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INTRODUCTION
Marketing and fundraising are becoming more and more data-driven. We have seen
huge leaps in the way data can be acquired and analyzed to make a fundraising campaign
more successful. But inevitably, we run into questions that can’t be answered by our client
relationship management system (CRM).
• Why does highlighting a single individual’s plight often provoke a greater response than the
suffering of a large group?
• Why do more people donate to a cause when it has nearly met its goal?
• Why don’t people donate in the ways that will objectively do the most good?
• How do we understand the human aspect of humanitarianism?

Fortunately for the nonprofit community, altruism and charity are intriguing subjects to
psychologists. They want to know what thought processes lead people to give away their
limited resources. In the last few decades, there has been a great deal of research aimed at
uncovering what conditions encourage and
discourage giving. This knowledge can be
a valuable asset to organizations looking to
maximize their fundraising results.
University
of California

In this guide we will highlight the
D O N AT E

findings of research on the psychology
of giving and explain how nonprofit
organizations can use this knowledge to
create more effective campaigns and asks.
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CHAPTER 1. CREATING A GIVING MINDSET
No one can donate to every nonprofit organization every time they are asked, except
for maybe Bill Gates. So what makes a person willing to donate one day but not the next? It
could be any number of things really. Maybe they are running late that day and don’t have time.
Maybe they got a parking ticket and are worried about the fine they will have to pay. There are
hundreds of factors that contribute to a potential donor’s state of mind.
Most of these factors you can’t control, but researchers have found that the way you ask
has an impact on whether a donor will say “yes” or “no.”

The Time-Ask Effect
Studies have shown that people behave differently when they are thinking about money
and when they are thinking about time.1 To explore these behavioral differences, psychologists
have used priming to induce a money-focused or time-focused mindset in study participants.

In one study, participants were
asked the following questions but in
differing orders:

THEN...

• “How interested are you in
volunteering for HopeLab?”
• “How interested are you in making
a donation to HopeLab?”2

PRIMING: When psychologists apply a certain
stimulus to a subject, it plants the idea in their mind
and the subject often returns to it in future activities.

Subjects were then given the opportunity to donate some or all of the $10 compensation
they received. Those who were first asked about volunteering their time (Time-Ask) donated
more of their money to HopeLab. The group that was first asked about making a donation
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(Money-Ask) actually donated less than the control group that was not primed with
either question.
It turns out that when people are primed to think about money they are more focused on
achieving their own ends with the resources they have. They think more analytically and give
more conservatively. But the way people think about time is fundamentally different from the
way they think about money. Because people measure time in the experiences they have and
those experiences provoke emotions, the Time-Ask puts people in a more emotional mindset
and they give more generously.

TAKEAWAY : You should focus on cultivating donors and developing a robust volunteer program.
Asking supporters for their time first may lead to larger gifts down the line.

Whose Feelings to Focus On
Since an emotional mindset is more generous than an analytical mindset, it makes sense
that fundraisers should use the emotions involved in their cause to impact their audience. One
way to create an emotional impact is to ask the potential donor to take the perspective of the
person in need of aid.3
This perspective-taking can happen in two ways:
• Imagining the feelings of the victim
• Imagining one’s own feelings if you were in the victim’s place

Both of these methods create sympathy, but they differ
in who the donor’s focus is on. When the donor considers the
victim’s feelings, they are focused on the welfare of the other
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and are motivated to lessen their suffering. But when a donor is asked to imagine themselves
in the victim’s position, it creates personal distress, which motivates the donor to alleviate their
own discomfort. In the latter case, the donor is thinking egoistically and may be less willing to
give away their own resources.

TAKEAWAY : It’s a subtle difference, but when asking a donor to consider the plight of your
constituents, it is better to ask them to imagine the victim’s feelings than to imagine themselves in
the victim’s situation. Keep this in mind the next time you are writing an e-mail or direct mail appeal
that tries to draw the reader into a scene you are describing.
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CHAPTER 2. PORTRAYING YOUR MISSION
What is the difference between this...

