their 
effort cost—that is, the lowest incentive that they would accept to put in an all-out effort. 
Intuitively, agents with lower effort costs are “hard-working”, or more willing to exert effort. After 
picking a team, participants then offered each team member an incentive to lift boxes of varying 
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weights. This design enables us to test how participants build teams by weighing each agent’s 
strength against their willingness to expend effort. When the box was light, participants recruited 
weaker but more hardworking agents who required a smaller incentive to expend the necessary 
effort. In contrast, when the box was too heavy for the weaker agents, participants recruited 
stronger but less hardworking agents and were willing to offer larger incentives. 
 
Willingness to exert effort matters not only for the success of a single collaboration, but also for 
identifying people who will be good collaborators in the future. In another study, participants 
selected how much each agent in a pair should be rewarded for successfully lifting a box 
together (Xiang et al., 2025a). Participants were told that one agent was instructed to exert a 
fixed amount of effort, while the other chose how much effort to invest on their own. Participants 
apportioned rewards based not only on how much effort each agent had invested, but also on 
their reasons for doing so. Overall, participants gave agents rewards that were in line with their 
expended effort, but this effect was moderated by whether they were instructed or self-directed. 
They gave the self-directed agent rewards that were more proportional to actual effort 
expended, compared to the instructed agent. These results suggest that people evaluate 
collaborators based not only on effort, but also on what that effort reveals about their willingness 
to contribute in future collaborations. 
 
Finally, reasoning about competence and effort is crucial for evaluating the outcome of a 
collaboration—that is, to decide who deserves a larger share of blame for a failed collaboration 
or credit for a successful one. Past work has shown that people are sensitive to both effort 
(Bigman & Tamir, 2016; Jara-Ettinger et al., 2014) and competence (Gerstenberg et al., 2011) in 
responsibility judgments. However, these factors have largely been studied in isolation, which 
leaves open the question of how people integrate competence and effort to assign responsibility. 
In a set of studies, participants observed pairs of agents lifting a box together and evaluated 
how responsible each agent was for the outcome. We systematically varied box weight, agent 
strength, and effort to test how each factor contributed to participants’ responsibility judgments. 
Overall, participants assigned responsibility based on effort, rather than competence or the 
amount of force exerted on the box. Moreover, participants' judgments were shaped by how 
much effort each agent actually contributed and by a counterfactual judgment of how much the 
agent could have changed the outcome by exerting more or less effort, given their competence. 
Intuitively, the agents who received the most credit for successes exerted a large amount of 
effort and were pivotal to their team’s success (Xiang et al., 2023b). 
 
These studies collectively show how reasoning about other minds enables humans to navigate 
basic problems in collaboration, including deciding how much effort to invest in a collaborative 
task, how to incentivize collaborators to put in their fair share, whom to recruit to a team, and 
how to assign responsibility and rewards for the outcome of a collaboration. A natural next step 
is to consider how the Collaborative Utility Calculus may inform decision-making as 
collaborations unfold. One intriguing possibility for future work is that our framework may provide 
a psychological mechanism to explain how human collaborations achieve efficient divisions of 
labor. As collaborators reason recursively about each other’s competence and effort, they may 
converge on efficient task allocations through mutual adaptation. This proposal aligns with 
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recent empirical work on “co-efficiency”, showing that collaborators often act to minimize joint 
costs (Török et al., 2019, 2021; Sebanz et al., 2006; Knoblich et al., 2011; Brennan et al., 2008). 
 
4.3 Optimizing competence 
The sections above have established that, in order to efficiently divide labor with others, we 
need to represent our collaborators’ competence. However, competence is not static; people get 
better at particular tasks the more they perform them. Indeed, this opportunity to improve has 
long been touted as a key benefit of division of labor: splitting up tasks affords individuals more 
chances to practice and refine their area of specialization (Smith, 1937). However, it also raises 
an important question in collaborative decision making: Is it better to recruit a superstar who is 
the most capable right now, or a rising star whose competence can grow with training and 
investment? And how do decisions about whom to train affect whom people choose to recruit in 
the first place? 
 
