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The present studies examine the conditions under which incentives, like gifts, are likely to either increase or decrease charitable

giving. Results indicate that when an offer is framed as an altruistic donation, gifts decrease charitable giving, while when the same

offer is framed as a “purchase,” gifts increase charitable giving.
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When Do Gifts Help Charitable Giving 
and When Do They Hurt? 

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Donations are one of the largest sources of revenue for most 

nonprofits and charities and, as a result, a great deal of research in 
psychology, economics, and marketing has explored what factors en-
courage charitable giving. This paper focuses on the effectiveness of 
offering small ‘thank-you’ gifts, such as a pen, coffee mug, or tote 
bag, as means of soliciting charitable donations and specifically, the 
factors that are likely to increase or decrease the effectiveness of 
such offers. 

Motivated by previous work on differences between social and 
monetary markets (e.g., Heyman and Ariely 2004), I hypothesize 
that consumers may evaluate the same offer very differently depend-
ing on whether they are primed with altruistic versus market motiva-
tions. Specifically, when an offer is framed as a “donation,” altruistic 
goals are primed and therefore, benefits to the self (such as a tote bag 
given as a thank-you gift) are likely to decrease charitable giving due 
to crowding out of altruistic motivations. In contrast, when the iden-
tical offer is framed as a purchase (e.g., a tote bag that is offered for 
sale), a market motivation is primed, and therefore, highlighting the 
potential charitable benefits should increase donations because the 
charitable benefit is now seen as an additional benefit of the market 
purchase. In other words, altruistic motivations may be “tainted” by 
incentives, while market motivation may only be enhanced through 
additional incentives (including charitable ones). These predictions 
were tested in a series of studies.  

 As an initial test of people’s lay beliefs, adults were asked to 
predict whether a thank-you gift (a pen bearing a PBS logo) would 
encourage people to donate more, less, or the same amount to pub-
lic broadcasting compared to a donation request that did not offer 
a thank-you gift. The majority of participants (68%) predicted that 
thank-you gifts would increase donation amounts. Analogously, par-
ticipants predicted that the group who was offered a thank-you gift 
would donate significantly more money than the group who was not. 

In Study 2, a new group of adult participants were presented 
with the same materials as in Study 1. However, the presence or ab-
sence of a thank-you gift was manipulated between-subjects. In stark 
contrast to Study 1, participants who were simply asked for a dona-
tion (without any offer of a thank-you gift) were willing to donate 
significantly more than participants who were offered a thank-you 
gift. Moreover, the total amount of money donated was also high-
er in the no-gift condition than in the gift condition. Thus, despite 
people’s predictions, the offer of a thank-you gift actually decreased 
donations both in terms of the average amount per individual as well 
as the total amount donated. 

Study 3 replicated this effect using actual donations, rather than 
hypothetical ones. In this experiment, participants were asked to do-
nate a percentage of their winning from a lottery to the Save-the-
Children foundation. Replicating the previous experiment, partici-
pants who were offered a thank-you gift donated significantly less 
compared to participants who were simply asked for a donation. 

Study 4 examined the mechanism that thank-you gifts reduce 
donation amounts because the external incentive undermines or 
“crowds out” participants’ altruistic motivations (e.g., Deci 1975; 
Lepper and Greene 1980).  To test this explanation, the same gift 
(a cloth shopping bag bearing the organization’s logo) was framed 
as either something that could be used in a personally beneficial 
way (for shopping) or in a manner that benefited others (to increase 
awareness of the cause). As in previous studies, participants in the 
no-gift condition were willing to donate significantly more than par-
ticipants in the benefit-to-self condition. However, consistent with 
the crowding out hypothesis, participants in the benefit-to-others 
condition also donated significantly more than participants in the 
benefit-to-self condition. Donation amounts in the no-gift condition 
and the benefit-to-others conditions were not statistically different.  
Thus, merely reframing the gift as consistent with altruistic goals at-
tenuated the negative effect of thank-you gifts on donation amounts.

Study 5 sought to test the predicted interaction effect by fram-
ing the offer as either a “donation” or a “purchase.” In two donation 
conditions, participants were asked how much they would be willing 
to donate to Smithsonian Folkways recordings, a non-profit aimed at 
helping musicians in underprivileged countries. Half of the partici-
pants were asked how much they would be willing to donate, while 
the other half were asked for a donation that included an electronic 
mp3 album as a thank-you gift. Consistent with the previous find-
ings, participants donated more when simply asked for a donation 
compared to when they were also offered a gift. In two additional 
conditions, participants were asked how much they would be will-
ing to pay for an electronic mp3 album (the same as offered in the 
thank-you gift condition). Half of the participants were merely asked 
how much they would be willing to pay for the album, while the 
other half were told that all of the proceeds would go to benefit the 
Smithsonian non-profit. In these conditions, the pattern of results re-
versed such that participants were willing to pay more for the album 
when it offered a charitable benefit compared to when no benefit was 
highlighted. Thus, the mere framing of an offer as either a donation 
or a purchase seemed to moderate whether the gift increased or de-
creased donations.

In sum, although people have the strong prediction that the of-
fer of thank-you gifts should increase donations, such offers actually 
reduce charitable donations both in terms of the average amount do-
nated per individual as well as the total amount donated. This effect 
is consistent with the hypothesis that the offer of external incentives 
undermines or “crowds out” altruistic motivations. However, if the 
same offer is presented as a “purchase,” additional incentives (in-
cluding charitable ones) increase willingness to pay since a market, 
rather than altruistic goal has been activated.  
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