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Abstract

Encouraging prosocial consumer behaviors (i.e., behaviors that involve individual selfsacrifice for the benefit of others) can often be difficult, especially when such behaviors are
uncommon. This dissertation illustrates how comparing low rates of descriptive norms (i.e., what
people actually do) with other information can highlight the differences between desired and
current states, thereby encouraging uncommon, but socially desirable behaviors. I demonstrate
how these comparisons can encourage uncommon prosocial behavior in two different domains:
charitable giving and organ donor registration.
In essay 1 (7 studies, N = 2,739), I explore how charities that have made little progress
towards their fundraising goals can raise funds more effectively by including comparisons with a
different charity closer to its goal. I show that when charitable organizations are presented
jointly, the comparison highlights relative need leading to greater giving to the organization
further from its goal. I further demonstrate that this occurs only when communal norms are
active, such as when donating to charities, but not when people focus on market exchange norms
for businesses. I test the robustness of the effect by varying the level of goal progress,
emphasizing the amount needed to reach the goal, and making it possible for the donor to
complete the goal. Finally, I use a large dataset pulled from kiva.org to empirically demonstrate
this effect on giving in real crowdfunding situations.
In essay 2 (5 studies, N = 2,965), I demonstrate that combining low descriptive norms
with high injunctive norms (i.e., what others think we should do), making salient the discrepancy
between what people think they should do and what they actually do, results in greater organ
donor registrations than communicating either descriptive or injunctive norms separately. I show
iii

that feelings of responsibility mediate these findings and that making the situation feel
psychologically close increases responsibility and intentions to register for low descriptive and
high injunctive norms alone, to the level of combined norms. Overall, this dissertation helps
extend our understanding of how comparative messaging can indeed increase prosocial
behaviors with low rates of prevalence.
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Lay Summary

It can be difficult to encourage actions that benefit society but have some cost to the self,
especially when such actions are uncommon. However, I show that certain comparisons can help
encourage these rare, positive actions. Essay 1 looks at the charitable giving context. Charities
struggling to make progress towards their goals can include comparisons with a different charity
closer to its goal. When people compare two charities they focus on the relative need of the
charity further from its goal, driving donations towards it. Essay 2 looks at organ donor
registration. Even when rates of registration are low, organizations can encourage registration by
communicating this along with high rates of support for the behavior. The combined message
makes individuals feel more responsible and this drives registrations. Overall, this work helps
extend our understanding of how comparative messages can encourage positive but uncommon
behaviors.
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I am the primary author of the work presented in this Ph.D. dissertation. I was responsible for
conducting the literature review, developing the hypotheses, designing the experiments,
collecting the data, analyzing the data, and preparing the manuscript. Additional contributions
for each essay are described below.

1

Introduction

I am the primary author of this chapter, with intellectual contributions from Katherine White and
Karl Aquino.
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Enhance Charitable Giving

I am the first author of this manuscript. I designed the experiments, supervised data collection,
conducted the analyses and prepared the manuscript. David J. Hardisty and Katherine White
assisted in designing the experiments and provided intellectual contributions.

3
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A version of this chapter has been published. Rishad Habib, Katherine White and JoAndrea
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Conclusion

I am the primary author of this chapter, with intellectual contributions from Katherine White and
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Prosocial consumer behaviors involve individual self-sacrifice for the benefit of
others and society (Small & Cryder, 2016). Organizations such as businesses and
governments, often look for ways to encourage such beneficial behaviors to improve overall
societal well-being. However, while prosocial behaviors benefit others, they do so at a cost to
those that carry them out. For instance, while giving to charity helps broader society it costs
individuals money, and often time and effort, to do so. It can thus be difficult to encourage
prosocial behaviors. A large body of research in marketing, psychology and consumer
behavior investigates the role of both altruistic and selfish motives to help others in need.
Even though consumers often give when their decisions are private and there are no
incentives, they are also motivated by financial, material and reputational incentives
including tax breaks, public recognition and perceptions of observability (Ariely et al., 2009;
Krupka & Croson, 2016; White & Peloza, 2009).
One effective way in which marketers and other entities have encouraged prosocial
behaviors is by harnessing the power of social norms. Research over the past decades has
consistently shown that the expectations, attitudes and behaviors of others strongly influence
our own thoughts and behaviors (Cialdini & Trost, 1998). These social norms indicate the
normal and accepted rules of behavior in a society and have a strong influence on others
(Cialdini et al. 2006). The two main types of social norms discussed in the literature are
descriptive and injunctive norms (Cialdini, Reno, and Kallgren 1990). Descriptive norms
refer to what people are actually doing while injunctive norms refer to what people think
should be done (Cialdini, Reno, and Kallgren 1990).
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Descriptive norms help communicate what is typical behavior and what most people
do. When people think a majority of others are acting in a certain way, they see it as an
appropriate course of action and tend to conform to this behavior (Cialdini & Goldstein,
2004; Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Latané & Darley, 1970). As a result, communicating positive
social norms has helped encourage a wide range of prosocial behaviors including
environmental sustainability (Goldstein et al., 2008; Schultz et al., 2007; White & Simpson,
2013),volunteering (Fisher & Ackerman, 1998), voting (Gerber & Rogers, 2009; Glynn et al.,
2009) and charitable giving (Agerström et al., 2016; Frey & Meier, 2004; Krupka & Croson,
2016; Shang et al., 2008). In one paper, the authors find that communicating that most people
engage in charitable giving increases donations, particularly when these norms are local,
rather than global (Agerström et al., 2016).
However, many prosocial behaviors are uncommon; they may not be popular among
those around us, might be carried out infrequently, or might only be enacted by a small
proportion of the population. In fact, some of our most intractable social problems have this
feature. For instance, while there is a long list of people waiting for organs and each organ
donor can save up to eight lives, many countries, including Canada, struggle to urge people
to register as organ donors (Tennankore et al., 2021). When descriptive social norms are low
it can make behaviors especially resistant to change, as communicating low descriptive
norms can unintentionally discourage positive behavior. One paper shows that individuals
who received an electricity bill indicating average energy usage in their neighborhood was
greater than their own actually increased their electricity usage (Schultz et al., 2007). Other
work demonstrates that people who learnt that another donor gave less than their own
previous contribution, lowered their future donations to charity (Croson & Shang, 2008).
2

This dissertation focuses on encouraging two specific prosocial behaviors, charitable
giving, and organ donor registration. Both these behaviors are immensely beneficial to
society, with charities organizing a variety of social programs and driving positive change
and organ donation saving lives of those in need of transplants. However, engaging in these
behaviors can come at a tangible or psychological cost to individuals. When people give to
charity, they must spend money and may also have to spend time and effort searching for the
right charity or finding an appropriate way to donate. While registering as an organ donor is
not related to any monetary cost, there are psychological costs associated with thinking of the
process of donation and one’s own death as well as the effort needed to register online or in
person (Nijkamp et al., 2008).
Encouraging individuals to take on these costs can be particularly hard when norms
are low, such as fundraising when a charity has low levels of existing support and driving
organ donor registration in places with low rates of registration. This dissertation provides a
better understanding of how to motivate consumers to engage in prosocial actions when they
are uncommon. Charities that have made little progress towards their goal can struggle to
raise more funds, as people tend to donate more when they see others have done so
(Agerström et al., 2016; Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004) and when organizations are closer to
their goals (Cryder et al., 2013; Dai & Zhang, 2019). Similarly, rates of organ donor
registration can be quite low in countries requiring people to opt-in (Johnson & Goldstein,
2003, 2004; Tennankore et al., 2021). I show that even when levels of support for a charity
are low, and very few people are registered organ donors, this information can be shared in
more effective ways to increase donations and registration rates. Given that low descriptive
norms for such prosocial behaviors are undesirable, I illustrate how comparative information
3

can highlight the differences between desired and current states. I theorize that the
juxtaposition of low descriptive norms of a prosocial behavior, with either the high rates
enjoyed by other entities or the high rates of support for the behavior, help emphasize
contrasts and inconsistencies, and thereby impact individual actions. When individuals are
made aware of the disparity between different organizations or between actual and ought
situations, they are driven to resolve these differences by engaging in the relevant prosocial
behaviors.
1.1