According to the Collaborative Utility Calculus, people make these decisions by weighing the 
costs of recruiting and training a collaborator against the benefits that they will bring to the 
collaboration. In one study, participants were shown a heavy box that required two agents 
working together to lift successfully. They then had to recruit agents of varying strengths from a 
lineup and train them to reach the combined strength needed for this collaborative goal (Xiang 
et al., 2024). We found that participants did not simply recruit the strongest agents for the job, 
nor invest in those who would improve the most. Instead, they strategically selected and trained 
agents to be just strong enough to lift the target weight, balancing the costs of training against 
the benefits (see Figure 2E-2F). These results generalized to a separate experiment where 
participants trained students for a math Olympiad, which suggests that these training decisions 
generalize beyond increasing physical strength. In another study, participants trained two 
military defense teams to counter two types of attacks (land and air), where the long-term goals 
and the teams’ relative competences varied (Tian et al., 2026). Overall, participants trained 
collaborators by taking the long view—considering how collaborators’ competence would 
develop, and whether they could rise to meet task demands—rather than making myopic 
decisions based on simpler heuristics such as current competence, learning potential, fairness, 
or versatility. Together, these findings illustrate how the Collaborative Utility Calculus captures 
not just static inferences about others’ abilities, but also how people cultivate individual 
competences to support collaboration over time and ultimately benefit from each other’s 
evolving competences. 
 
 

5.​ Relation to group-level processes 
 
The Collaborative Utility Calculus is an individual-level account of collaboration: it specifies how 
individuals represent costs, rewards, competence, and effort when collaborating with others. 
Collaboration has also been studied at broader levels of analysis, including dyads (Sebanz et al., 
2006; Knoblich et al., 2011; Brennan et al., 2008; McCarthy et al., 2021; Bahrami et al., 2010), 
small groups (Larson, 2013; Almaatouq et al., 2021; Bernstein et al., 2018; Woolley et al., 2010), 
and even joint actions spread over massive networks such as care teams (Edmondson, 2012), 
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ship crews (Hutchins, 1995), intelligence networks (Hackman, 2011), and self-governing online 
communities (O'mahony & Ferraro, 2007; Vélez et al., 2024). Scaling up individual-level theories 
of collaboration to groups introduces new challenges, including understanding how collaborators 
align on shared representations and what institutional and social tools they have available to 
maintain motivation among the group. In this section, we situate the Collaborative Utility 
Calculus within this problem space, clarifying how characterizing individual-level cognitive 
mechanisms may provide new ways to understand and intervene on group-level behaviors. 
 
5.1 Understanding social motivations to collaborate 
Why do people commit to collaborative goals in the first place? Many collaborative activities 
cannot be explained solely in terms of immediate instrumental benefits to all participants. 
Individuals often collaborate when acting alone is more effective to achieve the goal (Curioni et 
al., 2022), and even young children expect agents to collaborate in situations where the same 
outcome could be achieved by themselves with less costs (Vizmathy et al., 2024). These 
patterns raise a foundational puzzle: What motivates people to work together, even when 
collaboration does not bring additional benefits to the individual or entails additional costs? 
 
One influential answer comes from social economics, which argues that individuals’ preferences 
extend beyond their own material payoffs: people may also derive utility from others’ welfare 
(Charness & Rabin, 2002), from fair distributions of payoffs (Fehr & Schmidt, 1999), or from the 
reputational benefits of cooperation (Nowak & Sigmund, 2005). By incorporating these social 
concerns directly into the utility function (Fehr & Schmidt, 1999; Bolton & Ockenfels, 2000; 
Gallucci & Perugini, 2000; Charness & Rabin, 2002), seemingly altruistic collaboration can 
remain instrumentally rational: individuals collaborate because doing so maximizes a broader 
conception of utility that includes social goals.  
 
The Collaborative Utility Calculus takes a different approach by endogenizing certain forms of 
social information. For example, rather than adding a term for other-regarding preference in 
individual utility functions, the framework shows how this preference can arise from maximizing 
one’s immediate benefits in an interdependent setting, where success requires everyone to pull 
their weight. Beyond describing social concerns by adding new preference parameters, this 
approach provides a mechanistic explanation for how certain cooperative behaviors emerge 
from individual social reasoning. 
 
