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Abstract 

 This dissertation contains three essays on economic experiments concerning altruistic 

motives.  The first chapter, “Choice Overload and Charitable Giving: Can There Be Too Much 

of a Good Thing?” concentrates on the effects of list sizes of charitable options on an 

individual’s decision making.  The second chapter, “Is No News Good News? Motivated 

Reasoning in Charitable Giving,” focuses on the impact of information acquisition on an 

individual’s altruistic contributions.  Finally, the third chapter, “Thank You, but No Thank You: 

Gift Incentives in Charitable Giving,” investigates gift incentives and their influence on donating 

behavior.  

 In the first chapter, “Choice Overload and Charitable Giving: Can There Be Too Much of 

a Good Thing?” subjects are confronted with a choice set of charitable options in an altruistic 

framework.  Choice overload is a phenomenon whereby decision makers are overwhelmed by 

the choices they face.  This can lead to poor decisions and reductions in welfare.  I conduct a 

field experiment where subjects face three donation lists of varying lengths and are asked 

whether they would like to donate to the charities offered.  On the extensive margin, I find a U-

shape exists for giving i.e., donations are least frequent with an intermediate number of options.  

On the intensive margin, there is no significant difference between the donated amounts 

individuals give with the different list size treatments.   

 In the second chapter, “Is No News Good News? Motivated Reasoning in Charitable 

Giving,” we run an experiment where varying amounts of information on charitable 

organizations are given to different treatments.  We assume that more information is better to 

less whereby consumers are better informed and thus can make better decisions.  Yet, we find 

when individuals are faced with sufficient flexibility, individuals sometimes recruit information 



to prioritize self-interest at the cost of morality.  This is known as motivated reasoning.  We find 

that when more information is present about charities (such as leadership compensation and 

financial summaries) at the beginning of the donation decision, individuals are becoming less 

likely to donate.   

In the third chapter, “Thank You, but No Thank You: Gift Incentives in Charitable 

Giving,” I employ a field experiment where I offer different gift incentives in return for donating 

to a charity.  There is not much consensus on how extrinsic incentives (such as conditional 

thank-you gifts or raffles to win a gift) impact giving.  Some prior research has found that 

offering extrinsic incentives can crowd out intrinsic incentives for giving and thus individuals 

donate less and less often.  For this study, there are three treatments which include a Voluntary 

Contribution Mechanism (VCM) where subjects are asked if they want to donate to a charity 

with no extra incentives, a conditional gift mechanism where subjects are given a conditional gift 

if they donate, and a raffle mechanism where a chance to win a larger prize if one donates.  This 

is an ongoing study which hopes to provide avenues for future work on charitable giving and 

policy recommendations for charitable organizations on how to best collect donations.  
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Introduction 

This dissertation seeks to understand what methods work well in altruistic settings.  The 

three chapters in this dissertation are a part of long-term research studies and since these are all 

studying similar studies within a prosocial atmosphere, they show up as a collection within the 

dissertation. This dissertation comprises of three essays on economic experiments concerning 

philanthropic motivations.  The first chapter, “Choice Overload and Charitable Giving: Can 

There Be Too Much of a Good Thing?” focuses on the impacts of list sizes of charities on an 

individual’s donation decisions.  The second chapter, “Is No News Good News? Motivated 

Reasoning in Charitable Giving,” concentrates on the influence of information acquisition on an 

individual’s philanthropic contributions.  Finally, the third chapter, “Thank You, but No Thank 

You: Gift Incentives in Charitable Giving,” explores gift incentives and their effect on donating 

performance.  

 In the first chapter, “Choice Overload and Charitable Giving: Can There Be Too Much of 

a Good Thing?” individuals are faced with a choice set of charitable options.  Choice overload is 

a phenomenon whereby decision makers are exhausted by the choices they face.  This can lead to 

inferior decisions and reductions in welfare.  I conduct a field experiment where subjects 

confront three donation lists of varying lengths and are asked whether they would like to donate 

to the charities offered.  On the extensive margin, I find a U-shape exists for giving i.e., 

donations are least frequent with an intermediate number of options.  On the intensive margin, 

there is no significant difference between the donated amounts individuals give with the different 

list size treatments.   

 In the second chapter, “Is No News Good News? Motivated Reasoning in Charitable 

Giving,” we run an experiment where differing amounts of information on charitable 
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organizations are given to various treatments.  Economists assume that more information is 

better to less whereby consumers are better informed and thus can make better decisions.  Yet, 

many times, we find when individuals are faced with sufficient flexibility, individuals can utilize 

information to prioritize self-interest at the expense of morality.  This is known as motivated 

reasoning.  We find that when more information is presented to individuals about charities (such 

as leadership compensation and financial summaries) at the initial donation decision, individuals 

become less likely to donate.   

 In the third chapter, “Thank You, but No Thank You: Gift Incentives in Charitable 

Giving,” I employ a field experiment where I propose unique gift incentives in return for 

donating to a charity.  There is not much consensus in the literature on how extrinsic incentives 

(such as conditional thank-you gifts or raffles to win a gift) influence donating.  Some prior 

research has discovered that suggests extrinsic incentives can crowd out intrinsic incentives for 

giving and thus people donate less and less often.  This experiment has three treatments which 

include a Voluntary Contribution Mechanism (VCM) where subjects are asked if they would like 

to donate to a charity with no extra incentives, a conditional gift mechanism (GIFT) where 

individuals are given a conditional gift if they donate, and a raffle mechanism (RAFFLE) where 

a chance to win a larger prize if they donate.  Chapter II and III are ongoing studies where we 

hope to provide paths for future work on charitable giving and policy recommendations for 

charitable organizations on how to best maximize donations. 
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Chapter I: Choice Overload and Charitable Giving: Can There Be Too Much of a Good 

Thing? 

I.1. Introduction 

Classical economic theory suggests more information can only make an individual better off, 

implicitly assuming people can manage these choices.  There is a growing body of evidence 

suggesting people prefer fewer options (Huffman and Kahn 1998).  Inability to manage a large 

number of choices can lead to what has been called “choice overload” (Iyengar and Lepper 2000; 

Mogilner et al. 2008; Diehl and Poynor 2010).1  This literature theorizes an abundance of options 

can instead be detrimental in decision making for consumers.  This paper aims to identify how 

choice overload influences choices in an altruistic framework.  More specifically, I examine the 

relationship between choice overload and the choice to give to a charity and donation amounts in 

a field experiment. 