...and this?

Both pictures show a horse with four legs, a mane, and a tail. So why does one of them
look so much more appealing?
Presentation.
A huge part of attracting donors is presenting your cause in a compelling light. But what
compels people to take action isn’t always intuitive. A number of studies have asked what
makes a person most likely to help someone in need. Their findings can help you determine
what information to include in your appeals. It’s not about manipulating your audience, it’s about
putting your best foot forward.
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The Identifiable Victim Effect

This is the home page for Action Against Hunger. They are a global food organization that
works in over 40 countries around the globe, helping thousands of people.4 So why show just
one person on the homepage? Wouldn’t it better to show the scope of their mission, to show
how many people they are helping instead of just focusing on one person?
Maybe, but featuring an individual will probably motivate more people to donate.
There is evidence that people are more generous to individuals than to groups.5 The
reason behind this seems to be that encountering a single victim provokes a stronger
emotional response than encountering a group of victims. Researchers suspect that feelings of
emotional distress are an important factor in the decision to donate.6 Focusing on the plight of
an individual appears to have a greater emotional impact, and emotional impact is a key part of
motivating donors.
Oftentimes, to increase the effect of highlighting an individual constituent, an organization
will actually introduce you to the person you are seeing. They will tell you his or her name and
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provide details about the person. The reason it’s called the Identifiable Victim Effect is that
the victim is more compelling when his or her identity is revealed. This can be as simple as
providing a picture, a name, and a brief story.

TAKEAWAY : No matter how many people your organization helps, don’t forget to find ways to
feature individual stories. While it doesn’t make sense to only speak in individual terms, finding
spots on your website or in appeals to highlight individual narratives can help you connect with
prospective donors on an emotional level.

Similarity
Another factor that increases someone’s willingness to help is similarity. The Minimal Group
Paradigm is a method in social psychology that has demonstrated just how little differentiation it
takes for people to show favoritism to their own in-group.7 So how do you make donors feel like
your constituents are part of their in-group?
IN-GROUP: People are more generous and
helpful when they perceive the individual as a
part of their group, be it ethnic, gender etc.

There are all sorts of groups that
people identify with. People can feel
connected by nationality, gender, religion,
or even age group.
When someone makes a microloan
through Kiva.org, they can see the name
and picture of the person they are helping
and the webpage tells you about that
person’s life and what they hope to achieve
with a loan. This woman, for example, is a
nurse with two children. A mother or nurse
who finds her story may identify with her
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and feel motivated to help her. People are more generous to others they consider to be in their
in-group, so details like these can help donors forge a connection to people in need.

TAKEAWAY : Donors will identify and sympathize more with constituents they perceive to be
similar to themselves. Providing a few details that show common ground may increase someone’s
motivation to help. If you have already developed donor personas, it may be worthwhile to create
specific appeals for each persona featuring a constituent that the group can easily relate to.

Advocating with a Personal Connection
Which of these appeals would be more likely to result in a “yes” response?
APPEAL A

APPEAL B

You hear a knock at your door and
open it to find a young woman
with a clipboard. She says, “Good
afternoon, I’m volunteering with The
Multiple Sclerosis Foundation. I’d like
to tell you about the work we are
doing to find a cure. Do you have a
few minutes to talk?”

You hear a knock at your door and
open it to find a young woman
with a clipboard. She says, “Good
afternoon, I’m volunteering with The
Multiple Sclerosis Foundation. My
mom was diagnosed with MS five
years ago. I’d like to tell you about
the work we are doing to find a cure.
Do you have a few minutes to talk?”

