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When consumers’ moral identity is activated, they are more motivated to connect with others, leading to a preference for giving time

rather than money. This occurs primarily when giving time is costly (Study 1) or unpleasant (Study 2). Further, moral identity

activation interacts with moral identity centrality (Study 3).
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In this article, we propose that motivation to connect with others 

is a key driver of the effect of moral identity on preference for giving 
time rather than money. This identity-based motivation (Oyserman 
2007) is expected to have its strongest effect when time is costly or 
psychologically unpleasant to give. When time is relatively costless 
to give (e.g., when time is abundant), or when giving is relatively 
pleasant, virtually anyone should be willing to give it.  However, 
when giving time is relatively scarce or unpleasant, consumers are 
likely to need an additional impetus such as moral identity to moti-
vate them to give time rather than money. Moreover, the effect of ac-
tivated moral identity on preference for giving time should be stron-
gest for those who are high in trait-based moral identity, since their 
moral self possesses a higher activation potential (Reed et al. 2009).

Hypothesis 1: Giving time makes consumers feel more con-
nected to aid recipients than giving money does, 
particularly when moral identity is activated.

We argue that it is when giving time is costly or unpleasant that 
activating moral identity will most strongly trigger a preference to 
give time vs. money. After all, when time is easy to give, most con-
sumers will likely give it. It is when time is costly or unpleasant to 
give that consumers will need additional motivation to give it – and 
moral identity can provide that motivation (see Oyserman 2007). 

Hypothesis 2: Activating moral identity will lead to a prefer-
ence for giving time vs. money primarily when 
giving time is scarce.

Hypothesis 3: Activating moral identity will lead to a prefer-
ence for giving time vs. money primarily when 
giving time is psychologically unpleasant.

Prior research has shown that consumers are more responsive 
to a situational cue that activates an identity if they hold the identity 
(LeBoeuf, Shafir, and Bayuk 2010; Reed 2004). To further confirm 
that our effects are driven by identity-based motivation (Oyserman 
2007), we test whether a situational cue activating moral identity 
interacts with individual differences in moral identity centrality to 
drive preferences to give time vs. money.

Hypothesis 4: Activating moral identity will lead to a prefer-
ence for giving time vs. money when trait-based 
moral identity is high, relative to when it is low.

Study 1 tests H1 and H2. 268 participants (104 males, 162 fe-
males, 2 preferred not to answer) were randomly assigned to a cell in 
a 2 (Moral Identity Activated vs. Not Activated) x 2 (Time Scarce and 
Money Abundant vs. Time Abundant and Money Scarce) between-
subjects design. They first completed a moral identity activation task 
and then an ostensibly unrelated donation task.

Results
Donation Preferences. We found a moral identity activation x 

scarcity interaction, F(1, 238) = 9.21, p<.01, Partial η2 = .04. When 
time was scarce and money was abundant, participants in the moral 
identity activated condition preferred giving time rather than money 
more so than participants in the moral identity not activated condi-
tion, F(1, 238) = 8.29, p<.01, Partial η2 = .03. However, preferences 
for giving time vs. money were similar across the moral identity ac-
tivation conditions when time was abundant and money was scarce, 
F(1, 238) = 0.88, n.s. This result confirms H2

Connection to Aid Recipients. We ran a hierarchical regression 
predicting felt connection to aid recipients, and found a main effect 
of gender, such that women felt more connected to aid recipients than 
men did, b = 0.50, t(233) = 2.65, p<.01, Partial η2 in corresponding 
ANOVA = .03. A main effect of donation preference also emerged, 
such that participants felt more connected to aid recipients as they 
expressed a stronger preference to give time rather than money, b = 
0.31, t(233) = 4.15, p<.001, Partial η2 in corresponding ANOVA = 
.13. This effect was qualified by a donation preference x moral iden-
tity activation interaction, b = 0.30, t(233) = 2.73, p<.01, Partial η2 in 
corresponding ANOVA = .03.This result confirms H1.

Study 2 tests H3. Participants were led to believe that giving 
time involved relatively neutral tasks (e.g., filing papers at a hospital) 
or relatively unpleasant ones (e.g., emptying bedpans at a hospital). 
Drawn from a university behavioral lab panel, 238 participants (88 
males, 144 females) were randomly assigned to a cell in a 2 (Moral 
Identity Activated vs. Not Activated) x 2 (Volunteering Time High 
vs. Low on Unpleasantness) between-subjects design. The study 
consisted of two ostensibly unrelated tasks: the moral identity acti-
vation task from Study 2 and a donation task. After these and other 
unrelated studies, participants were debriefed and paid $10.

Results
Main Analysis. We ran an ANOVA predicting preferences for 

giving time vs. money. The predictors included all relevant control 
variables from study 1, the moral identity activation condition, the 
unpleasantness condition, and the moral identity activation x un-
pleasantness interaction. The predicted moral identity activation x 
unpleasantness interaction emerged, F(1, 201) = 7.73, p<.01, Par-
tial η2 = .04. When volunteering time was high on unpleasantness, 
activating moral identity increased preferences for giving time vs. 
money, F(1, 201) = 6.74, p<.05, Partial η2 = .03. However, when vol-
unteering time was low on unpleasantness, activating moral identity 
had no effect on preferences for giving time vs. money, F(1, 201) = 
0.45, n.s. This result confirms H3.

Study 3 tested H4, that activating moral identity will lead to 
greater preferences for giving time vs. money for people higher in 
trait-based moral identity, relative to those lower in trait-based moral 
identity.  Ninety-two participants (41 males, 51 females) from a uni-
versity behavioral lab took part in a study with a 2 (Moral Identity 
Activated vs. Not Activated) x 2 (Moral Identity Centrality High vs. 
Low) between-subjects design. 



558 / Charities, Connections, and Costs: Why and When Moral Identity Triggers Preferences to Donate Time versus Money

Results and Discussion
To predict preferences to give time vs. money, we ran a hierar-

chical regression. The predictors were the control variables, the main 
effects of moral identity activation and moral identity centrality, and 
the moral identity activation x moral identity centrality interaction. 
As predicted, a moral identity activation x moral identity centrality 
interaction emerged, b = 2.03, t(61) = 2.60, p<.05, Partial η2 in cor-
responding ANOVA = .10.

REFERENCES
LeBoeuf, Robyn A., Eldar Shafir, and Julia Belyavsky Bayuk 

(2010), “The Conflicting Choices of Alternating Selves,” 
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 
111(1), 48-61.

Oyserman, Daphna (2007), “Social Identity and Self-Regulation,” 
In Arie W. Kruglanski and E. Tory Higgins (Eds.), Social 
Psychology: Handbook of Basic Principles (2nd edition), New 
York: Guilford Press, 432-453.

Reed II, Americus (2004), “Activating the Self-Importance of 
Consumer Selves: Exploring 

Identity Salience Effects on Judgments” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 31 (September) 286-95.