Offering a greater number of options to individuals has a dual impact on choice.  A larger 

number of options allows for the likelihood of finding a close match of one’s preferences and the 

characteristics of the alternatives in the choice set (Baumol and Ide 1956; Lancaster 1990).  More 

options can lead to stronger choice satisfaction and consumption because of dissonance-reducing 

behavior from greater perceived decision freedom of option value (Reibstein et al. 1975).  

Greater alternatives also lower the probability a potential alternative will not be in the choice set 

of possible options (Greenleaf and Lehmann 1995).  Finally, multiple options would create 

 
1 The phenomenon goes by many names, including the paradox of choice (Schwartz 2004), the “too-much-choice 
effect” (Scheibehenne et al. 2009) and overchoice effect (Gourville and Soman 2005). 
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potential additional utility, which could be thought of as a preference for flexibility (Kahn, 

Moore, and Glazer 1987).2  

Yet, larger choice set sizes can also lead to higher cognitive costs required to evaluate the 

options (Mogilner et al. 2008) and can lead to negative consequences in both subjective states 

and behavioral outcomes.  The negative subjective states of having a large choice set include: 

being less confident one has chosen the right option (Haynes 2009), being susceptible to post-

decision making regret from mistakenly passing up on an ideal choice (Sarver 2008), confusion 

which leads to weaker preferences or a no-choice option and lower choice probability (Dhar 

1997; Greenleaf and Lehmann 1995), and too many choices can shift consumer’s ideal point, 

making it more difficult to attain (Chernev 2003b).   All the aforementioned negative subjective 

states can decrease the overall satisfaction of the final choice (Diehl and Poynor 2010).3  The 

behavioral outcomes of these large choice sets include a reduction in purchase likelihood 

(Iyengar and Lepper 2000), a lower likelihood of choosing an option when people cannot 

explicitly justify the choice they make (Scheibehenne et al. 2009), higher likelihood of choosing 

the “default” option (Schulz, Thiemann, and Thoni 2017), and deferring choice because of an 

unresolved conflict in the lack of clear reasoning to select an option (Dhar 1997).  This evidence 

challenges the theoretical choice models in economics and violates the regularity axiom, a 

keystone of standard economic theory (Savage 1954; Arrow 1963). 

 
2 Kahn, Moore, and Glazer (1987) found a systematic bias towards choosing a group instead of a single choice in 
soda brand options. This has been coined the lone-alternative effect. This could also be considered an option value 
for the alternative choices versus the single option.  
3 Diehl and Poynor (2010) show that larger consideration sets can increase switching behavior and choice deferral 
while decreasing in overall satisfaction in the final choice. Increasing the assortment size can increase a consumer’s 
expectations of their preference match, is known as the “expectation-disconfirmation mechanism.” 
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In this paper, I examine choice overload when the decision involves altruism rather than 

consumption.  Altruism, as defined in behavioral economics and psychology, is 

“…motivated…directed towards the end-stage goal of increasing the other’s welfare” (Batson 

and Coke 1981).  Altruism in its purest form is insufficient to explain charitable giving because 

the giving of donors would be completely crowded out by the giving of others (Warr 1982).  

Charitable giving is likely a dual-motive choice, i.e., the result of “impure altruism.” Charity 

choices combines pure-altruism and a warm-glow feeling (Andreoni 1989).4  Warm glow is 

modeled as a private good, an additional utility accruing to the donor only if she makes a 

charitable contribution (Steinberg 1987; Andreoni 1989).5  Unlike a consumption setting, these 

dual motivations may be differently affected by large choice sets if, for example, the warm glow 

one receives from donating overrides the cognitive decision fatigue from a large assortment of 

options.  

In this study, I aim to identify how choice overload influences charitable giving in a field 

experiment. Subjects are given a $7 endowment and given the opportunity to select a charity 

from a pre-selected list of charities.  I randomize subjects into one of three list sizes: 5, 35, or 

100.  I observe a surprising treatment effect: the intermediate list size (35 charity choices) has the 

lowest percentage of people who donate as well as the lowest average donation amount.  In 

traditional choice overload literature, overload should be increasing in list size. In this case, a U-

shape instead emerges.  

 
4 “Warm-glow” is known as “egotistic” benefit in social psychology (Hoffman 1975). Andreoni (1989) uses the 
description of the terms interchangeably.  
5 Warm glow not only makes a person feel some level of self-satisfaction from donating and fulfilling moral 
principles (Sugden 1982), but also allows the person to avoid shame or scorn (Becker 1974) or social pressure to 
donate (DellaVigna et al. 2011). 
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A model set up will be discussed after the results to mathematically capture what I discover 

in the data.  In both the extensive margin (the decision to donate or not) and intensive margin 

(the amount conditional on donating) of the donation decision, there is a U shape in the treatment 

groups, albeit in the extensive margin only do I see statistically different treatment results.  

I.2 Literature Review 

There is a vast literature on choice overload at the crossroads of economics, management, 

and psychology, so an exhaustive review is beyond the scope of this paper.  First, some choice 

overload papers focus on the number of preferred options chosen, such as Iyengar and Lepper 

(2000) and Reutskaja et al. (2018).  Iyengar and Lepper employ field experiments to provide 

evidence that having too many options leads to a decrease in purchase likelihood.  Using choices 

among chocolates, jams, and essay prompts, they find subjects reported more satisfaction when 

their original selections were limited to 6 options instead of 24 or 30.  Reutskaja et al. (2018) 

shows neuroscientific evidence of choice overload.  By using functional magnetic resonance 

imaging activity in the striatum and anterior cingulate cortex, Reutskaja et al. discovered when a 

subject chose from sets of 6, 12 or 24 items, the subject’s brain activity was highest for the 12-

item sets.  They found an inverted U-shape in the function of choice set sizes and brain activity 

which they suggested the 12-item set was the “right number of options.”  

Second, for my experiment it is vital to set up an environment that will allow for choice 

overload to exist.  Chernev, Bockenholt, and Goodman (2015) find evidence that once 

moderating variables, i.e., preconditions such as choice set complexity, decision task difficulty, 
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preference uncertainty, and effort-minimizing goal, are considered, the overall effect of the 

choice set size on choice overload is significant and impactful.6  

Third, several papers look at the effects of defaults on charitable donation decisions.  There 

are mixed results on whether default lists impact contribution amounts and the choice to donate. 