If you are like most people, you are more likely to say yes to Appeal B. But why?
The only difference between the two appeals is that B explains the advocate’s personal
connection to the cause, while A does not. And this can be the difference between someone
continuing the conversation or donating and someone saying, “I’m not interested,” and closing
the door.
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To put it simply, explaining the advocate’s personal connection makes the appeal more
personal. Psychologists have theorized that people find it much harder to say “no” to an
advocate with a personal connection because they don’t want to come across as disrespectful
or uncaring to this person’s experience.8
Interestingly, an advocate’s personal connection doesn’t necessarily make the appeal
more convincing. In a study comparing two appeals, one with a personal connection and one
without, participants’ attitudes from each group were not significantly different but their behavior
was. People were not more convinced of the cause’s merit but they were more motivated to
take action to help when the advocate demonstrated a personal connection. Even if that action
is simply listening to the advocate talk about the problem.9

Research also shows that saying “yes” to a
small commitment makes them more likely to agree
when they are asked for a related commitment
later.10 Psychologists call it consistency. So if
someone takes the small step to listen to the
advocate or sign a petition, they are more likely to

CONSISTENCY: People desire to act
in ways that are consistent with their
previous behaviors e.g. a person who
agrees to sign a petition to support
an environmental policy may, when
asked, feel compelled to donate to
the cause.

make a donation when they are asked later.

TAKEAWAY : Many people volunteer or align themselves with a cause because they have
a personal connection to it. When advocates make that connection known, people are more
motivated to take action for the cause. Having your fundraisers and advocates explain their own
connection to the cause may increase the number of people willing to engage and donate.
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CHAPTER 3. THE NUMBERS GAME
Up to this point, we have discussed
a lot of ways that emotions and sympathy
encourage people to donate, but eventually
the donor has to choose an amount to give.
Sooner or later, numbers come into play. In
this chapter, we will cover when and how to
use statistics and numbers in your fundraising
campaigns.

Psychic Numbing
Psychic Numbing is just as sad as it sounds. When people are asked to think of people
suffering in large numbers they actually become less reactive to the situation.11 In a way, psychic
numbing is the opposite of the identifiable victim effect. Most people could connect with a
single person, remember his name, and sympathize with his plight. But people can’t feel the
same empathy for a crowd of 10,000 people. They can’t know all 10,000 names, all 10,000
stories, and so the donor does not feel the same emotional motivation to help that they might
feel for a single person.
Much like when primed to think about money, objective measurements of a cause’s scope
can create an analytical mindset, which generally leads to smaller donations.

TAKEAWAY : Simply put, the decision to donate is linked to emotional reaction. An overemphasis on statistics and large groups of people can wind up fostering a less emotional, more
analytical mindset among prospective donors. While it is important to educate the public on your
cause, it may be a good idea to leave large-scale numbers and statistical analysis out of your
fundraising appeals.
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Suggested Giving Levels
All donations are not equal. Of course, it is always a win when someone chooses to
donate to your organization, but once someone has decided to donate, how does your appeal
affect the size of the gift? This is a difficult question for fundraisers because they don’t want to
alienate a donor with a large suggested gift and they don’t want to leave money on the table by
asking for too little.
Psychologists already know that people rely
on cues from others to make decisions, and recent
studies have revealed that social information can
lead to higher donations. A 2009 study used a radio
station phone drive to find out how mentioning a
previous donation affected a caller’s gift size.12 The
control group was not given any information about
previous donations while the experimental group was
told how much another donor had given. They found
that citing another donation at or above the median donation size resulted in larger donations.
Donation size was biggest when the caller was primed by being told that another caller had
given $300 (95th percentile gift size). The researchers theorized that mentioning a donation in
the 90th to 95th percentile would be the most effective fundraising strategy.
In another study, the researchers found that quoting a donor with a gift smaller than their
previous donation caused people to give significantly less.13 These phone call-based studies
suggest that it is better to ask for more than you your average donation size, rather than less.