5.2 Coordinating joint actions 
How do individuals coordinate their actions in real time to achieve shared goals? Even in simple 
dyadic tasks—lifting a couch, dancing a waltz, passing a basketball—successful collaboration 
requires partners to anticipate one another, align their behaviors, and adjust dynamically as 
circumstances change. A large body of research on joint action has shown that collaborators 
form shared representations of the task and of each other (Vesper et al., 2010; Knoblich et al., 
2011), and use these representations to infer joint commitments (Michael et al., 2016) and 
predict upcoming actions (Sebanz & Knoblich, 2021; Sebanz et al., 2006). This line of work 
identifies a core principle of shared action plans: they tend to minimize collective costs, 
reflecting sensitivity to joint efficiency (Török et al., 2019, 2021; Mascaro & Csibra, 2022). 
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While this literature provides a rich characterization of the structure and dynamics of 
coordinated behavior, it does not fully explain how individual agents arrive at a shared action 
plan, particularly when costs differ across collaborators. What internal trade-offs are evaluated 
when deciding how much effort to exert? How do differences in competence or willingness to 
bear costs shape the division of labor? The Collaborative Utility Calculus complements joint 
action research by specifying how individuals represent costs, rewards, competence, and effort 
within a unified utility-based framework. In doing so, it highlights that the best solution for a team 
depends on how costly a given action is for each collaborator. These asymmetries can be built 
into real-time coordination tasks to better understand how people divide work when they differ in 
ability or in how much effort they are willing to contribute. 
 
5.3 Embedding collaboration within cultural and institutional structures 
In recent years, humans have been able to collaborate at a scale that is unprecedented in our 
evolutionary history. We can now pursue projects that span decades and involve thousands of 
collaborators spread all over the world. For example, the ATLAS collaboration—a large particle 
physics project at CERN involved in the discovery of the Higgs boson—involves more than 5000 
researchers worldwide supported by massive technological and institutional infrastructure 
(ATLAS collaboration, 2022). These large-scale collaborations have been uniquely enabled by 
both technological innovations that facilitate communication and by institutional innovations to 
fairly distribute tasks, decisions, and credit among the group. Yet collaborating at this grand 
scale is not trivial. For every success story enabled by these technological and institutional 
structures, there are also untold numbers of teams floundering under unclear direction, clashing 
priorities, and ineffective communication. What makes large-scale collaborations possible, and 
why do they sometimes fail? 
 
One influential approach to this question treats collaboration as a distributed cognitive system 
embedded in cultural and institutional structures. Theories in distributed cognition and team 
cognition argue that collaborations include not just the minds of individual collaborators, but also 
structural supports external to individual minds—such as institutional roles, routines, and 
material artifacts (Hutchins, 1991, 1995; Fiore et al., 2010; Wegner, 1987; Stahl, 2006; Cooke et 
al., 2013; Cooke, 2015). Hutchins’ (1995) ethnography of Navy ship navigation provides a 
canonical example: the computational problem of navigation is solved by combining the efforts 
of individual crew members with a suite of navigational tools and communication protocols. No 
single crew member represents “the whole plan” in their mind. In this sense, teams can function 
as cognitive systems whose operations emerge from structured interaction rather than from 
centralized planning in any one individual. More broadly, distributing cognition across individuals 
and across generations also allows for rapid and transformative cultural evolution. The body of 
cultural knowledge is too vast for any single individual to possess (Gabora, 2013), and 
technology can be too complex for individuals to operate on their own (Miton & Jackson, 2025). 
By dividing the cognitive labor, each individual only needs to learn a subset of knowledge or 
skills and can act as a node in a vast distributed system that enables collaborations at scale 
(Vélez et al., 2023).  
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The Collaborative Utility Calculus complements these system-level accounts by specifying the 
individual-level reasoning that operates within such structures. It helps explain why even 
collaborators embedded in the same institutional structure may behave differently due to 
differences in their abilities or costs. For example, two sailors occupying the same monitoring 
role may adopt different reporting thresholds depending on differences in expertise, fatigue, or 
incentives from their supervisor. Distributed cognition frameworks describe how roles and 
artifacts structure coordination, but they typically do not model how asymmetric costs translate 
into individual effort allocation or decision thresholds. The Collaborative Utility Calculus helps fill 
this gap by modeling how individuals reason about costs within these larger structures. 
 
