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In three studies, we demonstrate that compensating by donating money (vs. volunteering time) following a transgression allows the

transgressor to feel less guilty about the past immoral behaviour and to evaluate it less harshly, particularly if the compensation occurs

in a domain different than the initial transgression.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Time and money are both important but distinct concepts. 

Spending time allows one to feel personally connected to others 
(Mogilner and Aaker, 2009), and consider emotional meaning rath-
er than economic utility (Liu and Aaker, 2008). On the other hand, 
compared to time, money is more functional and less personally con-
nected (Mogilner and Aaker, 2009); simply the thought of money 
increases feelings of independence and reduces helping behavior 
(Vohs, Meade, and Goode, 2006).

One stream of research that has employed the concepts of time 
and money is the work on moral transgression. After committing a 
moral transgression, the transgressor is motivated to compensate in 
some way, to right their wrongs. People like to cleanse themselves 
when their moral identity is threatened, whether the cleansing be 
metaphorical or physical (Sachdeva, Iliev, and Medin, 2009; Zhong 
and Liljenquist, 2006). Further, donating money and time are seen as 
substitutable methods to compensate for past bad behaviour (Sach-
deva et al, 2009; Tetlock, et al. 2002), and donating time and donat-
ing money are often interchangeable (Andreoni, Gale, and Scholz, 
1996; Bryant et al. 2003).  

Given that the psychological meaning of these two constructs is 
very distinct, compensating with time versus money should lead to 
different degrees of “cleanliness”. In other words, if people use do-
nation as a means to absolve oneself of the guilt of a past transgres-
sion, then the perceived severity of the transgression should depend 
on whether they donated time or money. Since time is associated 
with personal connection (Mogilner and Aaker, 2009) and emotional 
meaning (Liu and Aaker, 2008), it may well be the case that volun-
teering time allows the transgressor to feel closer and more self-con-
nected to the charitable cause, such that donating time, relative to 
donating money, is a more effective “cleanser”. On the other hand, it 
could be argued that money is perceived to be a tool, a means to en-
able one to attain goals (Lea and Webley, 2006; Vohs and Baumeister, 
2011). Thus, “cleansing” with money rather than time may be more 
effective because one can use money as an instrument to directly 
“pay off” the psychological debt of the immoral transgression with 
the donation. Support for this premise come from a pilot study in 
which we find that activating the concept of money rather than time 
cues exchange norms (Aggarwal and Zhang, 2006). Money-primed 
participants expressed higher levels of exchange orientation (mean-
time = 2.88, meanmoney= 3.52, F(1, 74) = 4.58, p < .04), suggesting that 
donating money may more readily cue feelings of quid pro quo, and 
thus be more effective in paying off the initial moral transgression. 

In three studies, we demonstrate that donating money and vol-
unteering time lead to different evaluations of the initial transgres-
sion. In Study 1, we show that donating money allows the transgres-
sor to feel better and less immoral about the initial transgression. 
Moral transgression was manipulated through a scenario describing 
a student cheating on an exam.  Subsequently, the participants read 
about an upcoming fundraising event held by the Leukemia Society 
for cancer research. Participants were asked to donate for the cause in 
time or in money. Results show that participants who donated money 
felt less bad about the earlier transgression than participants who vol-
unteered time (Mmoney= 3.95, Mtime = 5.48, F(1, 37) = 9.64, p < .01).

Given the greater level of exchange-orientation of money over 
time, these results suggest that donating money can directly pay off 
the “moral debt” of the initial transgression. Further, since spending 

time allows one to feel personally connected (Mogilner and Aaker, 
2009), volunteering time to a specific cause (the Leukemia Society) 
may make one feel close to it resulting in an inability to transfer 
the “moral credits” and apply them to the initial immoral behaviour 
(cheating in the exam). 

In Study 2, we examine conditions where volunteering time 
can link the moral act of compensation with the initial transgression. 
We facilitate the transfer of moral credits by making the domain of 
transgression and moral behavior the same. Participants were told to 
imagine that they had rejected a classmate from their group project 
because they felt uncomfortable with that student’s disability. Subse-
quently, they were exposed to either Transport Canada’s awareness 
campaign for environmentally sustainable transportation or access-
ible transportation for disabled people. Donation in time or money 
was sought. When the domain of the transgression and compensation 
did not match, those who donated money felt less bad about their 
transgression (Mmoney = 7.54, Mtime = 8.37, t(96) = 1.90, p = .06), 
but when the domains matched, those who volunteered time felt the 
same as those who donated money (Mmoney = 7.50, Mtime = 7.07, t(96) 
= 1.05, p = .30).

Study 3 replicates these effects using actual rather than hypo-
thetical transgressions. Participants first filled out a survey about 
their eating habits including questions about chicken and egg con-
sumption. Subsequently, they read an article about poultry farming 
practices and the inhumane conditions that chickens lived in. Next, 
they read about either an upcoming environmental event or a farm 
animals-related fundraising event, and were encouraged to donate 
time or money. Results mirrored those of Study 2. When the domains 
matched, those who volunteered time felt the same about consuming 
chickens/eggs as those who donated money (Mmoney = 3.85, Mtime = 
3.49, t(138) = .62, p = .54). When the domains did not match, those 
who donated money felt less bad about consuming chickens/eggs 
(Mmoney = 3.02, Mtime = 4.11, t(138) = 2.29, p < .05). In fact, those who 
volunteered time in a different domain felt equally bad as partici-
pants in a control group who did not compensate at all (Mtime = 4.11, 
Mcontrol = 4.34, t(138) = .64, p = .52).

These findings demonstrate that time and money are not substi-
tutes for each other for moral compensation and that compensating 
with time may be less effective in “cleansing” past transgressions. 
This work may have important implications for instances of repeat 
transgressions: if people feel cleansed subsequent to donating money, 
they may be more likely to commit similar transgressions in the fu-
ture: donating money may be better for alleviating negative feelings 
relating to the transgressions committed, but volunteering time may 
be better for restraining individuals from transgressing in the future.
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Table 1: Summary of All Results
Study 1
 Volunteering Time Donating Money
DV = Average of guilty, immoral, harmful

5.48a 3.95b

Study 2
 Volunteering Time Donating Money
DV = Average of guilty, immoral, wrong
Same Domain 7.07a 7.50a

Different Domain 8.37b 7.54a

Study 3
 Volunteering Time Donating Money
DV = Average of guilty, wrong, harmful
Same Domain 3.49a 3.85a,b

Different Domain 4.11b 3.02a

Control (no 
compensation) 4.34 b

Note: Numbers with different superscripts are  
significantly different at p < .05