Overview of the Dissertation
This dissertation comprises eleven experimental studies, plus 2 supplemental studies

and analysis of a large dataset across two essays. Essay 1 investigates how to encourage
donations to charities that are far from their goal. When charities far from their goal share
how much progress they have made it communicates that they have received a low level of
donations (i.e., a low descriptive norm). For instance, an organization or individual raising
money through a crowdfunding site might have a goal of raising $1000 but have only raised
$200, or 20% of their goal. Previous work in this area shows that people prefer giving to
individuals and organizations that are closer to reaching their goals. This is partially because
the presence of existing donors provides social proof (Cialdini et al., 1999; MacCoun, 2012)
and because people feel they have made a larger impact if they can help an organization
reach their goal (Argo et al., 2020; Das et al., 2008; Jensen et al., 2013). Thus, previous
research on social influence and the goal gradient hypothesis would predict greater giving to
a charity closer to reaching its goal. Contrary to this, the current essay investigates how
comparisons can encourage people to give more to an organization that is further from its
goal. Specifically, across 5 experimental studies (plus 2 supplementary studies) and a large
4

dataset pulled from a crowdfunding site, including four preregistered studies and studies with
incentive compatible designs, I show that asking people to evaluate multiple charities jointly
rather than a single charity on its own shifts giving to the charity further from its goal. This
occurs because presenting charities jointly makes it easier to evaluate options and make
social comparisons, highlighting the relative neediness of the charity with less progress
towards its goal. As the charitable context is a communal one in which donors are focused on
helping those in greater need, the salience of relative need and ease of evaluation drives
giving to the organization in greater need. This effect occurs when there is a relative
difference in goal progress as this signals a difference in relative need. I show that the effect
is robust to various levels of funded amounts and goals, including when the charity is so
close to the goal that individuals can complete it. I further demonstrate that this effect only
occurs in communal contexts as with prosocial behaviors, but not when the organization is a
business operating under market norms. These findings are discussed in light of their
implications for crowdfunding platforms as well as charities and individuals raising funds.
Essay 2 explores a different prosocial behavior, organ donor registration.
Organizations and policy makers can struggle to increase organ donor registration rates in
countries where people have to opt in, and in such countries the rate is often abysmally low.
For instance, in Canada, the Trillium Gift of Life Network shared that "Only 23% of Toronto
residents are registered organ and tissue donors". Communicating such low descriptive
norms can indicate that few people are engaging in an action, leading to low responsibility to
register oneself. I theorize that combining such low descriptive norms signaling low rates of
participation with high injunctive norms indicating that the group believes this is worthwhile
is a more effective way to encourage registrations. I demonstrate this effect both in the lab
5

and in a field study that allows participants to demonstrate costly behavior by attempting to
sign up on the official organ donor registry website using iPads. I further show that this
occurs because the discrepancy between actual and ideal states inherent in such combined
norms increases individuals’ feelings of responsibility. I test the mediating role of
responsibility both by measuring responsibility and manipulating psychological distance,
which past research has shown to heighten feelings of responsibility (Levine et al., 2002).
When people feel psychologically close to the situation, their feelings of responsibility are
enhanced and any differences between combined norms and low descriptive or high
injunctive norms on their own are eliminated.
Taken together these results demonstrate that even when prosocial behaviors are
uncommon, low descriptive norms can be shared with consumers in ways that make them
more likely to engage in positive behaviors. I argue that showing consumers the contrast
between actual and desired states, either by comparing low donation amounts raised by one
organization with another that has high donation amounts, or by contrasting a low descriptive
norm with a high injunctive norm can motivate giving. I further show the process by which
this occurs; the contrast highlights relative levels of need or emphasizes feelings of
responsibility. This work contributes to a growing body of literature on encouraging
prosocial behaviors when existing descriptive norms are low (Kraft-Todd et al., 2018;
Sparkman et al., 2020; Sparkman & Walton, 2017). Furthermore, it has the potential to
stimulate future research to improve societal well-being, and also offers recommendations for
organizations looking to encourage prosocial behaviors.
The remainder of the dissertation is structured as follows. I present essay 1 and essay
2 in turn. In each essay, I first introduce the relevant consumer issues to be addressed. Next, I
6

provide the conceptual background and develop my hypotheses, with respect to these
outcomes, the underlying processes and factors that moderate the effects. Then I report
empirical results from studies that test the proposed hypotheses. I then conclude each essay,
with a section that summarizes the theoretical and managerial contributions of the work and
highlights avenues for future research. Lastly, I discuss the general implications and
limitations of my dissertation and provide concluding remarks.
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Chapter 2: Closing the Gap: How Relative Distance from Crowdfunding
Goals Can Enhance Charitable Giving

2.1

Introduction
Imagine navigating a fundraising website looking at various charitable projects to

fund. You come across two charitable projects; one is closer to its goal and has raised 90% of
its target and another, in a similar domain, is further from its goal and has only raised 10% of
its target. Which project would you donate to? This research investigates how people make
donation decisions when they encounter multiple charities at varying distances from their
fundraising goal. Previous work shows that people give more to projects closer to their goal,
as these projects benefit from existing supporters who provide social proof (Cialdini &
Goldstein, 2004; Cialdini & Trost, 1998) and have high levels of progress that lead to
beneficial “goal gradient” effects (Cryder et al., 2013; Kivetz et al., 2006). However, I
predict and show that under certain conditions, consumers will be more likely to donate to
and will give more to the project that is further from its goal.
The current research demonstrates an important exception to predictions from
previous work and shows that in certain contexts, consumers are more likely to give to an
organization that is further from its goal, than one that is in closer proximity to its goal. First,
the situational context should be a communal one, where norms of being responsive to the
needs of others are important in decision making, such as in charitable fundraising. Second,
the evaluation context should be a comparative one, where multiple charities are presented
together rather than separately. Both of these are necessary as only when the context makes it
8