TAKEAWAY : The question of the size of suggested donations seems to put the fundraiser
between a rock and a hard place, but the evidence favors larger suggested giving levels. While you
certainly want to welcome donations of any size, suggesting a gift in the 90th-95th percentile can
lead to larger donations. When choosing online suggested giving levels, have an option near your
average donation size but be sure to present more generous options.
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Measuring Success
If you’ve ever participated in a fundraiser or made a donation through Classy, then
you may have noticed that our fundraising pages feature a progress bar, also known as a
fundraising thermometer.
This is a great way to show your
fundraising campaign’s progress, but it also

Joe Smith’s Fundraising Page

helps you motivate people to give, if you
know how to use it effectively.

The good news is that the closer you get to your goal, the more willing people will be to
give.14 This is because people feel a greater sense of accomplishment when they contribute
at the end of a winning effort than when they contribute early on. After all, people give more
credit to the game-winning goal than the first goal. This tendency means that your campaign will
probably gain momentum as you approach your goal.
The bad news is you have to work really hard to start gaining that momentum. At the
beginning of a campaign, reach out to the supporters you know will donate and be strong
advocates of your cause. Start building a base of donations from devoted advocates, and you
can start filling up your fundraising thermometer, which will in turn motivate more
hesitant donors.

TAKEAWAY : You, as the fundraiser, know the value of measuring your campaign’s success but
this can also be a valuable tool for motivating donors. People seek accomplishment and the closer
you are to your goal, the more people will want to jump on board with you.
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CHAPTER 4. FEELING GOOD VS. DOING THE MOST GOOD
You probably don’t need a psychologist to tell you people sometimes act irrationally. But
researchers have studied why people don’t give to charity in the most effective way possible.
Either through emotional bias or logical fallacy, donors often make decisions that do not
maximize the good done with their funds.

The Martyrdom Effect
Remember the phrase “Give till it hurts”?
Surprisingly, many people choose to engage in fundraising events that require physical
exertion. Psychologists have theorized that people derive more satisfaction from hard work
than effortless tasks. This helps to explain the popularity of effortful and even painful fundraising
events. Studies have also shown that among charity endurance
events, participants who commit to longer distances tend to raise
more money.15 Essentially, when a fundraising event requires
exertion and effort, people give more.
While endurance fundraisers can result in welcome
publicity and engagement, they are not always the most costeffective route. With equipment, venues, insurance, training, and
promotion, these events can be extremely expensive to both
the organization and the participants. Wouldn’t it do more good
to take all that time and effort and money and simply apply it to
the cause? Unfortunately, because the increased donations are
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dependent on the effortful nature of the event, it is unlikely that a simple fundraising campaign
would motivate people to the same extent.

TAKEAWAY : Fundraising events that require effort, endurance, and even pain tend to raise more
money, but the costs of the event can mitigate the boost to donations. This makes planning and
budgeting vital for nonprofits planning a charity triathlon, run, swim, etc. Even when planning an
online fundraiser, you should consider how you might be able to make the experience challenging
and fun for your participants. When prospective donors see that the fundraiser is “doing something”
in exchange for asking for donations, they will be more likely to give.

Diversifying or Diluting
Diversifying your investments is solid advice when it comes to savings and planning your
retirement, but it seems that donors like to diversify their giving too. Because they have learned
not to put all their eggs in one basket in other decisions, people tend to want to spread their
altruistic resources among several charities.16 Unfortunately, this cognitive bias can ultimately
lead to a less efficient allocation of funds.

COGNITIVE BIAS: a thought process that can
hinder judgment. It often occurs when a person
applies a decision-making principle to a situation
in which it does not apply, etc.

Let’s say a donor has $100 they
plan to give to charity and are presented
with Charity A, which can feed a person
for one dollar, and Charity B, which

feeds one person for every two dollars. The desire to diversify would lead the donor to give
a portion of that $100 to both charities. But giving all $100 to Charity A would actually feed
the most people.