 

6.​ Implications 
 
So far, we have shown that the Collaborative Utility Calculus expands the expressive power of 
Bayesian mentalizing models to capture a wide range of decisions that are central to 
collaboration, such as allocating effort, building a team, and investing in training team members. 
Our modeling framework grounds collaboration in basic mechanisms of human social cognition, 
and is thus compatible with emerging work in computational cognitive science and cognitive 
development. In this section, we examine the developmental origins of these cognitive 
capacities, their implications for pedagogy and communication, and their role in supporting 
large-scale collaborations. We conclude by considering how the Collaborative Utility Calculus 
may provide a principled basis for comparison between human collaborations and emergent 
behaviors in artificial systems. 
 
6.1 Developmental Emergence of the Collaborative Utility Calculus 
The Collaborative Utility Calculus builds on three key ingredients that emerge early in 
development: an understanding of action efficiency, a motivation to act prosocially and jointly 
with others, and the ability to reason about one’s own and others’ competence. We trace how 
each of these components develops during infancy and early childhood to form the foundation 
for collaborative decision-making. There are some parallels of these abilities in non-human 
primates, though understanding whether these capacities are innate inductive biases conserved 
across species and cultures remains an exciting direction for future work (see Box 2).   
 
The first key ingredient is an early-emerging understanding of action efficiency—the expectation 
that agents minimize the costs they incur to achieve their goals. This principle is foundational to 
the Collaborative Utility Calculus, which assumes that agents weigh effort costs against rewards 
to make decisions. To support this reasoning, infants must first learn to interpret others’ actions 
not just as movements, but as goal-directed behaviors. By 9 months, infants interpret others’ 
actions as goal-directed: for example, they understand that an experimenter reaching for a toy 
intends to grab that toy—rather than to reach for that location—and are surprised when the 
experimenter continues reaching towards that location after the toy is moved. This suggests that 
they understand the experimenter’s action as directed toward a specific goal object rather than 
a spatial location (Woodward, 1998). This understanding is accompanied by expectations about 
how rational agents should act. Infants as young as 12 months expect agents to take efficient 
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paths to a goal. They are not surprised when an agent hops over a wall to get to a goal but are 
surprised when the agent makes unnecessary detours, such as hopping over a clear path 
(teleological stance; Gergely & Csibra, 2003).  
 
This understanding of action efficiency depends on infants representing other minds and bodies 
interacting with the physical world. That is, infants interpret actions as a product of an agent’s 
internal properties (e.g., their intent) and external constraints (e.g., the location of the goal) (Liu 
et al., 2025). This understanding is supported by two key insights. The first is an understanding 
of the physical demands of goal-directed action. Past work has found that training 3-month-old, 
prereaching infants to grab objects with “sticky mittens” enables them to better recognize when 
other people use inefficient means to reach for an object, compared to infants who do not have 
this early training (Sommerville et al., 2005; Skerry et al., 2013; Gerson & Woodward, 2014). 
The second is an early-emerging understanding of people as causal agents. Prereaching infants 
are surprised when someone uses inefficient means to light up a toy—which causes a visible 
change—but not when they use inefficient means to simply lift the toy without changing its state 
(Liu et al., 2019). 
 
By the end of the first year, infants can flexibly apply this understanding of action efficiency to 
predict how much effort an agent will exert to achieve a goal, and conversely, to infer how much 
an agent values a goal based on the costs they are willing to incur (Liu et al., 2017). These 
inferences indicate that infants do not simply learn statistical associations between actions and 
outcomes; rather, they form a generative model of agents as intentional actors. This capacity is 
foundational to the Collaborative Utility Calculus, which posits that effort is not a generic cost, 
but rather emerges from the interaction between internal properties and external constraints. 
The early emergence of this generative model suggests that, from infancy, children are 
equipped to use effort as a window into others’ minds. 
 