Altmann et al. (2014) find when there are changes in the default amounts, this triggers the shift 

in the distribution of donation amounts.  Website visitors are randomly assigned different 

donation default amounts corresponding to percentiles of the distribution of donation amounts on 

the platform.  The authors find strong bunching of donations exactly at the default treatment. 

They do not find any changes to the frequency of contributions in the vicinity of the default 

amount. Schulz, Thiemann, and Thoni (2017) find there is a significant difference in donation 

decisions when there are two distinct choice architectures.  They focus on the difference between 

the presence and the absence of a default list of charities.  Offering a default list of 5 charities 

(instead of having no list to choose from) doubles the fraction of donors and the revenue for 

these charities.  

Finally, some papers have done similar experiments on charitable giving and varying option 

set sizes.  Previous research on charitable giving and the size of a choice set suggests varying the 

donation options changes the amounts people decide to donate. Scheibehenne et al. (2009) 

conducts a charitable giving experiment to study the “too-much-choice effect.”  They find no 

 
6 Choice overload requires a set of necessary preconditions: choice set complexity, decision task difficulty, 
preference uncertainty, and a decision goal (Chernev, Bockenholt, & Goodman 2015). Choice set complexity is the 
amount of time that an individual takes to choose an N alternative from a choice set of N objects (Hendrick, Mills, & 
Kiesler 1968). The complexity increases as the number of equally valued alternative increases or if the number of 
the attributes increases (Payne, Bettman, and Johnson 1993). Decision task difficulty affects the structural 
characteristics of the decision-making problem yet does not influence the specific options within the choice set 
(Payne, Bettman, and Johnson 1993). The degree to which an individual establishes their preferences when making 
their choices is preference uncertainty. Finally, the decision goal is the degree to which individuals minimize their 
cognitive costs in the decision-making process. 



8 
 

overload effect when they offered different list sizes for a pair of choice sets for large and well-

known charities and another for small and lesser-known charities.  Only having a requirement to 

justify one’s decision to the experimenters seemed to produce the “too-much-choice effect.” 

When people are required to justify their decisions in terms of choosing from the large-

assortment (instead of the small-assortment size), they are less likely to donate.  Soyer and 

Hogarth (2011) find evidence that donations increase when the number of options in the list 

increases from three to sixteen.  There is an increase in donations at a decreasing rate with larger 

number of recipients which, from their research, does not suggest choice overload architecture in 

charitable giving environments.  Soyer and Hogarth (2011) also find when they limited giving to 

only one NGO charity (instead of being able to donate to multiple) that donors gave less than 

when the restriction did not apply.  Finally, Carroll, White, and Pahl (2011) discover people’s 

decisions are impacted by the number of options for volunteering.  The larger list of hypothetical 

organizations (30 choice set instead of 10) caused more decision difficulty and likelihood of 

deferment (in terms of subjects volunteering their time).  This was the first paper to look at the 

detrimental impacts of choice overload on volunteering.  

I.3 Behavioral Hypotheses 

Although choice overload has been researched extensively in many contexts, very little 

theoretical work on choice overload exists.7  In this case, I present behavioral hypotheses and 

will suggest an ex-post theoretical model of choice overload in an altruistic setting after the 

results.  

 
7 Kuksov and Villas-Boas (2010) theoretically show that that search costs could lead consumers not to search nor 
choose on option if there are too many or too few options. Deb and Zhou (2018) use a model to show that choice 
overload is based on reference-dependent preferences.  
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From the choice overload literature in a consumption setting, more choices lead to worse 

outcomes which may include not making a choice at all.  In the limited, aforementioned, 

literature on choice overload in altruistic setting literature there is not a definitive pattern to what 

happens to the decision to choose in a charitable giving environment.  As my design more 

closely resembles the consumption settings, my behavioral hypotheses are as follows: 

Behavioral Hypothesis 1: The fraction of subjects who donate will be decreasing in list size. 

Behavioral Hypothesis 2: The amounts donated will be decreasing in list size.  

I.4 Experimental Design  

The data collection came from a field experiment conducted at the University of Arkansas 

from April of 2019 to April of 2020.  A total of 156 people participated across three treatments 

described below. Subjects earned $7.00 for taking an average 10-minute online survey. 

The online survey was programed on Qualtrics and distributed to university staff members 

via their Arkansas email addresses.  Staff members were targeted for three practical reasons. 

First, given this was a field experiment, staff members are easy to locate on campus.  Second, 

staff members usually are more representative of those who donate than undergraduate students 

with little to no income.  Third, the University requires a University ID number or social security 

number for direct cash to research subjects, which staff members have.  

Following the survey, subjects could choose to donate some or all their $7 participation fee to 

charity.  Subjects were randomly assigned to one of three treatments: a list with 5 charities to 
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choose from (hereafter, “List 5”), a list with 35 charities to choose from (hereafter, “List 35”), 

and a list of 100 charities to choose from (hereafter, “List 100”).8 

The survey consists of personality and demographic questions. The first question in the 

survey asks to what type of charity a respondent would like to donate.  There are six types of 

charities: animal, arts and culture, education, environmental, health related, and international 

NGO / disaster relief.  The charity selection framework was added to make the charity options 

relevant (Li et al. 2017).  Allowing participants to first pick an interest group before giving the 

choices of charities, I hope to mitigate the issue of capturing indifference in choosing to donate 

instead of choice overload.  

