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SESSIOn OVERVIEW
Charitable giving is a $290 billion industry in the United States 

(Giving USA Foundation 2011). With over 800,000 charitable or-
ganizations in the United States alone, charities must compete for 
limited donation dollars (Small and Verrochi 2009). As a result of 
this competition, nonprofit organizations claim that encouraging do-
nations is their single most important challenge (West 2004). For this 
reason, charities have begun to spend significant amounts of money 
on marketing (Watson 2006). In addition to helping charities increase 
their donation rates, understanding what makes people likely to do-
nate is important for consumer welfare as giving has been tied to 
increases in happiness and life satisfaction (Lyubomirsky, Tkach and 
Sheldon 2004, Meier and Stutzer 2008) as well as decreases in anxi-
ety and depression (Field, Hernandez-Reif, Quintino, Schanberg and 
Kuhn 1998). This raises the important question: Why do people give 
and under what conditions are they more likely to do so?

With four papers, this session addresses this question as it in-
tegrates various research perspectives to identify factors that lead to 
charitable giving. Garbinsky and Aaker examine the effectiveness 
of emotional donation appeals over time. While past research has 
shown that inducing a negative emotion (sadness) results in greater 
willingness to give immediately following advertisement exposure, 
they show that inducing a positive emotion (happiness) results in 
greater donation amounts if solicitation occurs at a later point in 
time. Herzenstein and Small focus on how situational factors affect 
willingness to give by examining the effects of scarcity, showing that 
when financial resources are scarce, people are more likely to give to 
charities concentrated on local as opposed to global causes. This out-
come is a result of social myopia whereby financial scarcity causes 

them to more heavily discount the lives of distant others relative to 
close others. Vohs and Fennis investigate how reminders of money 
affect donation behavior depending upon the frame. Interestingly, 
they find that when appeals are framed in terms of others, people 
reminded of money are less generous than others, but when appeals 
are framed in terms of the self, people reminded of money are more 
generous than others. Finally, Norton et al. focus on the positive con-
sequences of giving by providing the first evidence for a psychologi-
cal universal: people around the world experience emotional rewards 
from using their financial resources to benefit others. This emotional 
benefit was observed not only in countries with plentiful resources, 
but also in impoverished nations. 

Make them Smile:  
the temporal Effect of Emotions on Giving

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Charity advertisements often display a picture of a victim in 

order to obtain prosocial responses. These advertisements are effec-
tive because the victim’s facial expression has the power to elicit 
the same emotion in the observer by means of emotional contagion 
(Hatfield, Cacioppo and Rapson 1992, 1994, Neumann and Strack 
2000). For this reason, the emotional response that is elicited by the 
charity appeal depends heavily on the nature of the accompanying 
picture. Past research has shown that advertisements evoking sad-
ness are more effective than advertisements evoking happiness if the 
donation is solicited immediately after exposure (Small and Verrochi 
2009). However, it remains unclear if the same pattern holds over 
time. 

Knowing that positive emotions are better remembered than 
negative ones (Walker, Vogl and Thompson 1997), we hypothesize 
that the immediate advantage of sadness-inducing advertisements 
will fade over time, and as a result, if a donation is solicited long af-
ter advertisement exposure, happiness-inducing advertisements will 
result in greater giving. Furthermore, we hypothesize that individu-
als’ reasons for donating differ depending on whether the donation is 
solicited immediately after advertisement exposure vs. a later point 
in time and that these differential reasons also play an important role 
in the amount of money that people ultimately decide to give.   

To test the first hypothesis, experiment 1 examined whether ma-
nipulating the emotion evoked while reading an advertisement would 
affect donation rates at a later point in time. Thus, participants were 
asked to evaluate an advertisement for St. Jude Children’s Research 
Hospital that depicted a child with a happy or sad facial expression 
and then asked two weeks later about their likelihood of donating to 
this organization if they were to win a $50 lottery. Thus, experiment 
1 utilized a single-factor between-subjects design where the emotion 
evoked while reading an advertisement was manipulated (advertise-
ment: happy vs. sad) and where the donation rate two weeks later 
was the key dependent variable. 

Follow-up survey results revealed no significant differences in 
the propensity to donate if the $50 lottery was won (χ2 = .54, p = .46). 
However, there were significant differences in the amount of money 
participants would be willing to donate if they won (t(30) = -2.36, p 
= .025). Participants that viewed the happy advertisement two weeks 
ago indicated that they would be willing to donate a greater por-
tion of their $50 winnings (M = 20.67, SD = 14.25) than participants 
that viewed the sad advertisement (M = 10.65, SD = 9.60). While 
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sadness-inducing advertisements cause increased giving in the short-
term, these results reveal that this pattern reverses over time. 

