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The research shows that donation causes differ in specificity, abstractness, and immediacy. Analytic thinkers are more willing to

donate to humanitarian causes than to environmental causes, whereas holistic thinkers are equally willing to donate to both. The

mechanism underlying such effects is the level of empathy aroused by different causes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
In the past few years, a growing number of organizations have 

come forward with the initiative of connecting donors with chari-
table organizations and causes for donation. For example, Globalgiv-
ing is a non-profit that connects donors with grassroots projects. On 
their website, one can find a myriad of projects to support, with some 
aiming at human lives and others focusing on environmental issues. 
Donors can make a portfolio of the projects they intend to support. 
eBAY also offers similar services through their ‘giving works’ pro-
gram which allows sellers to list items on eBAY to support nonprof-
its. These platforms are helping donors by providing them a large 
number of options to support and making it easier for them to build 
up a portfolio of donation. Unlike the early days when individual 
donation centered only on a few specific causes, the potential donors 
nowadays can experience more variety than ever before. 

In this research we propose that the causes for donation differ in 
their nature of perceived outcome characteristics. For example, the 
outcome of donating to a humanitarian cause (e.g., fighting poverty) 
may be perceived as being more specific and more immediate by 
donors whereas the outcome of donating to an environmental cause 
(e.g., preventing ozone layer depletion) may be perceived as being 
more broad and delayed. We believe that depending upon individu-
als’ thinking style, such differences in outcome characteristics can 
drive donors to choose one cause over the other in their donation 
decisions. 

Individuals’ thinking style can be classified as either holistic or 
analytic. A holistic thinking style is characterized by an orientation 
to the context or field as a whole, attention to relationships between 
objects and using complex dialectic logic in evaluation. On the other 
hand, an analytic thinking style is characterized by the detachment of 
the object from its context, focus on attributes of the object to assign 
it to categories, and using simple formal logic in evaluation (Nisbett 
et al. 2001; Peng and Nisbett 1999; Choi et al. 2007). The premise 
on which the present research proceeds is that analytic thinkers’ ten-
dency of separately evaluating objects will lead them to discriminate 
their helping behavior in favor of humanitarian causes more than en-
vironmental causes. In contrast, holistic thinkers make less of such 
discrimination since they think in terms of relations and connections 
among objects and may perceive the causes of donation as being in-
terconnected. 

In five studies, we investigate how individuals’ holistic versus 
analytic thinking style influences their preference for humanitarian 
and environmental causes. Study 1 shows the cause specific dif-
ferences between the humanitarian and environmental causes. We 
found that the outcomes of donating to humanitarian causes are per-
ceived as more immediate (M humanitarian = 2.65, specific (M humanitarian 
= 5.24) and concrete (M humanitarian = 5.40) whereas the outcomes of 
donating to environmental causes are perceived as more delayed (M 
environmental = 4.68), broad (M environmental = 3.68) and abstract (M environmental 
= 3.68). In study 2 we primed the respondents into either an analytic 
or a holistic mindset and provided them with a series of humani-
tarian and environmental causes to choose from.  The respondents 
also allocated a hypothetical endowment of $100 among the chosen 
causes for donation. We analyzed both their choice and allocation 
of donation money to humanitarian and environmental causes and 
found that analytic thinkers’ portfolio was made up of a greater por-
tion of humanitarian causes than environmental ones (R humanitarian = 

86% vs. R environmental = 14%); however, holistic thinkers’ portfolio was 
equivalent to both types of causes (R humanitarian = 55% vs. R environmen-

tal = 45%). Also, analytic thinkers allocated a greater percentage of 
money to humanitarian causes than to environmental ones (R humani-

tarian = 86% vs. R enviornmental = 14%); however, holistic thinkers allo-
cated equal amount of money to both causes (R humanitarian = 53% vs. 
R environmental = 47%). In study 3, we manipulated both thinking style 
(analytic vs. holistic) and donation causes (humanitarian vs. envi-
ronmental) between subjects and replicated our findings from study 
2 (a two-way interaction between donation cause and thinking style 
(F(1,159) = 4.31, p < .05)). We found that participants in the analytic 
thinking condition had significantly higher donation intention to the 
humanitarian cause (M humanitarian = 4.97) than to the environmental 
cause (Menvironment = 3.44; F (1,76) = 15.02, p < .01). However, those 
in the holistic condition did not differ in their donation intention to-
ward these causes (Menvironment = 4.31 vs. Mhumanitarian = 3.95; F (1,83) 
= .79, p > .30). In this study we also demonstrate the mechanism for 
the above effect. We show that analytic thinkers’ greater empathetic 
reaction to humanitarian causes than to environmental causes lead 
to their greater intention to support the humanitarian causes than the 
environmental causes. On the other hand holistic thinkers’ uniform 
empathetic reaction towards both types of causes leads to their uni-
form intention to support both types of causes. In study 4 we kept the 
cause for donation the same and manipulated the nature of impact as 
either on human beings or on the environment. A significant interac-
tion effect of thinking style and type of impact (F (1,131) = 4.24; p < 
.05) showed that analytic thinkers showed greater donation intention 
for humanitarian causes (M = 4.46) than for environmental causes 
(M = 3.51) (F (1,61) = 4.05; p < .05) . For the holistic thinkers, the 
difference (M environment = 3.87 vs. Mhumanitarian = 3.58) was nonsignificant 
(F (1,70) = .59; p > .40). Study 5 shows that framing the outcome 
characteristics of a donation cause in a certain way may influence 
peoples’ attitude towards supporting the cause.  A 2 (thinking style) 
× 2 (nature of outcome) ANOVA revealed that the analytic think-
ers wanted to donate more when the outcome was framed as more 
specific and immediate than when it was framed as more broad and 
delayed whereas the holistic thinkers showed similar intentions to 
donate across the framing conditions  (F (1,116) = 4.55; p <.05).
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