Respondents complete the Ten Item Personality Measure (TIPI) which is a measure of the 

“Big 5” personality traits (Gosling et al. 2003).  The TIPI Ten Item Personality Measure 

questions divulge personality traits such as extroversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, 

emotional stability, and openness to experiences.  The ten TIPI questions are graded on a 7-point 

Likert scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”  The subject selects the extent to which 

they agree or disagree with each of the statements about how they see themselves, such as 

“anxious, easily upset” or “extraverted, enthusiastic.”  Respondents also complete several 

questions from the Global Preference Survey (GPS, Falk et al. 2018). The five GPS questions 

(Falk et al. 2018) include people’s views of themselves on altruism, negative reciprocity, risk 

beliefs (such as risk aversion), and time preference.  This is measured on a 0-10 Likert Scale 

from “completely unwilling to do so” to “very willing to do so.”  Finally, the subjects complete a 

 
8 Iyengar and Lepper (2000) find that a choice of 24 jams / jellies for sale starts to cause choice overload. When 6 
jams / jellies are offered, more people taste and buy the merchandise than when there are 20 or more options. List 
sizes of 5 and 35 charities were chosen to roughly mimic those numbers.  I randomly assign the subjects list size 
treatments through Qualtrics.  
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locus of control measure (Rotter 1966).  Locus of control measures the degree to which a person 

believes they have control over the outcome of events in their own life.  A more efficacious, i.e., 

“internal,” individual feels she has more influence over their own life outcomes (due to control, 

skills, or behaviors) versus a more fatalistic, i.e., “external,” person who believes outcomes are 

based more on luck, fate, or chance.  There are four questions for which the subject can choose 

the statement they most agree with (for example, “getting what I want has little or nothing to do 

with luck”).  Then, they have a corresponding question that asks if the chosen statement is close 

to (or not very close to) their opinion.  Locus of control questions score on a 4 to 16 scale and are 

increasing in internality.9  

Prior research has found a varying evidence of relationships between the Big 5 personality 

traits and prosocial behavior to have modest marginal or inconsistent significance (Bem and 

Funder 1978; Kenrick and Funder 1988).  Even though many personality traits have marginal to 

no significance when it comes to altruistic behavior (Bem and Funder 1978; Kendrick and 

Funder 1988), agreeableness, as found in Graziano and Eisenberg (1997), might be the core 

dispositional trait that contributes to altruistic behavior.10  Other psychological studies found 

people who are efficacious are also more altruistic (Gore and Rotter 1963; Sharma and Rosha 

1992).  Considering these findings, I will control for these traits in my analysis.11  

These charities are chosen from the Combined Federal Campaign (CFC) Charity List for 

2017.12  The CFC has a list has 2,057 federally approved local organizations and 

 
9 All scales are included in the appendix. 
10 The agreeableness trait serves to modify the gain on the amount of compassion and benevolence people 
experience in response to others’ need or anguish (Yarkoni, Ashar, and Wager 2015). 
11 The control variables for TIPI, GPS, and Locus of Control are all standardized within the sample in order to have 
a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one in the subsequent tables. 
12 All of the charities can be found at Cfcnca.org. 
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national/international organizations.  It is the only authorized workplace solicitation of federal 

workers on behalf of charitable organizations.  The CFC began to coordinate the fund-raising 

efforts of many charitable organizations so Federal donors would be solicited in the workplace 

and be able to make charitable contributions through payroll deduction (CFC 2017).  Each 

charity in the CFC list is assigned a number. I randomly selected charities from the CFC to create 

the treatment lists.13  For example, a subject who chose health related charities as their category, 

could see a list for 5, 35, or 100 health related charities, such as the Children’s Transplant 

Association or the Skin Cancer Foundation, Inc.  The list of 5 and 35 are truncated versions of 

the 100 list.  Subjects also had a one paragraph description of the charity’s mission statement 

taken from cfcnca.org.  This information is provided to increase people’s trust in the CFC 

charities (Kirk and Nolan 2010).14 

Subjects can choose to donate any amount between $0 and $7 (in whole dollar increments).  

After the survey is completed, the subject is paid what they choose not to donate.  Any donations 

are sent to the respective charities by the experimenter via mail with tax receipt information for 

the donor.  This is done to reduce the costs of participation in donating. 

I.5 Results 

I.5.1 Summary statistics 

 
13 The lists are in the appendix (for the 5, 35 and 100 list sizes for each of the 6 charity types). Choice overload 
specifically seems to exist when there is not a dominant (or default) choice present (Dhar 1997; Mogilner et al. 
2008; Scheibehenne et al. 2010). By completely randomizing within each of the categories listed above, not every 
list will be compiled with just large name charities, hence, there is less chance of someone having a dominant choice 
for a charity which will then negate the proper environment of choice overload. This is also done to avoid 
recognition bias or “anchoring” that could exist from a subject just choosing a charity purely by recognizing the 
name.  
14 From Kirk and Nolan (2010), a well-designed mission statement is supposed to be linked to better organizational 
performance, influence over motivation, and a mechanism for signaling legitimacy to stakeholders.  
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Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for the 156 participants for the percentage of 

subjects who decided to donate, the average donation amounts, the distribution of chosen charity 

options across treatments, as well as the demographic and personality traits.  Approximately 70% 

of the survey participants are women which represents a slight oversampling (University of 

Arkansas Staff Climate Survey 2019).  About 60% of respondents choose to donate, with the 

average donation of $3.78 unconditional on giving and $6.48 conditional on giving for all 

treatments. 

Participants gave an average of $4.14 for List 5 treatment, $3.18 in List 35, and $3.89 in List 

100. The percentage of subjects who chose to donate is: 66%, 47%, 63% in the three treatments, 

respectively.  

Table 1 also provides the average time someone took the survey, which shows an opposite 

pattern to the donation results.  The average times were 10.70 minutes, 11.73 minutes, and 10.24 

minutes in the three treatments, respectively.  This can also be seen in Figure 2.  The average 

duration in minutes to complete the survey conditional on choosing to donate is as follows: 9.20 

minutes, 14.10 minutes, and 8.89 minutes.  This table also shows the demographic balance tests. 

Here there is very little instances of differences between groups of the list size treatments.  

I.5.2 Discussion of Behavioral Hypothesis 1 

Result 1: When subjects are presented with a List 35, they choose to donate less often than in the 

List 5 or List 100 treatment.  

Figure 1 shows the proportion of giving by treatment, and an obvious U-shape emerges 

across the three different list size treatments.  The highest fraction of subjects who give comes 

from lists with 5 charities, while the smallest fraction of subjects who give comes from the list 
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with 35 charities.  The proportion of those who decide to donate increases again at the List 100 

treatment with more charity options.  The figure is inconsistent with Hypothesis 1.  

In Table 2, as a simple test of the Behavioral Hypothesis 1 (choice overload on the extensive 

margin), I employ a two-sample probability ratio test in order to test the equality of the 

proportion of individuals who donated by the each of the treatments.  The difference between list 

sizes of 5 and 35 is significantly different at the 5% level ( = 0.032).15  I cannot reject the 

hypothesis that there is a difference between the proportion of choosing to donate between list 

sizes of 35 and 100 ( = 0.23) or between the lists with 5 and 100 charities ( = 0.34).   