The second ingredient is a basic set of capacities and motivations that support collaborative 
action. The first is an early-emerging motivation to help: toddlers will help others achieve their 
goals, even when they receive no immediate benefit and the person helped is a stranger 
(Warneken & Tomasello, 2006; but see Cortes Barragan & Dweck, 2014). The second is shared 
intentionality, a motivation to follow through on shared goals—instead of viewing others as tools 
for achieving their own goals, children commit to a joint activity and view themselves and their 
partners as bound by an obligation to complete it (Tomasello & Carpenter, 2007). When this 
obligation is not met—for example, when a collaborator stops participating—toddlers make 
attempts to re-engage them (Warneken et al., 2006). Third, children grasp the interdependent 
nature of collaborative tasks: they understand that one person’s contribution depends on what 
another person does (Henderson & Woodward, 2011) or can do (Warneken et al., 2014), and 
that success often requires coordination between the two parties (Brownell et al., 2006). 
Together, these capacities create the foundation for the Collaborative Utility Calculus, enabling 
children to move beyond individual goal pursuit toward coordinated action with others. 
 
The third ingredient is the ability to reason about one’s own and others’ competence. While 
infants show early sensitivity to action costs, reasoning about competence seems to emerge 
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later in childhood. 4- and 5-year-olds understand that a person is more competent than their 
partner if they complete the same task faster, or complete a more difficult task within the same 
time (Leonard et al., 2019). By age 5, children begin dividing physical and cognitive labor 
strategically, assigning easier tasks to less competent partners and harder tasks to more 
competent partners (Magid et al., 2018; Baer & Odic, 2022). Younger children struggle with 
these judgments (Baer & Odic, 2022), suggesting that this ability requires more advanced 
social-cognitive reasoning. The ability to assess differences in competence and divide labor 
accordingly represents an important step towards the Collaborative Utility Calculus, which 
depends on understanding both individual abilities and how to combine them effectively. 
 
The Collaborative Utility Calculus adds a crucial fourth ingredient: an understanding of effort in 
relation to one’s competence. While past developmental studies have largely examined the two 
separately, with effort often treated as a general cost term, the Collaborative Utility Calculus 
highlights the need for a richer account. It explains why individuals with similar competences 
may contribute very different amounts of work—due to differences in their willingness to exert 
effort—and how effort is redistributed across team members. Thus, a promising direction for 
future research is to investigate how children come to represent competence and effort as 
distinct but interacting components, and how they use these representations to guide 
collaborative decisions. 
 

Box 2: Comparative aspects of collaboration 
Comparing collaboration across species and cultures reveals that there is no single formula 
for working together. While human collaboration is often characterized by centralized 
organization, other species sometimes solve coordination problems through decentralized 
structures. For example, ants collectively solve geometric puzzles like the piano-movers 
puzzle by locally adjusting to one another without representing the geometry of the problem, 
which allows for efficient scaling of cognitive capacities and leads to more robust performance 
in larger groups (Dreyer et al., 2025). Honeybees similarly use decentralized decision-making 
to choose among nectar sources (Seeley et al., 1991). These decentralized strategies reduce 
communication demands and facilitate efficient scaling of cognitive capacities, especially 
valuable given the cognitive limitations of a single ant or honeybee. By contrast, human 
collaborations often involve centralized structures (e.g., selecting leaders), which can improve 
flexibility but also introduces bottlenecks for large groups—groups typically perform as well as 
the best individual leader, and lose many of the benefits of aggregating many people’s 
actions.  These comparisons help reveal the tradeoffs of different collaborative structures. 
 
Human collaborations also differ across cultures. For example, American schoolchildren tend 
to assign leaders and distribute tasks, while Mexican-heritage children often coordinate fluidly 
without explicit leadership (Alcalá et al., 2018). Even within Western cultural contexts, there is 
variation in the extent to which people emphasize independence or interdependence along 
class lines. For example, U.S. students from working-class communities—which tend to 
emphasize interdependence—perform better when they work in groups, compared to working 
individually (Dittmann et al., 2020). These findings suggest that cultural contexts shape 
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collaboration styles, and success depends on whether the metrics used to assess 
achievement align with these cultural styles. 
 