possible to correctly evaluate relative levels of need, and also emphasizes the importance of
need will people be more likely to give to an individual or organization further from its goal.
Specifically, across six studies and one large dataset, I show that, when individuals evaluate
two similar charities jointly, as is common in crowdfunding, people are more likely to donate
to and donate more on average to the charitable organization that is further from its goal. I
argue that in joint evaluations, the comparison highlights the relative need of the charity
further from its goal, driving donations to that charity. Further, I demonstrate that this effect
is robust to goals of varying sizes, and that it emerges even when the amount needed to reach
the goal is emphasized and when the individual can be the tipping point and help the
organization in closer proximity complete its goal. In addition, I show the moderating role of
organization type, and how this effect only occurs when the organization is a charitable one
and not when it is a for-profit business.
In this research, I build on previous work investigating charitable giving in
crowdfunding to make three focal contributions to the existing literature. First, I add to the
literature on social influence and social norms which shows that communicating that an
action is uncommon can have detrimental effects on others’ behavior (Cialdini & Trost,
1998; Schultz et al., 2007). I demonstrate how comparisons with other charities that have
made more progress towards their goals can be used to highlight the disparity between
different organizations. I show that people are then driven to resolve these differences by
donating to the charity further from its goal. Further, I contribute to a growing body of work
highlighting conditions under which a greater number of people can be encouraged to engage
in uncommon prosocial behaviors. Recent research has begun to show that framing norms as
changing, often referred to as dynamic norms, can increase positive actions (Sparkman &
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Walton, 2017, 2019). I demonstrate the novel effect that comparisons with charities that
receive more support, shifts donations towards the one that has received less support.
Second, I contribute to work on the goal gradient hypothesis by demonstrating an
important exception to this effect. Previous research has shown that the goal gradient effect
results in greater progress towards a goal when an organization or individual is close to
reaching it (Cryder et al., 2013; Kivetz et al., 2006). However, earlier work focuses almost
exclusively on a single individual or organization’s goal progress and does not investigate
what happens when two organizations are evaluated together. I add to this literature by
showing how and when the effect can be reversed. Specifically, I show that when
organizations are evaluated jointly, and the fundraising organization is a charitable one,
people are more likely to support the organization that is far from its goal.
Third, I highlight the mechanism by which joint evaluations of charitable
organizations with differential goal progress affect donations. While previous work focuses
on the importance consumers place on the marginal value of goal progress and the impact
individuals can have by reaching goals (Bonezzi et al., 2011; Heath et al., 1999), I show how
joint evaluation directs focus to the most salient difference between the charities, perceptions
of relative need, and motivates a desire to close this gap. By doing so, I demonstrate the
benefit of understanding shifts in psychological processes when distributing resources, based
on the contextual information given to consumers.
Fourth, from a practical perspective this work demonstrates an easy to implement
solution to direct funds where they are most required through a simple change in presentation
format on online fundraising platforms or email communications. My research suggests that
charity marketers who may be hesitant to provide comparisons with similar organizations
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raising funds can effectively use comparative messaging and advertising when they are in
their initial stages of collecting funds to drive charitable giving. I next turn to an in-depth
discussion of the theoretical background behind my research.

2.2

Conceptual Background
Crowdfunding websites aim to gather small amounts of funds from a large number of

individuals and are increasingly used by many charities and individuals to raise money for a
variety of causes. For example, GoFundMe has helped raise over $5 billion from more than
50 million donors (GoFundMe, 2021) and Kiva has lent out $1.4 billion of zero-interest loans
to 3.5 million recipients (Kiva, 2021). Research from Pew indicates that 68% of
crowdfunding users have contributed to a project to help an individual, and 32% have
contributed to a project for a school (Pew Research, 2016). A global survey with over 6000
respondents estimated that 41% of donors to charitable causes also donate to crowdfunding
campaigns that help others (Nonprofit Tech for Good, 2018).
This new crowdfunding landscape for charities brings forward two key changes from
prior methods of fundraising that are relevant to my research. First, it has made it much
easier to compare and evaluate multiple charitable organizations simultaneously. This is
different from when potential donors received printed advertisements in the mail, phone calls
from charities and email communications directing their attention to a single, target
charitable organization trying to raise funds. Second, consumers can now receive real-time,
up-to-date information about an organization’s progress, such as how much money has been
raised and how far an organization is from its goal. This provides consumers with additional
information to use when deciding whether and how much to give to a charitable cause.
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I investigate the potential consequences of these changes in evaluation mode and
information availability in crowdfunding on consumers’ decision making. Specifically, I look
at how consumers choose to allocate support to charity when they evaluate more than one
option and have information about each one’s progress towards its goal. I demonstrate that,
in joint evaluations, when participants are explicitly shown two organizations at different
levels of goal progress, on average they are more compelled to donate to the one that is
further from their goal. Furthermore, I predict that this effect will be driven by the activation
of a communal norm that shifts focus to giving to the charity that is high in relative need. In
this case, jointly evaluating two charities makes the charity further from its goal appear
relatively more in need, making it the most salient and important decision-making criteria
that subsequently drives donations to charity. However, it is notable that the prediction that
low goal progress will lead to increased donations is not an immediately intuitive one. Next,
I discuss competing predictions on what effects low goal progress might have on charitable
giving and outline the conditions under which low goal progress will have positive
consequences on donations.

2.2.1

Social Influence and the Goal Gradient Hypothesis in Fundraising
Two prominent lines of research predict that people will give to an organization

closer to its goal; social influence and the goal gradient hypothesis. First, work on social
influence shows the power of using descriptive norms that inform individuals about how
others behave (Cialdini et al., 1990a, 1991a; Cialdini & Trost, 1998). This line of research
demonstrates that as more individuals act in a certain way, more people conform to the norm
(Cialdini & Trost, 1998). Descriptive norms that suggest that other people are engaging in a
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given action have been shown to influence a wide range of behaviors, including
environmental conservation (Cialdini et al., 1990a; Goldstein et al., 2008; Schultz et al.,
2007), voting (Gerber & Rogers, 2009), and exercising (Okun et al., 2002). The influence of
such norms extends to the online context when people view ratings and other information
concerning what others think and do (Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006; Moe & Trusov, 2011;
Parks et al., 2001; Sridhar & Srinivasan, 2012). For instance, when consumers see that others
have given a book higher ratings online, they are more likely to purchase it themselves
(Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006).
In charitable giving contexts, descriptive norms conveying that most people have
donated, and that they have donated larger amounts have been shown to increase charitable
giving (Agerström et al., 2016; Croson & Shang, 2008; Frey & Meier, 2004; Shang &
Croson, 2009). This may be because others choosing an organization signals positive
attributes like competence (S. T. Fiske et al., 2007). One field study with a local library
showed when social information indicates that the average donation is lower than an
individual donor’s previous contribution, the donor lowers their contribution by an average
of $24.05 (Croson & Shang, 2008). Thus, work on social norms more generally and in the
domain of charitable giving in particular would predict that a cause with a low number of
donors (i.e., a charity with low goal progress) would likely receive less support than a cause
with a higher number of people donating (i.e., a charity with high goal progress).
Second, decades of research on the goal gradient hypothesis would also predict
greater donations to the organization closer to reaching its goal. The goal gradient hypothesis
states that the “tendency to approach a goal increases with proximity to the goal” (Kivetz et
al., 2006). Based on initial work in biology that demonstrated how rats move faster in a maze
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when they are closest to getting a reward (Hull, 1932), this effect has been replicated in a
variety of behavioral, consumption and marketing contexts (Cryder et al., 2013; Kivetz et al.,
2006; Koo & Fishbach, 2010). Such research finds that people purchase more coffee, rate
more music, and put in more effort when they are closer to achieving their goals (Kivetz et
al., 2006). Importantly, the goal gradient effect has also been shown to extend beyond
achieving one’s own goals to helping others reach their goals, such as giving to
crowdfunding projects (Dai & Zhang, 2019; Kuppuswamy & Bayus, 2015), or donating to
charity (Cryder et al., 2013; Jensen et al., 2013).
However, there are certain differences between the current research and previous
work that leads to competing predictions. There is limited research on social influence in
charitable giving that has looked at presenting multiple charities together. When multiple
charities have been presented simultaneously, research attention has generally focused on the
type of cause (e.g., complementary vs. substitutes; Filiz-Ozbay & Uler, 2019), and the
presence and type of incentives (e.g., monetary vs. reputational; Deck & Murphy, 2019;
Krieg & Samek, 2017). One paper finds that competition between charities raises overall
giving, but reduces the amount each charity receives (Schmitz, 2021). To the best of my
knowledge, the question of how consumers choose to behave when they learn that most
others have given to one organization over another remains unanswered.
Relatedly, while there is evidence of the goal gradient effect in a variety of situations,
past research on this topic has focused almost exclusively on single evaluation situations,
where individuals evaluate their own or another’s progress in isolation. The few studies that
have looked at joint evaluation situations have omitted several important considerations.
First, previous research has not contrasted joint evaluation with separate evaluation and so
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the ability to demonstrate a change in preferences across evaluation type is limited (Bradley
et al., 2019; Liberman, 2019). Second, there are limited studies using specific goals. For
instance, in one paper that looks at joint evaluations of charities, only one of four studies
includes a goal and the results of this study are mixed; while people were more likely to
donate to a charity further from its goal they also donated the least amount (Bradley et al.,
2019). Third, previous work has not demonstrated the different mechanisms by which people
make their donation decisions in joint and separate evaluations when encountering goal
progress information. Moreover, these studies are plagued by small samples, a lack of
consequential donations and inconclusive or inconsistent results. In one small study with
only 63 participants across multiple conditions, the author found that campaigns with smaller
goals received more money but found no effect of distance from goal (Liberman, 2019).
One line of research that would offer similar predictions to mine, is that of work on
the underdog effect, which posits greater support to brands, organizations and individuals
who are seen as underdogs (Bradley et al., 2019; Kirmani et al., 2017). The literature on
underdogs however, conceptualizes them, not just as entities facing greater disadvantage, but
also as ones with greater passion and determination to succeed (Paharia et al., 2011). While
the former aligns with the current work, the latter does not; there is no reason for consumers
to believe that charities further from their goal have more determination. In fact, if anything
they may seem less so than a similar charity that has made it closer to their goal.
Thus, previous research has not yet tested how consumers will react when they
encounter two organizations at different distances from their goal. Furthermore, previous
research has not investigated these joint evaluations in a charitable context or contrasted
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them with separate evaluations. I argue that the inclusion of joint evaluations in a charitable
giving context will substantially alter consumers’ decision making.