To test the second hypothesis, experiment 2 examined the dif-
ferential reasons for why individuals donate immediately after ad-
vertisement exposure or at a later point in time when sadness vs. 
happiness was induced while viewing the advertisement. After rat-
ing their current emotional state, participants were exposed to an ad-
vertisement for St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital that depicted 
either a happy-faced child or a sad-faced child. Then, half of the par-
ticipants were asked whether they would donate money to St. Jude if 
they were to win a $50 lottery while they were viewing the ad while 
the other half were asked whether they would donate money to St. 
Jude one week later. Those who indicated that they would donate 
were asked to provide an amount in addition to reasons why they 
would donate. Thus, experiment 2 utilized a 2 (ad: happy vs. sad) x 
2 (donate: now vs. later) between-subjects design.

Follow-up survey results revealed no significant differences in 
the propensity to give for the donate now (χ2 = 1.045, p = .307) vs. 
donate one week later conditions (χ2 = .436, p = .509). However, 
there were significant differences in the amount of money partici-
pants would be willing to donate if they won. In the donate now 
condition, participants that viewed the sad advertisement indicated 
that they would be willing to donate a greater portion of their $50 
winnings (M = 30.23, SD = 14.92) than participants that viewed the 
happy advertisement (M = 20.00, SD = 14.83), t(46) = 2.37, p = .022. 
Conversely, in the donate later condition, participants that viewed 
the happy advertisement indicated that they would be willing to do-
nate a greater portion of their $50 winnings (M = 25.00, SD = 13.96) 
than participants that viewed the sad advertisement (M = 15.79, SD 
= 8.04), t(38) = -2.52, p = .016.

These temporal effects of donation solicitation then translated 
into differential reasons for giving based on the emotion that was 
evoked while viewing the advertisement. Participants were provided 
with a list of 8 statements and asked to indicate the extent to which 
the statement would be true for them if they were to win the lottery 
and donate. In the donate now conditions, one’s current emotions 
(the emotions evoked by the ad) seemed to play a critical role in the 
decision to donate. Those in the sad ad condition indicated greater 
agreement with the statement that they would donate in order to feel 
happy than those in the happy ad condition, t(46) = 2.054, p = .046. 
In the donate later conditions, one’s current emotions do not seem to 
play a large role, with participants in the happy ad condition indicat-
ing greater agreement with the statement that they would donate to 
feel important than those in the sad ad condition, t(38) = -2.318, p = 
.026. Furthermore, this desire to feel important mediates the relation-
ship between ad condition and amount donated for the donate later 
participants, with a 95% confidence interval excluding zero (.488, 
9.743).

Our studies are one of the first to integrate a temporal perspec-
tive on donating, with the results suggesting that the reasons why 
people give differ across time. Furthermore, the findings illustrate 
that eliciting negative emotions (sadness) may not always be advan-
tageous and it is important to consider when donations will be solic-
ited when designing charity advertisements. In follow-up investiga-
tions, we hope to shed more light on why time differentially affects 
emotions that were elicited during appeals and how charities can 
effectively use these mechanisms to increase their donation rates. 

donating in Recessionary times: Resource Scarcity, 
Social distance, and Charitable Giving

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
We examine whether perceptions of financial scarcity 

affect the allocation of resources to charity. A common sense 
assumption is that donations will decrease when resources are 
scarce. Indeed, charitable giving in the U.S. declined by seven 
percent during the global economic crisis in 2008. Interestingly, 
however, during that time, donations to national charities decreased 
more than to local ones (Rosenblum 2010). Thus, in addition to any 
main effect decrease in financial giving when resources are scarce, it 
appears that people choose differently—directing resources toward 
different causes. The present research examines this phenomenon in 
the laboratory with tighter controls and attempts to understand the 
psychology behind resource scarcity and donation choices.

Our main hypothesis is that people direct resources toward 
more socially proximate causes when resources are scarce than when 
they are abundant.  In general, people are more empathic and helpful 
when they feel closer to others. Research on intergroup relations 
consistently finds that people care more about others in their in-group 
than in the out-group (e.g., Dovidio et al. 1997) and are less caring as 
anonymity between people increases (Bohnet and Frey 1999). 