Tests of proportions may fail to capture heterogeneity in how people make their donation 

decision. To address this, in Table 3, I report the marginal effects from probit models with 

various controls.  Column 1 includes dummies for the treatments, dummies for charity type, and 

demographic variables such as gender, race, and education.  Column 2 adds personality and 

preference questions from the TIPI and GPS.  Column 3 includes personality trait and list size 

interactions. Column 4 includes a time component of the survey response time.  

Regardless of the controls, a list size of 35 is associated with a significant reduction in the 

likelihood of donating relative to a list size of 5, an effect that ranges from a 22-percentage point 

decrease in Column 1 to a 30-percentage point decrease in Column 4, or a list size of 100. 

Besides Column 2, choosing from a list with 100 charities significantly increases the probability 

of donating relative to a list size of 35.  This ranges from a 19-percentage point increase in 

Column 1 (ݖ = 1.78,  = 0.074) to a 22-percentage point increase in Column 4 (ݖ = 1.93,  =

0.054). By contrast, a list size of 100 is not associated with a statistically significant reduction in 

 
15 These are two-sided test results.  
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the probability of donating relative to a list size of 5 in any specification, regardless of the 

controls.  Although, the marginal effects for the 100 list are all negative, consistent with 

Hypothesis 1, the magnitudes are much smaller than for a list size of 35.  Generally, these effects 

are consistent with choice overload in an altruistic setting only for intermediate numbers of 

alternatives.  

Turning to the demographic and charity controls, choosing an arts and culture charity is 

associated with a significant reduction in the likelihood of donating.  From Column 1, there is a 

36-percentage point decrease in choosing arts and culture over choosing the animal charity type 

to a 51-percentage point decrease in choosing arts and culture over animal charity type in 

Column 4.  There are no significant differences in likelihood of giving among other types of 

charities.  

Contrary to much of the existing literature, those with more education are less likely to 

donate.16  Having a bachelor’s degree statistically reduces the likelihood or donation relative to 

no college in Columns (2) through (4).                                                                                                                            

The literature on the effects of the Big 5 personality traits on giving is mixed (Bem and 

Funder 1978; Kenrick and Funder 1988).  One consistent result that does emerge is that 

agreeableness consistently leads to more altruistic behavior (Ashton et al. 1998; Ben-Nur and 

Kramer 2011; Habashi et al. 2016), and the results here are no different.  The estimated marginal 

effect in Column 2 indicates that a one standard deviation increase in agreeableness (such as 

 
16 Yet, Wiepking and Maas (2009) do say that the positive relationship between higher education and charitable 
giving can be completely explained by financial resources, church attendance, requests for donation, and pro-social 
personality characteristics.  
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being sympathetic, compassionate, and warm) is associated with a 10 percentage point increase 

in the likelihood the subject donates to a charity. 

Having a lower discount rate for future behavior positively impacts the choice to donate.  A 

one standard deviation increase in patience is associated with a 10 percentage point increase in 

the likelihood of donating, which is consistent with other work showing a positive correlation 

between patience (lower discount rate for future behavior) and reciprocal altruism (Curry, Price, 

and Price 2008).17  A one standard deviation increase in self-identified altruism significantly 

increases the probability of donating by 12 percentage points, which is nearly half the magnitude 

of the of the marginal effect of a list size of 35. 

An individual with a more internal locus of control believes she can influence her own 

outcomes (Sharma and Rosha 1992).  Internality may impact the money given to charities if the 

giver feels their dollar will have a greater influence on those in need.  The locus of control 

variable shows that a one standard deviation increase in internality (being more efficacious) 

increases the choice to donate by 9 percentage points.  

In Column (3), which includes treatment-personality interactions, the main effects of the 

treatments are quantitatively and qualitatively similar.  The List 35 treatment decreases the 

probability of choosing to donate by 27 percentage points relative to List 5 (p=0.021), while List 

35 is associated with the 20-percentage point decrease in the likelihood of choosing to donate 

relative to List 100 (z=1.68, p=0.093).  

 
17 Reciprocal altruism means foregoing immediate benefits (or incurring an immediate cost) for the sake of a greater 
long-term benefit later. So not only does the benefit to donating need to be greater than the cost, but it also must 
compensate for the delay (Axelrod 1984). Since altruism inherently has patience built into its structure, individuals 
who exhibit this preference for a lower discount for future behavior are more disposed to engage in reciprocal 
altruism than those who have a higher discount rate.  
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Moving to the interactions, agreeableness has previously been shown to influence prosocial 

behavior, I also wanted to see if there was an interaction effect between agreeableness and the 

list treatments.  A one standard deviation increase in agreeableness when being exposed to List 

100 decreases the probability of choosing to give by 22 percentage points (p=0.08).  

The only interaction between locus of control and the treatment dummies that is significant is 

with a list size of 35.  The larger list sizes show a reduction in the choice to donate on average 

(instead of the List 5 treatment), yet a one standard deviation increase in internality of locus of 

control seems to increase the probability of choosing to donate when list size treatment increases 

by 23 percentage points.  In this case, what is interesting is someone’s internality positively 

impacts the choice to donate even with more cognitive and search costs associated with the List 

35 treatment.  

Column 4 includes the amount of time that the individual spent on taking the survey as a 

control.  The magnitude and direction of the other variables are largely unchanged after the 

inclusion of duration.  Duration, albeit very small in magnitude, still is significant.  An increase 

in the minute it took to complete the survey increased the probability of choosing to donate by 1 

percentage point.  Subjects who take more time on the page could be reading the mission 

statements more thoroughly and trying to minimize any difference between their preferences and 

the available options in the lists.  

I.5.3 Discussion on Behavioral Hypothesis 2 

Result 2: There is no evidence that list size differences have an impact on how much to donate 

conditional on choosing to donate.  
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A prediction of this paper is that people will donate less money when faced with choice 

overload in a charitable setting.  So, does choice overload manifests itself at the intensive 

margin, i.e., how much one chooses to give?  From Figure 3, though, we can see that there is 

little differentiation in the amounts given.  Rather, subjects mainly seem to decide to either give 

all or nothing (from zero, i.e., no donation to seven dollars).18  

 

I.6 Model  

In this section I lay out a simple framework to characterize the relationship between 

charitable giving and choice overload observed in the data.  This model is used to capture what I 

observed in the data.  