2.2.2

Norms in Charitable Giving
Charitable contexts can activate communal norms and increase focus on helping those

in need. In economic situations, such as trade, individuals usually attempt to estimate an
accurate value for a product or service based on how much work was put into its creation
(Cook & Hegtvedt, 1983). However, in resource allocation decisions which have a more
communal orientation focused on the welfare of others (A. P. Fiske, 1992), individuals have
a heightened sensitivity to others’ needs (Deutsch, 1975; Samper & Schwartz, 2013), and
base their decisions on humanitarian norms and their social responsibility to others
(Schwartz, 1975). Crowdfunding has also been shown to activate an interdependent mindset
leading to a preference for products that contribute to the social good (Simpson et al., 2020).
In the case of charitable donations, where the well-being of others is the common goal, need
is likely to be the dominant principle of distributive justice (Deutsch, 1975; Konow, 2010). A
focus on need in allocation decisions entails ensuring that everyone can reach a social
minimum and that states of relative deprivation are minimized (Scott et al., 2001). While
objective levels of need are often difficult to define (Kephart & Asada, 2009), potential
donors can assess perceived need from contextual information (Fisher & Ackerman, 1998).
Given that communal norms, rather than exchange norms, reflect a concern for
others’ well-being and their needs, they are more likely to be active in charitable giving
situations (Clark & Mills, 1993; Yin et al., 2020). Such communal norms mandate needbased access to products (Samper & Schwartz, 2013) and are associated with greater helping
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behavior, particularly among group members (Winterich & Zhang, 2014). For instance,
messages communicating group need encourage volunteering among members of the group
(Fisher & Ackerman, 1998). In line with this, recent work shows that need is one of the most
important factors when choosing who to donate to (Chapman et al., 2020; Sisco & Weber,
2019; Zhao et al., 2017).
Since communal norms are active when people make donation decisions, it is
important for consumers to be able to assess neediness. When individuals have an
opportunity to compare multiple options through joint evaluation, their focus is likely to shift
to relative differences which become easier to evaluate, making them more salient and
important. Joint evaluation allows for social comparison, which has been shown to highlight
differences in social status and wealth (Ordabayeva & Chandon, 2011), pay (Major &
Forcey, 1985) and performance (Nathan & Alexander, 1988). Moreover, the evaluability
hypothesis emphasizes how seeing multiple pieces of information simultaneously can make
each easier to evaluate (Hsee, 1996; Li & Hsee, 2019). Awareness of relative levels of need
is especially important in the charitable context, as it is a key reason why people help others
and perceptions of need predominate in charitable decision making (Bekkers & Wiepking,
2011; Sisco & Weber, 2019). This can include social, psychological, and material needs, and
can be tangible or intangible, and within or outside of organizations (Bekkers & Wiepking,
2011). For instance, one study finds that alumni who donate more perceive a greater need for
contributions to their alma mater (Diamond & Kashyap, 1997). Another demonstrates that
people volunteer when they feel that there is greater need in their communities (Fisher &
Ackerman, 1998). In this research I conceptualize need as a material need, in terms of
monetary funds to reach stipulated goals, and posit that a focus on need will lead people to
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try to ensure that everyone reaches a social minimum so that relative differences are reduced.
Based on the above, I predict that in joint evaluations of similar charitable causes, the
comparative context will highlight relative need, and as perceptions of relative need drive
donation decisions people will give more to the organization further from its goal.

H1: When consumers jointly observe one charity that is distant from its goal and one
that is proximal to its goal, they will be more likely to donate to and donate more
money on average to the one that is further from its goal.
H2: Perceptions of need will mediate the relationship between relative distance from
goal and likelihood and amount of donations to charity.

2.2.3

Joint vs. Separate Evaluation Modes
One of the most widely discussed distinctions in evaluation modes is that of joint

evaluation (where two options are presented simultaneously) and separate evaluations (where
each option is presented on its own) (Bazerman et al., 1992, 1999; Hsee, 1996). While
normative decision theories suggest that people should have stable and consistent preferences
regardless of how such preferences are elicited, research on different evaluation modes
demonstrates that how choices are presented and evaluated can have a large influence on
decisions such as payoff allocations (Bazerman et al., 1992), willingness to pay (Hsee, 1996)
and consumer preferences and choices (Bazerman et al., 1994; Hsee, 1996; Irwin et al., 1993;
Nowlis & Simonson, 1997).
Separate and joint evaluation modes can lead to divergent outcomes and can even
lead to preference reversals, where the option that was preferred in one mode becomes less
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desirable in the other (Bazerman et al., 1992, 1999; Hsee, 1996; Irwin et al., 1993; Nowlis &
Simonson, 1997). A substantial body of work has documented consistent and predictable
shifts in preferences between joint and separate evaluation modes, including those involving
social or environmental issues. For instance, Irwin et al. (1993) show that participants were
willing to pay more for better air quality when they were asked to compare it with getting a
new electronic gadget but not when they report willingness to pay for each separately.
Similarly, Ritov and Kahneman (1997) show that participants support more attractive causes
that help animals when evaluating them separately but when evaluated jointly they prefer
supporting causes related to human health.
Importantly, previous work has demonstrated that joint presentations make it easier to
evaluate options (Caviola et al., 2014; Hsee, 1996). Similarly, behavioral research points to
the fact that people assess wealth in relative, rather than absolute terms, and that comparisons
make such assessments easier (Bazerman et al., 1994; Major & Forcey, 1985; Mussweiler &
Rüter, 2003; Ordabayeva & Chandon, 2011). I argue that joint evaluation makes it possible
to assess relative need more easily, making it the most important criteria in donation
decisions. However, when evaluating options separately consumers can find it harder to
assess need and may not consider other, needier charities they can donate to. In rational
choice decision theories consumers are expected to consider the next best alternative as the
opportunity cost of their choice (Buchanan, 1991). However, much behavioral research
indicates that consumers often fail to take non-salient alternatives into account when making
decisions (Becker et al., 1974; Frederick et al., 2009; Friedman & Neumann, 1980;
Northcraft & Neale, 1986). This can lead to a greater willingness to purchase salient products
(Frederick et al., 2009) and selectively neglecting future losses in intertemporal choice
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decisions (Read et al., 2017). In fundraising situations, I predict that individuals will make
different decisions in joint and separate evaluations; for separate evaluations, I expect that
consumers will fail to spontaneously think of other charities that could benefit from their
donation and will therefore show no preference for a charity further from its goal. However,
when two charities are presented together, the comparison will highlight differences in need,
shifting their donation choice to the organization with greater need. Thus, I predict that
evaluation mode will moderate donations to the organization far from its goal.