We expect that this tendency is amplified under conditions 
of resource scarcity and diminished under conditions of resource 
abundance. Why? From an evolutionary perspective, when resources 
are scarce, shifting focus to one’s own group is necessary for survival. 
However, when financial resources are abundant, people may feel 
less concerned about in-group protection and more empowered to 
help others, regardless of their psychological distance.

In a recent paper, Shah, Shafir, and Mullainathan (2011) 
find that people behave more myopically when resources are 
scarce—heavily discounting the future. These findings help explain 
why the poor, compared with other populations, are more likely to 
take short-term high-interest loans, which help in the short run but 
are clearly damaging in the long run. People may likewise be socially 
myopic under conditions of scarcity—more heavily discounting the 
lives of distant others relative to close others. Indeed, Jones and 
Rachlin (2006) found that generosity declines with social distance 
in a “hyperbolic” pattern that resembled the hyperbolic function 
observed in studies of time discounting. Thus, there are fundamental 
similarities between temporal and social distance and that may 
translate to corresponding patterns under conditions of scarcity. 

To test this hypothesis, we conducted three experiments 
involving actual monetary donations. In all experiments participants 
arrived at a lab, were seated in private cubicles, and received $5 
compensation for their participation. In all experiments we induced 
feelings of financial scarcity or abundance by asking participants 
to estimate how much money they have in their combined bank 
accounts (following Nelson and Morrison (2005)). In the scarce 
resource condition, the scale for this question ranged from $0 to over 
$50,000 with increments of $5,000. Almost all participants checked 
the first tier of this scale. In the abundant resource condition, the scale 
ranged from $0 to over $500 with increments of $50, and almost 
all participants checked the last tier of the scale. In an ostensibly 
unrelated experiment participants read about a “great way to help 
children” and a description of UNICEF followed. 

In the first two experiments, the donation targets were 
UNICEF in the U.S. (“helping children in our local community”) and 
Africa (“helping children in a faraway community”). In experiment 
1 (n = 107) we employed a within-participant design such that all 
participants could donate to UNICEF U.S., UNICEF Africa, or not 
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donate at all. They could also decide the amount to be donated. 
Donations were made in private to reduce any social pressure. We 
calculated the difference between the donation each participant 
allocated to the U.S. and Africa and subjected this variable to an 
ordered logit. Results show that resource scarcity significantly 
impacts where the money was donated: as resources become scarce, 
donations to the U.S. fund increased compared with Africa. 

In experiment 2 (n = 158) we used a between-participants 
design such that roughly half of the participants read about UNICEF 
U.S. and the other half about UNICEF African. A 2(scarcity) × 
2(donation target) ANOVA revealed only a significant interaction 
such that donations to the U.S. fund are higher than to the Africa 
fund when resources are perceived as scarce, but when resources 
are abundant there is no significant difference between the amounts 
donated to each country. 

In experiment 3 (n = 131) we attempted to generalize 
our finding to another natural in-group/out-group dichotomy. Half 
of participants were asked to donate to “help improve the living 
conditions of business students like you” and the other half was 
asked to donate to “help improve the living conditions of agriculture 
students”. A 2(scarcity) × 2(donation target) ANOVA revealed a 
significant interaction. Donations to business students are higher 
than to agriculture students when resources are perceived as scarce, 
but when resources are abundant there is no significant difference 
between the amounts donated to each group.

In sum, three experiments show that resource scarcity leads 
to socially-myopic donation choices. The results have important 
implications for understanding public aid in recessionary times. They 
suggest that beyond a simple decrease in generosity when financial 
resources are tight, there is also a shift in where people donate.

Are the Rich or Poor the More Generous Ones? It 
depends on the Way the Appeal is Framed

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Are the rich or poor the more generous ones? Confusingly, there 

are supportive findings on both sides. Two studies investigated how 
money reminders produce differential donation behavior. Our results 
in fact suggest that both states can lead people to donate more (or 
less), depending on the way that the appeal is framed. 

Research has documented that having money can result in more 
and less donation behavior. Longitudinal research by Schervish and 
Havens (2001) has found that the wealthiest 7% of U.S. households 
contribute over 50% of the money to charitable causes. Experimen-
tal studies demonstrated the existence of a “noblesse oblige” social 
norm that prompts high status individuals, and not their low status 
counterparts, to behave prosocially (Fiddick and Cummins 2007). 
But the reverse also seems to be true, in that people without much 
money tend to donate more than their richer counterparts. For in-
stance, household incomes of greater than $100,000 donate a lower 
proportion of their incomes than those of less than $25,000 (Gardyn 
2003). 