First, it generates a U-shape we have seen in the data.  It is a sequential search model which 

is what makes the most sense in this context because subjects read the items one at a time, even 

if not necessarily in order.  So, a decision maker (hereafter DM) who wants to look for a charity 

that matches his preferences needs to read through the charity (and mission statement) one by 

one.  The individual’s utility function includes both a monetary payoff component and a warm 

glow component (as found by Andreoni, Gale, and Scholz 1996).  

Second, the warm glow portion of the utility function will have two parameters that matter: 

how much weight is given to warm glow and how much weight on finding a good charitable 

 
18 In Figure 4 we can see the average donation amount conditional on giving has a U-shape, which is suggestive of a 
treatment effect not unlike that along with the extensive margin. After doing an F-test to test for joint significance 
between the different treatments. I fail to reject the null hypothesis that the list sizes are jointly statistically different 
from zero. This lends itself to the fact that I fail to show that choice overload exists on the intensive margin with 
differing list size treatments and the amount one chooses to donate to a charity. The largest average donations come 
from lists with 5 charities ($4.14), while the lowest average donations come from lists with 35 charities ($3.18). I 
also conduct OLS and two bound Tobit models where there are no significant differences in list size treatment 
donated dollar amounts. Results and discussion of the personality traits can be found in the Appendix.  
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match.  When discussing the “good charitable match,” this factor will enter the utility function as 

a penalty.  This is a penalty for the deviations from the DM’s ideal charitable match.  This is 

known as a match quality deviation.  This is an important distinction from the consumption 

setting to an altruistic one.  The former enters the utility function through the monetary payoff. 

The latter is a function of warm glow in which the warm glow is more indirect.  It will require 

the DM takes an action that will generate the warm glow.  The individual will also face convex 

search costs.  

 The part I am trying to focus on now is the tension that gives rise to the U-shape between 

the costs and the expected benefit of search.  The DM will search as long as the expected 

benefits outweigh the expected costs.  For the List 5, the expected benefit (finding some perfect 

charitable match) is low, but the marginal costs are lower so the DM searches.  In List 35, the 

marginal cost is increasing, and the expected benefit is decreasing.  For this specific list size 

treatment, the drop off in the marginal expected benefit of search is so rapid, that the DM gives 

up searching rather quickly as the costs increase.  With the larger list size, say List 100, the DM 

will actually search a little while longer because the drop off is less rapid (and more likely to find 

that charitable fit between preference and available options).  

I.7 Conclusion 

This paper investigates the existence of choice overload in an altruistic setting through 

varying lists of real charity options.  Participants in the experiment have the opportunity to 

donate any of their experimental earnings to charities after they take a survey of demographic 

and personality questions.  The subjects are randomly selected to be in one of three treatment list 

sizes.  Subjects can be selected into a charity list of 5, 35, or 100.  I examine the relationship 

among an individual’s choice to donate and the donation amounts across the treatments.  



20 
 

Having a list of 5 possible charities yields the most donations and donated amounts.  

Consistent with a generic theory of choice overload, having 35 charities to choose from leads to 

a smaller proportion of donations, as well as lower amounts.  Surprisingly, however, a list nearly 

three times as long, with 100 charities to choose form, results in donation decisions that are 

essentially the same as when an individual has only 5 suggested charities.  This is inconsistent 

with results from consumption situations, suggesting that differing motivations underly altruistic 

choices may result in different choice dynamics.   

At first, I expected to find a negative relationship between the list size treatments and the 

choice to donate and the donation amounts.  It was surprising to see choice overload reveal itself 

in a unique way.  I find significant evidence that list size treatments impact the choice to donate 

yet not the donation amounts.  With a list size of 5, there are no expectations of finding some 

perfect fit for giving as well as there is minimal (to no) cognitive fatigue reading over 5 charity 

options.  The List of 35 options, there is a significant negative impact on the choice to donate.  It 

is difficult to understand why a list size of 35 would have such a negative impact on giving and 

yet not the List of 100.  But with closer analysis, it seems that subjects welcome the List 100 

when they want to find a “perfect” match to their charitable preferences.  The marginal search 

costs seem to be less than the marginal search benefit of the warm glow itself and the hunt to 

find the right charity to give to.  

Choice fatigue, from this paper, exists in a distinctive way in an altruistic setting.  What 

really seems to matter is more of an all-or-nothing mentality.  Give individuals very few options 

so cognitive / search fatigue does not even manifest itself or give individuals a large list of 

options so one can find their preferred charity to donate to.  Those who want to donate and who 

are given a very large list size expect to find a great charity to donate to.  They take the time to 
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read and find one they like, and that search / choice overload is mitigated by the positive 

expectation / match quality deviation of the right charity.  Yet, giving people a medium sized list 

of options does not seem to do a great job in getting individuals to donate.  They have the search 

costs of having to read beyond some small choice set yet there is a good chance they might not 

find a perfect fit to their expectations thus increasing any expected disappointment. People just 

give up and choose not to donate.  

I find no evidence on the intensive margin that the amount of money that is donated changes 

over the different treatments.  I suspect that there might be better evidence of donation amount 

changes if the stakes of the experiment were higher.  Instead of the “all-or-nothing” we saw with 

the majority of the subjects in this experiment, I would expect to see a bigger spectrum of 

allocation to donated dollar amounts with a larger amount of earnings.  

Another interesting point is the fact that the charity list options I present in the 

experiment are first subcategorized. The charities are not alphabetical; thus, people must read 

through the charities in order to find one they might recognize, yet they are in some sort of 

“categorical bin.”  People are not just arbitrarily sifting through long lists of completely 

randomized charities (such as animal shelter for horses in Wyoming then an NGO in Tanzania 

then an educational charity for children in Chicago, etc.).  In this case, if the lists were 

completely randomized, I would suspect choice overload would be more likely to exhibit itself in 

the more standardized way where larger options sets would have a negative impact on choice.  