H3: Evaluation mode will moderate the effect of donations to charities far from the
goal, where joint evaluations will result in greater giving to charities further from
their goal than separate evaluations.

The previous hypotheses are predicated on the idea that communal norms are active
in situations of charitable giving, where relative levels of need are important in decision
making. Therefore, in situations where communal norms are not active, such as when
consumers view a for-profit business on a crowdfunding site, I predict that they will act more
in line with the goal gradient hypothesis and give more to the business closer to its goal.
Thus, I hypothesize that organization type will moderate the effects outlined above.

H4: Organization type will moderate the effect of funds given to an organization far
from the goal, where non-profit charities will receive greater funds when further from
their goal than for-profit businesses.
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The figure below depicts my conceptual model.

Organization Type
(Charity vs. Business)
Evaluation Mode
(Joint vs. Separate)

Perceptions of
Need

Relative Distance from
Goal (Far vs. Close)

Funded
Amount

Figure 1: Conceptual Model.
2.2.4

Overview of Studies
I test the above hypotheses using a combination of experiments and real-world data,

summarized in the table below. In Study 1 I show that individuals donate more to the charity
far from its goal in an initial preregistered study. Study 2A and B use several variations of
goal progress and relative distance from goal to test the robustness of this effect. In study 2A
I test this effect with different combinations of goal progress and amount; specifically, I
compare situations in which the two charities have relatively different levels of goal progress
(e.g., 10% vs. 90%) against situations where they have consistent levels of goal progress
(e.g., both at 10%) by adjusting total goal amounts. In study 2B I test the robustness of the
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effect against predictions from the goal gradient hypothesis, by allowing participants to be
the tipping point by completing the goal in a preregistered, consequential design with actual
donations to charity. Studies 3 and 4 test the moderating effect of evaluation mode. Study 3
shows moderation by evaluation mode for charities crowdfunding, with a shift in preferences
between joint and separate evaluation modes in a preregistered, consequential design. Study
4 uses a scenario from previous work to provide further preregistered evidence for a reversal
of the goal gradient effect in joint evaluations for individual fundraising. In experimental
studies 2-4 I test and show mediation through perceptions of need in joint evaluations. In all
experimental studies I aimed to recruit at least one hundred participants per condition. For
my preregistered studies (study 1, 2b, 3, and 4) I followed my preregistered exclusion criteria
and analysis plan. Study 5 demonstrates the moderating role of organization type by framing
the same product as a charitable versus a business one. Study 6 uses data pulled from the API
of a micro crowd-funding site, kiva.org, to replicate and extend my findings to real world
situations. Table 1 provides a summary of results from experimental studies.
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Means for Funding Likelihood and Amount Across Study Conditions
Study 1
▪ Tests the main prediction that people donate to the charity further from the
goal (H1). Preregistered.
(N = 100, Mage = 36.44, 48.8% Female; Nutrition for Kids and Children’s Food Fund, US Prolific)
Close to Goal
Far from Goal
Likelihood
3.40
4.60
Amount
$41.86
$58.14
Study 2A
▪ Demonstrates that people donate to a charity with relatively less progress (H1).
▪ Shows mediation through need (H2).
(N = 500, 50.4% Male, Mage = 37.81; Nutrition for Kids and Children’s Food Fund, US MTurk)
2(Goal progress: relative vs. consistent) between-subjects design with 2 replicate levels each and
an additional control condition with no goal specified.
To charity with
Control
Relative
Consistent
less funds
($300 vs. $2700) (e.g., 10% vs. 90% progress) (e.g., both at 10% progress)
Likelihood
4.69
4.44
4.16
Amount
58.93
60.16
52.90
Study 2B
▪ Robust to tipping points (H1). Preregistered, Consequential donation design.
▪ Shows mediation through need but not warmth, competence, or impact (H2)
(N = 201, Mage = 35.00, 42.3% Female; FoodShare and Second Harvest, US MTurk)
2(Goal progress: high progress vs. tipping point) between-subjects design
High progress ($2700 out of $3000)
Tipping point ($2930 out of $3000)
Close to Goal
Far from Goal
Close to Goal
Far from Goal
Amount
43.21
56.79
35.86
64.14
Study 3
▪ Preference shift between JE and SE (H3).
▪ Robust to use of to-go frame. Pre-registered, Consequential donation design.
▪ Mediation with need in JE but not SE.
(N = 300, Mage = 36.28, 66.3% Female, FoodShare and Second Harvest, UK Prolific)
3(Evaluation type: joint vs. separate far vs. separate close) factor between-subjects design
JE Close
JE Far
SE close
SE Far
Amount
34.95
65.05
51.35
55.51
Study 4
▪ Preference shift between JE and SE (H3).
▪ Preregistered, replication of previous research.
(N = 541, Mage = 33.52, 51.2% Female, Candy fundraiser, US Prolific)
3 (Evaluation type: joint vs. separate far vs. separate close) factor between-subjects design
JE Close
JE Far
SE close
SE Far
Likelihood
4.64
5.92
5.88
5.66
Study 5
▪ Preference shift between JE and SE (H3).
▪ Moderation by organization type (H4).
(N = 366, Mage = 19.29, 59% Female, undergraduate students). 2(Organization type: charity vs.
business) x 3(Evaluation type: joint vs. separate far vs. separate close) design
Charity
Business
JE Far
SE Far
JE Far
SE Far
Amount
57.20
35.28
47.61
39.07

Table 1: Summary of means by study condition.
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2.3

Empirical Studies

2.3.1

Study 1
The goal of study 1 was to provide a simple test of my first hypothesis, that when

people see two charities at different distances from their goal, they will give more to the
charity further from its goal. I show participants two charities, one that is closer to its goal
and one that is further from its goal and ask how much they are willing to donate and which
charity they are likely to donate to. This experimental setup tests both willingness to donate
and how much to donate. Previous research has found differences in how consumers respond
to these two variables (e.g., Fajardo et al., 2018); sometimes people are more willing to
donate to, but donate less to their chosen charity. Thus, I aimed to test both in this study. I
predicted that individuals will be more likely to donate and will donate more to the charity
that is further from its goal. In this study I created names, logos, and descriptions for two
fictional charities doing similar work to ensure that participants prior familiarity with the
organization and their existing impressions of the charity did not influence their answers. As
there was still a chance that the organizations differed and participants preferred one over the
other, I counterbalanced both the position and names of the organizations. I also analyzed
whether there was any effect of order on how participants responded. This study was
preregistered on OSF (see Appendix A.12 for all preregistrations):
https://osf.io/b5ryc/?view_only=ca8f57382adc4a5ab13d573c43b0738a
2.3.1.1