Together, these cross-species and cross-cultural perspectives suggest that there is no 
one-size-fits-all solution to collaboration, but rather a flexible set of different strategies tuned 
to different ecological and social demands. They also highlight a key tradeoff in human 
collaboration: our ability to mentalize allows for flexible, role-sensitive coordination, but often 
at the cost of simplicity and scalability. This raises exciting possibilities for extending the 
Collaborative Utility Calculus to not only model how individuals reason about collaboration, 
but also what we can learn from the broader repertoire of collaborative strategies observed 
across species and societies. 

 
6.2 Pedagogy, communication, pragmatics 
As we have seen, the Collaborative Utility Calculus captures how people incentivize 
collaborators to exert effort and train them to accomplish goals just beyond their current 
capabilities. These properties have important implications for understanding how people teach 
and acquire complex skills in collaborative relationships—such as between advisor and student, 
or artisan and apprentice—and thus have the potential to enrich existing theories of pedagogy 
and communication. 
 
Bayesian models of cooperative communication formalize pedagogy as a series of recursive 
inferences between a teacher and learner. A key implication of this principle is that the cognitive 
processes underlying teaching and social learning are two sides of the same coin (Gweon, 
2021): The teacher (or speaker) selects information to maximize the learner’s belief in a target 
hypothesis, while the learner (or listener) interprets the information to infer the target hypothesis. 
This process can be described using mathematical theories of optimal transport, where the goal 
of communication is to efficiently transfer beliefs into the listener’s mind while minimizing costs 
of providing information (Wang et al., 2020; Shafto et al., 2021).  
 
This principle explains an impressive range of communicative behaviors. Consistent with this 
framework, teachers strategically select information that is tailored to the learner’s beliefs and 
goals (Chen et al., 2024; Shafto et al., 2014; Vélez et al., 2023), while learners can actively 
draw inferences that go beyond what teachers explicitly demonstrate (Bonawitz et al., 2011) to 
evaluate whether teachers are reliable, knowledgeable, and engaged (Shafto et al., 2012; Sobel 
& Kushnir, 2013; Bass et al., 2024). These teaching and learning behaviors emerge across a 
variety of modalities, including learning from examples (Shafto et al., 2014), demonstrations (Ho 
et al., 2021), advice (Vélez & Gweon, 2019), and verbal descriptions (Sumers et al., 2023). In 
the domain of language, this principle is related to the rational speech act model (Goodman & 
Frank, 2016; Degen, 2023), a theoretical framework that explains many instances of flexible 
language use, including hyperbole, generics, and polite speech (Yoon et al., 2020; Tessler & 
Goodman, 2019; Kao et al., 2014). 
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Incorporating representations of competence and effort into Bayesian models of communication 
and pedagogy opens the door to addressing deeper puzzles about how we teach and 
communicate. Prior empirical work suggests that even young children can identify competent 
individuals. Preschoolers selectively learn from reliable teachers and understand that 
competence is context-specific (Koenig et al., 2004; Sobel & Kushnir, 2013). For example, they 
recognize that other children can be better informants than adults about which toys are most fun 
(VanderBorght & Jaswal, 2009), and that people who are experts in one domain might not be 
experts in another (Lutz & Keil, 2002; Keil et al., 2008). Yet, to date, little work has considered 
how competence changes over the course of teaching, or how competence and effort interact. 
Communicating with someone who is highly competent but disengaged, or highly motivated but 
incompetent, calls for different strategies, yet current models rarely distinguish between these 
cases (but see Bass et al., 2024). In addition to addressing these moment-to-moment 
challenges, the Collaborative Utility Calculus offers an account of how humans develop and 
nurture each others’ competence through long apprenticeships or mentorships—for example, 
deciding what to teach by considering not only how to convey the most information at the 
moment, but also anticipating how a learner’s competence might evolve with practice, and what 
kinds of challenges are appropriate at different stages (Xiang & Gershman, 2025b; Chen et al., 
2024; Ham et al., 2025).  
 
6.3 Large-scale collaborations 
The Collaborative Utility Calculus relies on individuals reasoning about others’ mental states 
and abilities. But in large-scale collaborations, these processes—reasoning about what each of 
our collaborators thinks, and what they think other collaborators think—can quickly become 
computationally intractable. How do these individual-level principles scale up to reasoning about 
many minds over an extended collaboration?  
 