So, for organizations that are trying to set up charitable giving drives, it may be that keeping 

subcategories will help giving with very long sets of options than a completely randomized 

approach.  
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For policy implications, this paper can contribute to altruistic giving and charity choice 

options when asking for donations.  From these results, people seem to prefer either a very small, 

succinct choice set or a very large one.  It appears people in the List 100 treatment prefer to find 

a very close match to their preferences, or they do not read the majority of the large list size.  

Thereby, offering individuals an exhaustive list of choices for giving might not hinder the choice 

to donate or donation amounts.  The tension appears to lie in the intermediate option sets.  

Individuals who peruse what at first blush seems like a good variety, yet manageable number of 

options come to find out it is not as manageable as they thought.  They want to consider options 

by searching and reading sequentially through.  Yet, as choice overload exists in a consumer 

environment, it seems to exist as well in an altruistic one when people try and actually read 

through the list and eventually give up.  Therefore, offer the more extensive and exhaustive list.  

Individuals will either not read the list to begin with, or only the ones on a very specific mission 

will peruse the options, which in this case, led to more donations toward very needed charitable 

missions.  

Further research could be done on more randomized list size options.  In this case, it is 

important to be able to parse out the difference between choice overload and complete 

indifference for the charities given the lack of categories that might be more appealing for warm 

glow from individuals.  It would also be beneficial to rerun this experiment outside of an 

academic arena.  Working in an educational institution might collect a certain type of worker. I 

would love to do this in a bigger fashion (with more subjects) and with more varied backgrounds 

(more general public) and see if the U-shape donation (choice to donate to and amounts) stay 

consistent.  It would also be helpful to see how long individuals stay on the charitable list page.  
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Building in buttons into the survey to see if people read the mission statements or not could be 

some useful information in the search for a perfect match story.  
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Appendix I.9.A Tables and Figures 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Control Balance Table 

  Treatment    Difference  
 List 5 List 35 List 100 (5)-(35) (5)-(100) (35)-(100) 
Dependent variables       
Choice to donate 0.66 0.47 

 
0.63 
 

   

Donation amount 4.14 
(3.39) 

3.18 
(3.49) 

3.89 
(3.38) 

   

Control variables       
Animal Charity 
Arts & Culture Charity 
Educational Charity 
Environmental Charity 
Health Related Charity 
NGO / Disaster Relief 

0.26 
0.07 
0.24 
0.10 
0.22 
0.12 
 

0.37 
0.08 
0.20 
0.16 
0.14 
0.04 
 

0.33 
0.10 
0.23 
0.06 
0.17 
0.10 
 

-0.01 
-0.12** 
0.09 
-0.06 
0.07 
0.02 
 

-0.03 
-0.07 
 0.09 
-0.02 
 0.03 
 0.00 

-0.02 
 0.04 
 0.00 
 0.04 
-0.04 
-0.02 
 

Female 0.71 0.76 0.69 
 

-0.02 -0.10 -0.08 
 

White 
 
Black 
 
Hispanic 
 
Other Races 
 

0.81 
(0.38) 
0.03 
(0.18) 
0.07 
(0.22) 
0.09 
(0.28) 

0.80 
(0.43) 
0.04 
(0.24) 
0.04 
(0.20) 
0.12 
(0.35) 

0.79 
(0.41) 
0.06 
(0.24) 
0.06 
(0.24) 
0.09 
(0.28) 

0.07 
 
-0.03 
 
 0.01 
 
-0.06 
 

 0.03 
 
-0.03 
 
-0.03 
 
 0.03 
 

-0.04 
 
-0.02 
 
-0.04 
 
 0.08 
 

No college 
 
Bachelor’s Degree 
 
Graduate 
  

0.24 
(0.42) 
0.27 
(0.45) 
0.49 
(0.50) 

0.34 
(0.48) 
0.27 
(0.45) 
0.39 
(0.49) 

0.21 
(0.41) 
0.27 
(0.45) 
0.52 
(0.50) 

-0.12 
 
0.15* 
 
-0.03 

 0.02 
 
-0.03 
 
 0.01 

 0.14 
 
-0.18** 
 
 0.04 

Extroversion 4.25 
(1.69) 

3.98 
(1.74) 

4.50 
(1.56) 

-0.12 -0.09 
 

 0.02 

Agreeableness 5.08 
(1.18) 

5.22 
(1.33) 

5.23 
(1.06) 

 0.15 
 

-0.07 
 

-0.22 

Conscientiousness 5.63 
(0.98) 

6.03 
(1.12) 

5.78 
(1.08) 

-0.09 -0.60*** -0.51** 

Emotional Stability 4.66 
(1.32) 

4.84 
(1.27) 

4.66 
(1.47) 

 0.40 
 

0.05 -0.36 

Openness 5.19 
(1.03) 

5.10 
(1.19) 

5.24 
(1.22) 

-0.12 
 

-0.41* -0.29 

Time Preference 7.54 
(1.66) 

6.84 
(2.03) 

7.59 
(2.09) 

0.74** -0.06  0.80* 

Risk Aversion 5.76 
(1.90) 

5.84 
(2.26) 

6.61 
(2.25) 

-0.05 -0.80** -0.76* 

Altruism 7.81 
(1.91) 

7.91 
(2.43) 

7.87 
(2.22) 

-0.07 
 

-0.07  0.00 

Negative Reciprocity 3.10 
(2.43) 

3.14 
(2.47) 

3.50 
(2.06) 

-0.03 -0.39 -0.37 

       



29 
 

Table 1 (cont.) 
  Treatment    Difference  
 List 5 List 35 List 100 (5)-(35) (5)-(100) (35)-(100) 
Duration of Minutes 
 
Number of subjects 

10.70 
(11.01) 
58 

11.73 
(9.90) 
49 

10.24 
(5.99) 
49 

   

Notes: The standard deviations in parentheses. Charity type is categorized as follows: Animal 
related, Arts & Culture, Education, Environment, Health Care related, and NGO/Disaster Relief. 
Race is categorized as follows: Caucasian, African American, Hispanic, and other races. 
Education is divided into 3 categories: No college to some college, bachelor’s degree, and some 
graduate school to graduate degree. For the TIPI personality traits (extroversion, agreeableness, 
conscientiousness, emotionally stable, and openness) is a Likert scale from 1 to 7 and all 
increasing in that trait. The GPS traits (time preference, risk aversion, altruism, negative 
reciprocity) are based on a Likert scale from 0 to 10 where the measure in increasing in that trait. 
Locus of control is increasing in internality with a scale of 4 to 16. The reason that List 5 has 9 
more observations than List 35 and List 100 are due to the fact that 9 subjects (5 in List 35 and 4 
in List 100) did not complete the survey thus the data was not used.  
*Significant at the 10%. **Significant at the 5%. ***Significant at the 1 
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Table 2. Two- sample test of proportions on choice to donate and list size treatments.  