Method
Participants. One hundred US participants took part in this study on Prolific

Academic in exchange for payment. After excluding the 3 participants who failed an
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attention check to select “Strongly Disagree” based on my preregistered criteria, I was left
with 97 participants (39.2% Female, Mage = 36.44).
Procedures. All participants saw two fictional organizations, that were working in the
same charitable domain. They first read that “The following charities, Nutrition for Kids and
Children's Food Fund, are raising money for their respective programs to distribute food.
They have similar operations and goals - both of them have enough funding to cover fixed
expenses so any money you give will go straight to the cause. Both organizations work in
improving children's lives through giving them healthy meals”. Participants then saw
Children’s Food Fund and Nutrition for Kids along with their logos, a short description and
their progress towards their goals. One organization was further from its goal and had raised
$300 out of $3000 and another was closes to its goal and had raised $2700 out of $3000. In
this and subsequent studies the stimuli were counterbalanced to minimize any effects of order
or organization name. Specifically, the order of the charities (left vs. right) and name of the
charity further from its goal (Children’s Food Fund vs. Nutrition for Kids) were
counterbalanced (See Appendix A.1 for stimuli). This created a total of 4 different versions
of the stimuli. Participants then reported their likelihood of donating to the two charities
(“Which of the above charities would you be most likely to give to?”). This dependent
variable was presented in a manner consistent with the counterbalanced stimuli so that if
Children’s Food Fund was on the left, then 1 - Definitely Children's Food Fund and 7 Definitely Nutrition for Kids and if Nutrition for Kids was on the left, then 1 - Definitely
Nutrition for Kids and 7 - Definitely Children's Food Fund. Data were recoded so that a
higher score represented giving to the organization further from its goal. Participants were
also asked to imagine that they had $100 left over at the end of the month and wished to
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donate to the two charities they just saw. Participants indicated the amount they would
donate (“How would you like to divide $100 between the two organizations?”). Participants
answered an attention check asking them to select ‘strongly disagree’. Lastly participants
completed demographic information including gender, age, and income.
2.3.1.2

Results
Order effects. There was no effect of presentation order on likelihood of donating,

t(95) = .81, p = .42, or amount given to each charity, t(95) = .10, p = .92. Thus, I was able to
collapse the results across condition after recoding so that higher values represented giving to
the organization further from its goal. The following results are after collapsing across
conditions.
Donation intentions. I first carried out a one-sample t-test to see if the likelihood of
donating to the charity further from the goal was greater than the midpoint (i.e., 4 on a 7point scale). This analysis revealed that participants were more likely than the midpoint to
donate to the charity further from its goal (M = 4.60, SD = 1.99), t(96) = 2.96, p = .004, d =
0.30.
Donation amount. I then repeated the same analysis on donation amount. A onesample t-test revealed that participants donated more than the midpoint of $50 to the charity
further from its goal (M = $58.14, SD = 28.79), t(96) = 2.79, p = .006, d = .28. Thus,
participants were more likely to donate to and donated more to the charity further from its
goal.
2.3.1.3

Discussion
This study demonstrates that when two charities are shown together, people are more

likely to donate to and donate more to the one that is further from its goal. While this study
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uses fictional organizations, it finds that participants had no preference for one charity over
the other. Thus, in study 2A, I use the same charities to replicate and extend the results of
study 1. While the use of fictional charities helps to keep the names similar and controlled, it
is also limiting because it prevents any real donations to the charity. I thus test real charities
in later studies and ask participants to make consequential donation decisions. Another
limitation of this study is that it is not possible to tell if people are donating more to the
charity further from its goal or to the charity that has raised less money. Therefore, I test the
importance of relative progress towards a goal against amount raised in the next study by
using varied stimuli. Furthermore, this study only includes one combination of amount raised
and total goal amount for the charities closer to and further from their goal. In order to
address these issues and to extend the generalizability of this study I test several different
combinations of goal amount and amount raised in the next study. In studies 2A and 2B I test
the robustness of this effect against predictions arising from alternative explanations by
varying the percentage progress level and goal amount.

2.3.2

Study 2A
Study 2A explores the robustness of the effect observed in study 1 by testing different

levels of goal progress and goal amount. In study 1 it is not clear if donations to charity are
driven by the amount raised or the level of goal progress. It is possible that consumers always
give more to a charity that has raised less money in absolute terms. However, I contend that
consumers give more to a charity that has raised less when they assume or are given
information that the charity has also made relatively less progress towards its goal. In order
to test this, I keep the amount raised by each organization constant at $300 and $2700 as in
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the previous study while varying the amount of their goal. As my conceptual framework
states that relative need determines donation decisions, I predict that people will donate more
when a charity seems to have made relatively little progress towards its goal compared to
another charity with higher progress levels. This means that people should give more to the
charity that has raised less money only when they also think it has relatively lower levels of
goal progress. However, when I provide information that indicates both charities have the
same, consistent levels of goal progress, I predict that neither will be perceived as more
needy and donations to both charities will be similar. This would indicate that it is the level
of progress towards a goal that determines the effect in study 1 and not the absolute amount
raised by the charity. In this study I also measure my focal mediator, perceived need, along
with perceived impact, competence, and warmth of the organization to rule out potential
alternative explanations. I measure impact as previous research has shown that people give to
organizations closer to their goal in order to feel like they are making greater progress and
have greater impact (Jensen et al., 2013). In addition, it is possible that greater progress will
influence how competent an organization seems. As warmth and competence are
fundamental components of social perception and have been considered especially important
in the donation context I measure both of these in this study (Aaker et al., 2010; S. T. Fiske et
al., 2007).
2.3.2.1

Method
Participants and design. Five hundred Amazon Mechanical Turk participants (48.8%

Female, Mage = 37.81) took part in this study in exchange for payment. I varied the goal
progress type in a 2(Progress Type: Relative vs. Consistent) between-subjects design with
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two replicate levels each and an additional control condition with no goal information
specified as detailed below.
Procedures. Participants first read about two organizations involved in distributing
food to children, Children’s Food Fund (CFF) and Nutrition for Kids (NFK), as in study 1. In
all conditions the charity that was further from its goal had raised $300 and the one closer to
its goal had raised $2700. This was the only information given in the no goal information
control condition. In the relative goal progress conditions, the goal amount was the same for
both organizations, but their relative progress levels varied. There were two replicates for this
condition, with a total goal of either $5400 or $3000. This meant that in the $5400 goal
condition the charities were at 5% and 50% progress and in the $3000 condition they were at
10% and 90% progress levels. In the relative progress conditions, one charity had made
greater progress towards its goal and was closer to reaching it while the other had made less
progress.
In the consistent goal progress conditions, both charities had the same level of
progress towards their goal, but their goal amounts varied. There were two replicates in this
condition, with the charities having either 10% or 50% progress. In order to maintain
consistent progress levels, I varied the goal amounts for each organization while keeping the
amount raised the same. This meant that in the 10% progress condition the charities had
goals of $3000 and $27000 and in the 50% progress condition they had goals of $600 and
$5400, respectively. Thus, the percentage goal progress for both charities was the same
regardless of the dollar amount raised. Please see Appendix A.2 for examples of stimuli.
Both organization names (CFF and NFK) and the position of the organization that had raised
less funds (left vs. right) were counterbalanced.
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After reading information about each organization participants indicated their
likelihood of donating to the charities (1 = Definitely CFF AND 7 = Definitely NFK) and
were asked how they would divide a $100 donation between the two organizations as in the
previous study. These were my key dependent variables. Participants then answered
questions about their perceptions of the organization in terms of need (“Which organization
did you think was more in need?”), impact (“At which organization do you think your
donation would make a bigger impact?”), competence (4 items; “Which organization did you
think was more competent / capable / skillful / efficient?”) and warmth (4 items; “Which
organization did you think was more warm / kind / friendly / sincere?’) on a scale of 1 =
Definitely CFF to 7 = Definitely NFK. As in study 1, the data was then recoded so that
higher values represented likelihood of giving to the charity further from its goal. Participants
then answered manipulation checks about which organization had raised more money, had a
higher goal and higher goal progress. Lastly participants completed demographic information
including gender, age, income, and ethnicity. No participants were excluded from the
following analyses.
2.3.2.2