Because people who possess many or few financial resources 
might be inherently different types of people and, accordingly, such 
individual differences might be driving differences in donation be-
havior, we first sought to study the effects of mere exposure to the 
idea of money on donation behavior. In study 1, participants were 
brought into the laboratory and given 8 quarters ($.25) for their par-
ticipation, a device that also allowed us to be sure that participants 
possessed money for the donation opportunity to follow. Next came 
a manipulation of the idea of money: Participants were either re-
minded of money or nonmoney (neutral) concepts via a phrase de-

scrambling task. After completing filler questionnaires, participants 
were told that the experiment was over and given a false debrief-
ing. While participants gathered their belongings, the experimenter 
pointed to a covered box in the back of the room and commented 
that the lab was taking donations for the University Student Fund if 
the participant wished to donate. Participants were given a private 
opportunity to donate, which was the dependent measure. 

The results showed that money-reminded participants donated 
less than participants in the neutral condition. In fact, money remind-
ed participants donated on average 57% of what others did. 

Study 1’s results indicated that people reminded of money were 
less generous than others. A broader conclusion from this and other 
work is that people reminded of having money appear to be driven 
by a focus on the self (Vohs et al. 2006). Yet most donation appeals 
focus explicitly on others, not the self. We hypothesized that when an 
appeal for donations is framed in terms of others, people reminded of 
money would be less generous than others, as in study 1. Yet when 
framed in terms of the self, people reminded of money were pre-
dicted to be more generous than others. 

We predicted the opposite effect for people reminded of lacking 
money. Recent work has depicted low socioeconomic individuals as 
more generous, charitable, trusting, and helpful compared to their 
high social class counterparts (Piff et al. 2010). By implication, we 
predicted that when in a mindset of lacking money, donations would 
rise if participants were reminded of others and fall if they were re-
minded of the self. 

We tested our hypotheses using a field experiment assessing ac-
tual monetary donations to an existing charitable cause. The design 
was a 2 (prime: having money vs. lacking money) x 2 (reminder: 
own behavior vs. others’ behavior) between-subjects factorial de-
sign. Participants first performed a descramble task designed to 
prime the sense of either having versus lacking money. 

Then the experimenter indicated that she was soliciting mon-
etary donations for the World Wildlife Fund (WWF). Participants in 
the self condition were asked if they agreed that thought the WWF 
was a worthy organization (all agreed). Then the experimenter re-
minded them of their support of the WWF and asked for a donation. 
In the other condition, participants were told that many other people 
had already supported the WWF by donating. Then the experimenter 
asked for a donation. 

Results showed the expected pattern, that prime and reminder 
conditions interacted to predict donation behavior. In support of hy-
potheses, participants primed with the idea of having money donated 
more when the call for charity reminded them of their own behavior 
than when it highlighted the behaviors of others. Among participants 
who had been primed with the idea of lacking money, the pattern re-
versed — these participants donated more of their own money when 
the charitable request reminded them not of themselves but of the 
behavior of others. 

Previous work has shown that people who have money display 
more charitable giving than do people lacking money — but, per-
turbingly, the reverse also has ample support. The present research 
shows that both outcomes depend on the way the appeal for generos-
ity is framed. 

Prosocial Spending and Well-being: Cross-Cultural 
Evidence for a Psychological Universal

ExtEndEd AbStRACt
Warren Buffett, one of the richest people in the world, recently 

pledged to give away 99% of his wealth, saying that he “couldn’t be 
happier with that decision” (Buffet 2010).  Consistent with Buffett’s 
claim, recent research suggests that financial generosity may indeed 
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promote happiness (e.g., Dunn, Aknin and Norton 2008).  For Buf-
fett, this striking act of generosity necessitated little self-sacrifice; he 
noted that “my family and I will give up nothing we need or want 
by fulfilling this 99% pledge,” whereas for other people, “the dol-
lars [they] drop into a collection plate or give to United Way mean 
forgone movies, dinners out, or other personal pleasures” (Buffett 
2010). Of course, in many parts of the world, spending one’s limited 
financial resources on others may mean sacrificing more than just 
movies and dinners out. Does spending money on others promote 
happiness even in relatively impoverished areas of the world? 