This problem is particularly salient in larger collaborations. Suppose that you are a theorist 
collaborating with a molecular biology lab that runs experiments. Tracking the mental state of 
each biologist individually may quickly become intractable. One way to simplify the process of 
reasoning about other minds is to abstract away from individuals and to treat whole groups as a 
single entity. You can represent the biology lab as an abstracted “mind” that can think, have 
intentions, and make plans (Waytz & Young, 2012; Knobe & Prinz, 2008; Strohminger & Jordan, 
2022), or you can represent lab members’ mental states in terms of their institutional roles 
(Jara-Ettinger & Dunham, 2024). Another way to simplify this process is to constrain whom you 
reason about, and how deeply to think. You can structure the biology lab into sub-teams to limit 
the number of collaborators you need to represent (Gershman & Cikara, 2023), or selectively 
engage in recursive reasoning only when necessary (Nasvytis et al., 2025; Charpentier et al., 
2020; Wu et al., 2022). Each of these strategies reduces cognitive load, but at the cost of 
potentially overlooking important information within the group. 
 
To understand how individuals shift between these shortcuts and the more costly recursive 
reasoning in large-scale collaboration, new methodological approaches are required. Currently, 
it is difficult to create large-scale social groups in traditional laboratory experiments, or test 
theories of large-scale social phenomena against real-world data. Recent advances have 



COGNITIVE FOUNDATIONS OF COLLABORATION 
21 

introduced tools to study collaborations at an unprecedented scale, allowing researchers to 
explore how humans adapt to work together effectively in larger groups. In one study, we 
analyzed data from more than 20,000 players in One Hour One Life—a multiplayer online game 
where players build communities and develop technologies (Vélez et al., 2024). We found that 
the composition of communities was closely tied to their growth and decline, and that 
communities that balanced between maintaining and developing technologies tended to thrive. 
These findings open the door to understanding the strengths and weaknesses of different team 
structures, and using new approaches such as multiplayer online games as testbeds for 
theories of large-scale social dynamics. 
 
The challenges of scaling collaboration are not limited to human teams. They also arise in 
human-AI and multi-agent artificial systems, where coordination must occur among agents with 
varying capabilities and access to information. The Collaborative Utility Calculus offers a 
benchmark for evaluating whether these systems behave like human teams: it predicts how 
agents with different capabilities should collaborate and distribute tasks based on inferred utility. 
This would allow for testing whether multi-agent artificial systems truly replicate the principles 
underlying human collaboration (Mieczkowski et al., 2025a; Mieczkowski et al., 2025b)—or 
merely reproduce superficial patterns (e.g., Xiang et al., 2025c; Bigelow et al., 2025). 
Conversely, multi-agent systems also offer a powerful theoretical tool for cognitive science. By 
engineering artificial agents with systematically varied cognitive constraints—such as limited 
planning horizons or restricted access to others’ internal states—we can simulate the 
downstream consequences of individual limitations on group behavior. Multi-agent systems also 
allow us to examine the extent to which large-scale collaboration can emerge purely from simple 
task constraints (as in many multi-agent reinforcement learning systems), versus requiring the 
rich social reasoning instantiated in the Collaborative Utility Calculus. In this way, multi-agent 
systems are not only beneficiaries of cognitive theories, but also experimental platforms for 
testing and refining them. 
 

7.​ Conclusion 
 
Collaboration is a fundamental part of human life. Efforts to understand how humans collaborate 
have spanned decades and disciplines. Philosophical theories define the essential features that 
distinguish individual actions from truly collaborative activities. Evolutionary theories illuminate 
how collaboration can emerge and persist as a stable population-level adaptation to enhance 
group survival and success. Economic theories formalize the incentive structures that enable 
cooperation among self-interested agents. Existing psychological theories explore the cognitive 
mechanisms that allow individuals to infer how individuals think and act. Each of these 
literatures has made important contributions to a different piece of collaboration. What remains 
missing is a framework that connects these pieces. 
 
