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When a fundraising advertisement highlighted a lack of descriptive norm, the more involved individuals responded more favorably.

When a prevalence descriptive norm was portrayed, this relation was weaker, whereas the more socially susceptible individuals

responded more favorably, more so than when the appeal centered on a lack of descriptive norm.

 
 
[to cite]:

Ada Leung and Huimin Xu (2013) ,"Descriptive Norm As a Moderator in Predicting Fundraising Responses From Involvement

and Social Influence Susceptibility", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 41, eds. Simona Botti and Aparna

Labroo, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1015655/volumes/v41/NA-41

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1015655/volumes/v41/NA-41
http://www.copyright.com/


731 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 41, ©2013

Descriptive Norm as a Moderator in Predicting Fundraising Responses from Involvement 
and Social Influence Susceptibility

Huimin Xu, The Sage Colleges, USA
Ada Leung, Penn State Berks, USA

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
With cuts in government funding, a lot of vital societal func-

tions from medical research to disaster relief increasingly rely on 
charitable giving from individuals. Research has looked into char-
acteristics of individuals who are more likely to give, and charac-
teristics that may boost a fundraising message’s effectiveness. Our 
research seeks to understand interactions between certain charac-
teristics of audience and fundraising messages in shaping favorable 
responses to fundraising messages. As a contribution to the market-
ing and charitable giving literature, this research represents the first 
examination of descriptive norms’ moderating effect on the relation-
ships between involvement, social influence susceptibility and fun-
draising message responses. We demonstrate that taking descriptive 
norms into consideration can boost the effectiveness of targeting in 
obtaining donor support. Another contribution of this research is that 
it extends prior work on descriptive norms by showing that highlight-
ing the prevalence of donations does not always increase fundraising 
effectiveness. Instead, fundraising campaigns may benefit more from 
portraying a lack of popularity in donating when targeting potential 
donors who are highly involved.

In the context of fundraising, high involvement would predis-
pose one to respond positively to the message. However, the strength 
of this relation would vary depending on one message characteris-
tic, i.e., whether a descriptive norm of donating being prevalent is 
stressed in a fundraising message. When a message portrays a de-
scriptive norm in donating to the related organization, it leads to a 
perception of gaining adequate financial resources. Kingma (1989) 
posits that if charitable giving is purely driven by altruism, the knowl-
edge of an increase in contributions by others with $1 would reduce 
one’s own contribution with $1. Others’ contributions are to some 
degree seen as substitutes for one’s own.  Subsequently an individual 
may deem his/her contribution as less necessary, since the soliciting 
organization’s goal is already met. This is termed a “crowding out” 
effect (Abrams and Schmitz 1984) which would dampen the more 
involved individuals’ natural tendency of responding favorably to 
fundraising. In contrast, when a message depicts an absence of norm 
in giving, an involved, caring individual would infer the severity of 
financial shortage and thus would resonate more with the solicitation. 

Perceived descriptive norm has a different moderating role for 
another audience characteristic, i.e., social influence susceptibility. 
A socially susceptible reader/viewer is on the watch for the presence 
or absence of “social proof” (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004) depicted 
in a message. Doing the popular thing provides benefits that include 
boosted certainty about the worthiness of a cause/organization, feel-
ing good about being socially approved, and earning a reputation 
among certain social groups. When a prevalence descriptive norm 
is portrayed in a fundraising message, the more socially susceptible 
individuals would feel more eager to jump onto the bandwagon to 
enjoy these benefits, thus they would respond more favorably to the 
message. However, when a message reveals that few people donate, 
donating is unable to provide potential donors such social benefits. 
The association between social influence susceptibility and favorable 
responses would fare weaker when an unpopularity descriptive norm 
is present, relative to when a prevalence descriptive norm is present.   

To examine these two interactions, an experiment was conduct-
ed among 166 college students. Descriptive norms in fundraising 

messages were manipulated (“many donate” vs. “few donate”). Pre-
existing involvement with the topical non-profit organization and 
social influence susceptibility (Bearden, Netemeyer and Teel 1989) 
were measured. The key outcome variable is the immediate cognitive 
and affective responses to a fundraising message. A regression that 
includes descriptive norm appeal type, involvement, susceptibility 
to social influence, and two interaction terms supports the involve-
ment x descriptive norm hypothesis (p < .016). Specifically, in the 
“few donate” condition, higher involvement predicts more favorable 
responses (r =.47, p < .001); but in the “many donate” condition, 
this positive association is statistically weaker (r = .26, p = .02). The 
susceptibility x descriptive norm interaction emerges marginally 
significant (p = .06). For the “few donate” condition, social influ-
ence susceptibility doesn’t predict favorable responses (r = .1, ns.); 
but in the “many donate” condition, greater susceptibility translates 
to more favorable responses (r = .42, p <.001). Meanwhile, greater 
involvement and greater social influence susceptibility both predict 
more favorable message responses.  

These findings bear managerial implications for what is known 
as “social norm marketing” (Berkowitz 2005). Sometimes people’s 
normative beliefs, whether rooted in reality or not, are entrenched 
and not readily changeable in the short run through advertising (Po-
lonec, Major, and Atwood 2006). Further, ethical questions arise 
when fundraisers mis-present descriptive norms in an attempt to gain 
certain advantages. In such circumstances fundraisers would be bet-
ter served if they examine and accept the reality of normative belief 
to decide who would be the most promising audience to target, e.g., 
the more involved, or the more socially impressionable? 

Although this research conceptually treats descriptive norm as 
a moderator, the results also shed light on norm’s role as a focal pre-
dictor. Its lack of main effect echoes earlier research that tested the 
causal link between norms and behaviors with mixed results. The 
current findings suggest that the choice of descriptive norm appeal in 
advertisements would largely depend on characteristics of the target 
audience. Although for-profit advertisements’ common practice is to 
highlight “popularity” descriptive norms, this strategy would not be 
effective for fundraising when target audience is very involved. Un-
intuitively, fundraising campaigns may benefit more from employ-
ing the opposite normative strategy when target audience are highly 
involved with and attached to the focal brand.   
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