To examine the correlation between prosocial spending and 
subjective well-being within a large number of countries, we use 
data collected from 136 countries between 2006-2008 as part of the 
Gallup World Poll (GWP; total N = 234,917, Mage = 38, SD = 17; 49% 
male).  The sample represents over 95% of the world’s adult popu-
lation (aged 15 and older) and provides an exceptionally large and 
diverse snapshot. The data are collected using randomly selected, 
nationally representative samples with a mean size of 1321 individu-
als per country (SD = 730, range = 141- 4437). The relationship be-
tween prosocial spending and SWB is positive in 120 out of 136 
countries included in the Gallup World Poll, with this relationship 
reaching traditional levels of significance (p < .05) in some 59% of 
these 120 countries. In a pooled global estimate, the prosocial spend-
ing coefficient, b = .27, p < .03, exceeds half the coefficient of log 
income, b = .41, p < .03. Thus donating to charity has a similar rela-
tionship to SWB as a doubling of household income. Importantly, al-
though rates of prosocial spending are higher in wealthier countries, 
r(134) = 0.54, p < .001, the size of the relationship between proso-
cial spending and SWB that emerges within countries is unrelated 
to rates of donation, r(134) = -.10, p = .23, or to the countries’ mean 
incomes, r(134) = -.09, p = .31, suggesting that generous financial 
behavior is linked to well-being in poor and rich countries alike.

In Study 2a, we tested the causal impact of prosocial spending 
on happiness, randomly assigning participants in Canada (N = 140) 
and Uganda (N = 680) to write about a time they had spent money 
on themselves (personal spending) or others (prosocial spending). 
As predicted, there was a significant main effect of spending type, 
whereby participants randomly assigned to recall a purchase made 
for someone else (M = .09, SD = 1.00) reported significantly higher 
happiness than participants assigned to recall a purchase made for 
themselves (M = -.09, SD = 0.99), F(1, 784) = 8.21, p = .004. The in-
teraction of spending type and country was not significant, F(1, 784) 
= 1.88, p = .17. Thus, participants in Canada and Uganda reported 
higher levels of happiness when they thought about spending money 
on others rather than themselves. In Study 2b, participants in India 
(N = 101) were assigned to recall a recent purchase in which they 
spent money on themselves (personal spending condition) or some-
one else (prosocial spending condition); those in the control condi-
tion proceeded directly to our happiness measures without recalling 
a past spending experience. A one-way ANOVA revealed significant 
between-group differences in positive affect, F(2, 96) = 3.44, p < .04. 
Using LSD contrasts, we found that positive affect levels reported by 
participants in the control condition (M = 3.72, SD = .72) and per-
sonal spending condition (M = 3.64, SD = .49) were not significantly 
different from each other, p > .65; most importantly, participants in 
the prosocial spending condition reported higher levels of PA (M = 
4.11, SD = .54) than participants in either of the other conditions, 
p’s < .04.

In Study 3, participants in both Canada (N = 60) and Uganda 
(N = 95) engaged in a version of the “dictator game,” a widely-used 
economic paradigm in which generous financial behavior can be ob-
served in a controlled setting. We entered trait happiness, donation 

amount, country, and a donation amount X country interaction term 
into a linear regression equation predicting post-task positive affect. 
Supporting our hypothesis, donation size was the only significant 
predictor of post-task PA, such that larger donations were associated 
with higher levels of positive affect (β = .27, p < .001). The interac-
tion of donation amount and country (β = -.06, p > .45) did not ap-
proach significance, such that donation amount predicted dictators’ 
post-task positive affect in both the Ugandan (β = .19, p < .04) and 
Canadian (β = .35, p < .005) samples. 

Taken together, the present studies provide the first evidence for 
a possible psychological universal: human beings around the world 
experience emotional rewards from using their financial resources 
to benefit others. From an evolutionary perspective, the emotional 
rewards that people experience when they help others may serve as 
a proximate mechanism that evolved to facilitate prosocial behav-
ior, which may have carried short-term costs but long-term benefits 
for survival over human evolutionary history. The robustness of 
this mechanism is supported by our finding that people experience 
emotional benefits from sharing their financial resources with others 
not only in countries where such resources are plentiful, but also 
in impoverished countries where scarcity might seem to limit the 
possibilities to reap the gains from giving to others. In highlight-
ing the potential universality of emotional benefits stemming from 
prosocial spending, the present work adds to the chorus of recent 
interdisciplinary research on the importance of generosity for human 
well-being.
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