Here, we propose the Collaborative Utility Calculus, a framework that explains how reasoning 
about other minds enables humans to collaborate. According to this framework, humans have 
an intuitive theory of competence and effort, which they knit together with their intuitive theory of 
belief-desire reasoning to make joint inferences and plan joint actions. We reviewed the 
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empirical evidence supporting this framework throughout the cognitive sciences and discussed 
its broad implications for cognitive science, particularly in understanding how the cognitive 
capacities that support collaboration emerge over development, how they shape pedagogy and 
communication, and how they may scale to support large-scale collaborations in both human 
and artificial systems. 
 
Our framework rests on the premise that people have some information about their 
collaborators’ competence and mental states. When this assumption holds, we have found that 
people are capable of making flexible inferences about others’ competence and effort from 
minimal observations. Yet, when it does not hold, the Collaborative Utility Calculus may also be 
applied to understand how and why collaborations break down. It remains an open question 
how people acquire this information when it is impossible to observe others’ contributions 
directly, as in cross-continental scientific collaborations, or when this information may be less 
reliable, as when collaborators lie about their ability or effort or strategically mislead others’ 
inferences (Xiang et al., 2026). Under these conditions of ambiguity, people may also use 
simpler heuristics instead (Golman et al., 2020)—such as assuming that more confident 
individuals are more competent, or relying on past roles as a proxy for current ability—which 
may circumvent the need for directly inferring these variables and require fewer computational 
resources. The Collaborative Utility Calculus can serve as a benchmark to understand when 
certain heuristics are appropriate and what they may miss in more natural, ambiguous 
settings—for example, when changes in a person’s competence are difficult to observe directly. 
 
Rather than looking at these inferences at a single timepoint, another fruitful direction for future 
work is to consider how they evolve over the course of real-time social interaction. In dynamic 
collaborations, people often signal their intentions through action—by taking paths that are most 
direct to their goals (Baker et al., 2009) or unambiguous in context (Cheng et al., 2022). 
Observers use these cues, along with environmental constraints, to infer what others are 
capable of doing and what they are trying to do (Wu et al., 2021). Using these cues, people can 
coordinate effectively even without explicit communication: In real-time collaborative games, 
individuals converge on joint goals by tracking one another’s actions (Tang et al., 2022; Candidi 
et al., 2015) and can predict future locations even when partners briefly disappear (Yin et al., 
2016). Over time, partners can self-organize into stable, complementary roles, even when they 
cannot directly observe each other’s actions (Goldstone et al., 2024). Modeling these 
interactions through the lens of the Collaborative Utility Calculus may help reveal how beliefs 
about others’ competence and effort are updated iteratively, as people observe and act with one 
another in real time. 
 
The Collaborative Utility Calculus focuses on the cognitive mechanisms that support 
collaboration at the individual level—how people represent their own and other people’s 
competence, effort, and mental states to plan joint actions. Complementary traditions in 
psychological game theory highlight several principles that facilitate coordination at the group 
level. These include common knowledge, a shared understanding of what all parties know 
(Thomas et al., 2014); salience, the use of unique “focal points” to guide convergence on a 
single solution without explicit communication (Schelling, 1960); and group identification, the 



COGNITIVE FOUNDATIONS OF COLLABORATION 
23 

tendency to treat the group’s success as a shared payoff (Colman & Gold, 2018). Integrating 
these principles with the Collaborative Utility Calculus may yield a richer account of how humans 
navigate the challenges of collaboration under cognitive constraints. For example, common 
knowledge may help prevent runaway recursive reasoning about effort, while salience can 
reduce coordination failures by allowing collaborators to align quickly on the same plan. 
 
Collaboration has long been seen as a hallmark of human intelligence—what separates us from 
other species and enables achievements that no individual could accomplish alone (Henrich, 
2015). Today, collaboration is changing rapidly: People now work in large teams on a global 
scale, and artificial systems have the potential to transform how we work together. As the ways 
we collaborate evolve, so must our theories. The Collaborative Utility Calculus opens up new 
avenues for understanding the cognitive tools we have at our disposal to navigate this shifting 
landscape, and how we can better tailor collaborations to the strengths and limitations of the 
human mind. 
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