Results
Manipulation checks. The manipulation checks suggested that the manipulation of

goal progress was successful. Overall, 81.6% of participants (N = 408) correctly chose the
organization that had raised more money. In the relative progress condition, 69.5% of
participants (N = 139) correctly remembered that the organizations had the same goal while
in the consistent progress condition, 74.6% of participants (N = 150) correctly identified the
organization that had a higher goal. When asked which organization was closer to its goal,
85.5% of participants (N = 171) correctly identified the one with higher goal progress in the
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relative progress condition. However, in the consistent progress condition only 21.9% of
participants thought the charity that had raised more money was closer to its goal and 37.3%
thought they were equally close to their goal. These manipulation checks suggests that the
stimuli were successful at communicating which organization had raised more money, had a
higher goal and was closer to its goal. However, the results of these checks are not as high as
they could be. One possible reason for this is that they were measured at the end of the study,
right before demographic measures and so relied on participants memory of what they had
seen and read about. Given the delay between stimuli and manipulation check, it seems
warranted to say that the manipulation was successful.
Order effects. I then tested to see if there was any effect of order (left vs. right) on
likelihood of giving and amount given. I found that participants were equally likely to give,
t(496) = 0.08, p = .94 and donated the same amount, t(496) = 1.45, p = .15 regardless of
order. Thus, I collapsed across order in the following analyses.
Replicates. Next, I looked to see if there were any differences between the two
replicates for each progress type condition. In the relative progress condition, there was no
difference between the two replicates on likelihood of donating to, t(198) = 0.33, p = .74, and
amount donated, t(198) = 0.90, p = .37, to the organization that had raised less money.
Similarly, in the consistent goal progress conditions there was no difference between the two
replicates in likelihood of donating to, t(199) = 0.50, p = .62 and amount donated, t(199) =
0.01, p = .99, to the organization that had raised less money. I therefore collapsed across the
two progress level conditions when conducting the remaining analyses.
Donation intentions. Overall, a one-sample t-test revealed that participants were
significantly more likely than the midpoint of a 7-point scale to donate to the charity that had
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raised less money (M = 4.37, SD = 2.05), Mdiff = .38, t(499) = 4.09, p < .001, d = 0.18. One
sample t-tests for each condition revealed that people were more likely to donate to the
charity that had raised less money in the control, t(98) = 3.34, p = .001, d = .34, and relative
goal progress conditions, t(199) = 2.94, p = .004, d = .21. However, this was not the case in
the consistent goal progress condition, t(200) = 1.16, p = .25, d = .08, where both charities
had the same goal progress. This result supports the notion that the amount given to charity
depends on the level of progress towards the goal and not just on the amount raised.
A one-way ANOVA revealed a marginal difference in likelihood of donations to the
charity far from its goal between the control, relative and consistent goal progress conditions,
F(2, 497) = 2.30, p = .10. Follow-up contrasts showed that donation likelihood was lower in
the consistent goal progress condition (M = 4.16, SD = 2.00) than the control condition (M =
4.69, SD = 2.05), t(497) = 2.08, p = .04. This indicates that, in line with my predictions,
likelihood of donating to a charity that has raised less money is only greater when it has
relatively lower levels of goal progress but not when its percentage level of goal progress is
the same as the charity with more funds (see figure below).
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Figure 2: Likelihood of donating to charity with less vs. more funds in each condition.

Donation amount. A one sample t-test revealed that the overall amount of donations
to the charity that had raised less funds (M = $57.00, SD = $26.64) was significantly more
than the midpoint, i.e., $50, Mdiff = 7.00, t(499) = 5.87, p < .001, d = 0.26, 95% CI [4.66,
9.34]. One sample t-tests for each condition revealed that people donated more to the charity
that had raised less money in the control, t(98) = 3.10, p = .003, d = .31, and relative, t(199) =
5.20, p < .001, d = .37, goal progress conditions, and marginally more in the consistent goal
progress condition t(200) = 1.71, p = .09, d = .12. A one-way ANOVA revealed a significant
difference in donations to the charity far from its goal between the control, relative and
consistent goal progress conditions, F(2, 497) = 4.10, p = .02. Follow-up contrasts showed
that donations to the charity with less funds were higher in the relative goal progress
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condition (M = 60.16, SD = 27.66) than the consistent progress condition (M = 52.90, SD =
24.02), t(497) = 2.75, p = .006. Similarly, donations were marginally higher for the control
condition (M = 58.93, SD = 28.71) than the consistent progress condition, t(497) = 1.86, p =
.06. There were no differences between the control and relative goal progress conditions,
t(497) = .38, p = .71. This further demonstrates that individuals give more donations to the
charity that has raised less money when they see a relative difference in goal progress, but
not when both charities have the same level of goal progress. This means that when the two
organizations have similar levels of goal progress (e.g., both are at 10% progress levels),
participants are equally likely to donate to each organization and donate similar amounts to
each. However, when goal progress is different (e.g., 10% vs. 90%), people are more likely
to donate to the charity that is relatively far from reaching its goal.
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Figure 3: Amount donated to charity based on amount raised in each condition.
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Need. Participants perceived different levels of need across conditions, F(2, 497) =
10.94, p < .001. Planned contrasts revealed that need perceptions were higher in the control
(M = 5.08, t(497) = 3.32, p = .001), and relative progress (M = 5.14, t(497) = 4.36, p < .001)
conditions than the consistent progress condition (M = 4.26). Need perceptions were the
same for the control and relative progress conditions, p = .83.
Impact. Participants perceived marginally different levels of impact across conditions,
F(2, 497) = 2.77, p = .06. Planned contrasts revealed that perceptions of impact were higher
in the relative progress condition (M = 4.32), than the consistent progress condition (M =
3.88), t(497) = 2.26, p = . 02. Perceptions of impact were the same for the other conditions, p
> .13.
Competence and warmth. There were no differences in perceptions of competence, p
> .11 and warmth, p > .44 between the different conditions.
Mediation. I carried out mediation analysis using PROCESS model 4 (Hayes, 2013),
with condition as a multicategorical independent variable with the consistent goal progress
condition as the baseline, need as the mediator and giving to the charity with less funds as the
dependent variable. This revealed that the higher donations to charity were driven by higher
perceptions of need in the control, B = 4.05, SE = 1.34, 95%CI [1.4901, 6.7701] and relative
goal progress conditions, B = 4.31, SE = 1.15, 95%CI [2.2168, 6.6981] compared to the
consistent goal progress condition. Additionally, likelihood of donating to charity was driven
by higher perceptions of need in the control, B = .43, SE = .14, 95%CI [.1769, .7238] and
relative goal progress, B = .46, SE = .11, 95%CI [.2515, .6926] conditions compared to the
consistent goal progress condition.
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I also ran a parallel mediation analysis including need, impact, competence, and
warmth perceptions as mediators. This revealed a significant indirect effect of need, where
the likelihood of giving to the charity further from its goal was driven by need in the control,
B = .24, SE = .08, 95% CI [.0862, .4035] and relative progress, B = .25, SE = .07, 95% CI
[.1268, .4011] conditions compared to the consistent progress condition. There were also two
additional significant mediators when comparing the relative and consistent progress
conditions; in the relative progress condition, perceptions of higher impact for the charity
further from its goal led to greater likelihood of giving to this charity, B = .15, SE = .07, 95%
CI [.0233, .2933]. Additionally, in the relative progress condition, perceptions of lower
competence for the charity further from its goal led to lower likelihood of giving to this
charity, B = -10, SE = .05, 95% CI [-.2110, -.0054]. No other effects were significant.
Parallel mediation results were similar for the donation amount dependent variable;
the charity further from its goal was perceived as more in need in the control, B = 2.17, SE =
.88, 95% CI [.7204, 4.1459] and relative progress, B = 2.32, SE = .87, 95% CI [.8660,
4.2824] conditions compared to the consistent progress condition, and this drove donation
amounts. Similarly, perceptions of higher impact increased donations, B = 1.88, SE = .89,
95% CI [.2986, 3.7680] and perceptions of lower competence decreased donations, B = -.87,
SE = .53, 95% CI [-2.0735, -.0362], in the relative compared to the consistent goal progress
conditions.
2.3.2.3