Comparison Z-score p-value 

5 vs. 35 2.14 0.03** 
 35 vs. 100 -1.20 0.23 

 5 vs. 100 0.95 0.34 

Notes: *Significant at the 10%. **Significant at the 5%. ***Significant at the 1%.   
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Table 3. Impact on the Probability of Giving: Marginal effects in probit models 

Dependent  
Variable 

Probability of 
giving to a 
charity 

   

     
Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) 
List size of 35 -0.22** 

(0.10) 
-0.25** 
(0.11) 

-0.27** 
(0.12) 

-0.30** 
(0.12) 

List size of 100 -0.03 
(0.10) 

-0.08 
(0.11) 

-0.07 
(0.12) 

-0.07 
(0.12) 

Arts & Culture -0.36** 
(0.15) 

-0.45*** 
(0.14) 

-0.52*** 
(0.14) 

-0.51*** 
(0.14) 

Education 
  

-0.18* 
(0.12) 

-0.23* 
(0.13) 

-0.22* 
(0.13) 

-0.23* 
(0.13) 

Environment 
 

0.02 
(0.14) 

0.02 
(0.15) 

0.02 
(0.15) 

-0.02 
(0.15) 

Health 
 

-0.03 
(0.12) 

-0.10 
(0.13) 

-0.12 
(0.14) 

-0.13 
(0.14) 

NGO / Disaster  0.01 
(0.15) 

-0.09 
(0.17) 

-0.10 
(0.16) 

-0.14 
(0.17) 

Female -0.03 
(0.10) 

-0.05 
(0.11) 

-0.08 
(0.12) 

-0.05 
(0.12) 

African American 0.04 
(0.18) 

0.10 
(0.20) 

0.09 
(0.20) 

0.09 
(0.20) 

Hispanic -0.10 
(0.19) 

-0.16 
(0.20) 

-0.20 
(0.18) 

-0.24 
(0.17) 

Other Races 0.08 
(0.14) 

0.07 
(0.15) 

0.08 
(0.16) 

0.08 
(0.18) 

Bachelor’s 
 

-0.12 
(0.11) 

-0.19* 
(0.11) 

-0.22* 
(0.12) 

-0.23* 
(0.12) 

Graduate 
 

-0.07 
(0.11) 

-0.14* 
(0.11) 

-0.17 
(0.11) 

-0.18 
(0.11) 

Extroversion  -0.06 
(0.05) 

-0.06 
(0.05) 

-0.06 
(0.05) 

Agreeableness  0.10* 
(0.06) 

0.20** 
(0.09) 

0.22** 
(0.09) 

Conscientiousness  -0.03 
(0.05) 

-0.03 
(0.05) 

-0.05 
(0.05) 

Emotional Stability  -0.03 
(0.05) 

-0.01 
(0.05) 

-0.02 
(0.05) 

Openness  0.06 
(0.05) 

0.06 
(0.05) 

0.06 
(0.05) 

Time Preference  
 

0.10** 
(0.05) 

0.09* 
(0.05) 

0.10* 
(0.05) 

Risk Aversion  
 

0.01 
(0.05) 

0.02 
(0.05) 

0.01 
(0.05) 

Altruism  
 

0.12*** 
(0.05) 

0.17*** 
(0.05) 

0.18*** 
(0.05) 

Negative Reciprocity  0.03 
(0.06) 

0.03 
(0.06) 

0.05 
(0.06) 

Locus of Control  
 

0.09* 
(0.05) 

0.01 
(0.08) 

0.01 
(0.08) 
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Table 3 (cont.)     

Dependent  
variable 

Probability of 
giving to a 
charity 

   

     
Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) 
Locus x List35 
 
Locus x List100 
 
Agree x List35 
 
Agree x List100 
 
Duration 
 
Pseudo R2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
0.07  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
0.19 

0.23** 
(0.12) 
0.07 
(0.12) 
-0.15 
(0.11) 
-0.22* 
(0.12) 
 
 
0.22 
 

0.23** 
(0.12) 
0.07 
(0.12) 
-0.13 
(0.11) 
-0.22* 
(0.13) 
0.01* 
(0.01) 
0.23 

Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses. The marginal effects are evaluated at the sample 
means. Animal related charities list was omitted for comparison under the charity types. 
Caucasian was omitted for the race and “No college / some college” was omitted for the 
education variables. The control variables for TIPI, GPS, and Locus of Control are all 
standardized within sample in order to have a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one in the 
subsequent tables.  
*Significant at the 10%. **Significant at the 5%. ***Significant at the 1%.   
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Healthcare Charities 

 

International NGO/Disaster Relief  
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Appendix III.8.D: IRB Approval Letter  
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Conclusion:  

 The purpose of the dissertation is to explore altruistic behavior under various 

mechanisms.  The first chapter examines whether subjects react differently to giving under 

distinct list sizes of charitable organizations and finds that intermediate list sizes have a negative 

impact on individual’s choice to give.  The second chapter poses the question, does additional 

information about charities help or hurt donation decisions?  We find that additional information 

acquisition at the beginning of the donation stage decision can impair prosocial contributions.  

The third chapter investigate charitable gift incentives and the influence of these incentives on 

prosocial behavior.  There is little evidence that the gift incentives negatively impact the choice 

to donate in this experiment.   

 Altruistic behavior can be fickle.  Issues such as choice fatigue, motivated reasoning, and 

crowd out of intrinsic motivation can impact one’s decision to give to charitable organizations.  

These policy relevant issues are important concerns for charitable fund raising.  Given we want 

to maximize the elicitation of philanthropic earnings, these issues are something to be 

considered.  Offering an exhaustive list size where subjects read through charitable options 

without any way to filter can affect donations.  Additional information about charitable 

performance and expenses can also affect individual’s contributions.  Finally, the jury is out 

about gift incentives and donation decisions.  So far, gift incentives do not positively or 

negatively impact contributions.   

 

 

 