CHARITY A:

CHARITY B:

Feeds a person for $1

Feeds a person for $2
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One way to mitigate the inefficiency of diversified giving would be to present donors
with only the most efficient charity, but unless you are the only nonprofit in town, this is not a
practical strategy. You can, however, take advantage of the immediacy bias.
When study participants were presented with
two films portraying two different crises (with the two
presented in opposite order to different subjects), they

IMMEDIACY BIAS: People tend to
perceive more recent emotions as
stronger than previous emotions.

were asked afterwards which situation seemed more
deserving of aid. Participants found the second crisis to be more deserving and tended to
allocate more of a hypothetical donation to it. Because they had heard about the second crisis
more recently, the emotions it provoked were more readily available.17 So, if your organization
is being presented alongside others, it may be beneficial to be the last organizations described
before people are asked to give. You will be fresh in their minds and they will have easy access
to the emotions your cause invokes.

THANKS FOR LEARNING
ABOUT OUR CAUSE

HELP US CONT INUE OUR M ISSION

TAKEAWAY : To maximize the amount a donor is willing to give to your organization, it may help
to make your ask immediately after you have come to mind (whether though a video, event, or
otherwise).
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How Does the Donor Evaluate a Cause?
There are more than 1 million nonprofit organizations in the United States alone. And with
the proliferation of online giving, donors can give to nearly any of them. Many people support
causes which they have a personal connection with, but even then, they often have a large pool
of nonprofits to choose from. So how do donors decide?
The answer is both simple and problematic: they decide any way they can.

People make decisions based on the
information they have and understand. This
Life
experiences

works just fine when people are making
decisions regarding topics they are familiar

Current
events

Nonprofit A

with and informed about. But mistakes can
easily be made when people don’t have the
information that would help them determine

100 x

budget +

look/feel of website
history of nonprofit

Area of
nonprofit’s
work

the better option.

The problem is that most donors aren’t experts on the functioning of nonprofit
organizations. And many organizations’ impact cannot be easily quantified and measured. So
donors have to make their decisions based on the information available to them.
One statistic that nearly every charity research article emphasizes is the percentage of
an organization’s budget that goes to programming. The articles warn against nonprofits who
spend more than 25-40% on overhead costs. Although Guidestar.org, Charitynavigator.org, and
the BBB Wise Giving Alliance have recently reversed their longstanding positions and disputed18
this measurement as a performance indicator, it keeps popping up in advice articles for donors.
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But if statistics create an analytical mindset that is not conducive to generosity, how do you
present your results? Well, one way to help donors evaluate your nonprofit is to explain your
impact in terms they can understand.

The image above is taken from the Oxfam America website. Through a simple donation
page, the organization shows the donor exactly what a donation of three different amounts can
do. They take an abstract number like $50 and make it real by defining it through its impact.
Better yet, they add a related picture to remind donors of the people their gift helps.
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Including recognizable trust seals within the donation process is another solid strategy to
help increase conversions. You can see that Invisible Children includes a brief quotation from a
well-known third party within its donation process.

What’s nice about seals or third party recommendations is that they act as quick displays
of credibility. An organization doesn’t have to delve deeply into statistics, which, as we’ve
mentioned, can have the counterproductive effect of inhibiting a generous mindset.

TAKEAWAY : It can be difficult to convey to your audience the kind of impact your organization
has, especially when statistics tend to bring people into a less emotional mindset. Get creative to
show your donors what a donation actually achieves and try making the giving process more tangible.
Consider how you might also incorporate social proof via badges, seals, or quotations to quickly
impart a sense of trust and credibility to prospective donors.
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CONCLUSION
Knowing your donors is vital to a successful fundraising program, but getting to know them
can be difficult. By taking a look at the psychological principles that impact giving, you can gain
additional insight into how to motivate your audience.
As interesting and informative as this psychological research is though, it’s important to
always temper these broader findings with your own data. The ever-expanding research in
the field of charitable giving can help you come up with new approaches to test out with your
audience, but you will want to be methodical about measuring the effects of any changes you
make. By taking this dual approach, you can leverage the best that the research has to offer
while also being sensitive to the fact that your organization and its supporters will always be, to
some extent, unique.
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