Discussion
Study 2A replicates the results of study 1 to demonstrate that people are more willing

to donate to a charity that has lower levels of goal progress compared to one with higher
levels of goal progress. Further this study shows that the focal effect emerges when the
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charity with less funds is seen as relatively further from its goal, that is, when one charity has
made comparatively lower goal progress than the other. However, this difference is
attenuated when the level of goal progress for both organizations is the same, even though
one has raised less money than the other. These results support the idea that participants
judge levels of need in a relative manner, by comparing between the two charities presented.
When one charity has raised less money but has equal levels of goal progress and requires
fewer absolute dollars to reach its goal, participants do not have clear information on which
organization is more in need. Due to the contradictory nature of this information (i.e., the
more needy organization may be the one that has raised less money or the one with a smaller
amount left to raise), participants are not sure about the relative levels of need. This study
helps underscore my key prediction that consumers focus on comparing levels of goal
progress to interpret relative levels of need and this in turn drives donation decisions.
In this study I also find support for the mediating role of perceptions of relative need
on donations to charity, and test the role of impact, warmth, and competence perceptions. I
find initial evidence that lower competence perceptions of the charity further from its goal
may have a dampening effect on the donations it receives. Interestingly, I find that
perceptions of impact mediate donations to the charity that has raised less funds in the
relative progress condition compared to the consistent progress condition. This indicates that
participants feel that they can have greater impact when donating to a charity with lower goal
progress and is contrary to predictions from the goal gradient hypothesis. This may be
because giving to a charity that few people support allows donors to feel they are making
more of a difference than giving to one with high levels of support as they are helping those
who might otherwise not receive help.
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2.3.3

Study 2B
Study 2B tests the robustness of my effect by pitting it against a strong test of the goal

gradient hypothesis. Previous work demonstrates that the goal gradient hypothesis is stronger
and donors are more likely to give to a project close to its goal when they can be the one to
complete the goal, sometimes referred to as being the tipping point (Anik & Norton, 2020;
Argo et al., 2020; Wash, 2013). In this study I test the robustness of the effect demonstrated
in studies 1 and 2A against predictions arising from research on the goal gradient hypothesis.
If the goal gradient hypothesis drives decisions in joint evaluations, then I would expect
donations to shift to the organization closer to its goal when it is at its tipping point and the
next donor can complete the goal. However, if the gap between the two projects is driving
perceptions of relative need and donations, then individuals should be even more likely to
give to the organization further from its goal when the one closer to its goal is at a tipping
point. As the gap will be larger in this case, it should emphasize the neediness of the charity
further from its goal. Thus, people will be more likely to give to the charity further from its
goal when the charity close to its goal is at a tipping point.
This study was pre-registered on OSF (also available in Appendix A.12);
https://osf.io/zh2ue/?view_only=f0bc61a128934f07aea11c473fca4c31. In this study I had
pre-registered that participants would donate more to the charity closer to the goal when they
would be able to complete the goal at the tipping point. However, the results of the study
indicate that in the charitable context, people focus on closing the gap between the two
charities and choose to donate more to the charity further from the goal when the other
charity is at its tipping point.
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In previous studies I had only measured donation intentions and so in this study, I use
a consequential dependent variable where participant choices affect actual donations to their
selected charitable organization. Additionally, this study uses new stimuli with two new
charitable organizations. These organizations are smaller charities that should be relatively
unknown to participants but enabled actual donations to be given to the charities based on
participants’ answers to the survey. This design enables me to generalize the effect found in
studies 1 and 2A to other charitable organizations and to more realistic scenarios when the
money is actually donated to charity.
2.3.3.1

Method
Participants and design. I recruited 201 Amazon MTurk participants from the US

(42.3% Female, Mage = 35.00) for this study in exchange for payment. The study was a one
factor, two-level (Goal progress: high progress vs. tipping point) between-subjects design.
Procedures. In this study, participants were shown two similar organizations,
FoodShare and Second Harvest at different distances from their goal as in previous studies
(see Appendix A.3 for stimuli). I used real Canadian charities that should be unfamiliar to US
participants and allowed me to distribute funds to the charities based on participant choices at
the end of the study. These charities were pre-tested to ensure that the two charities were
viewed as being equal in terms of liking, need, impact, competence, and overall attitudes (see
Appendix A.9 for details of this pretest).
In both conditions, the organization further from their goal had raised only $300 out
of a goal of $3000 or 10%. In the high progress condition, the organization closer to its goal
had raised 90% of its goal, or $2700 out of a goal of $3000. In the tipping point condition,
the organization closer to its goal had raised 98% of its goal, or $2930 out of a goal of $3000,
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and thus needed only $70 to complete their goal. Participants in both conditions decided how
they wished to distribute $100 and so could donate $70 to the charity at its tipping point to
complete the goal. Both the names of the organization and their position (left vs. right) were
counterbalanced.
After reading the information about the organizations, participants were informed that
there would be a random draw at the end of the study and the selected participant would be
able to divide a donation of $100 between the two charities they saw. They would thus be
able to help the charity that had raised $2930 reach its goal in the tipping point condition by
giving it $70 out of the $100. This is the point at which the goal gradient effect is theorized to
be the strongest in previous work (Anik & Norton, 2020; Argo et al., 2020). They were
informed that “The distribution of money you choose will be binding, and the money will
automatically be distributed between the two organizations according to the distribution you
indicate below. You will not have a chance to change your answer later.” This donation was
consequential, and the money was distributed to the chosen charities after the survey ended.
This served as my key dependent variable.
As in the previous study, participants also rated the organizations in terms of need:
“Which organization did you think was more in need?” (1 – Definitely FoodShare to 7 –
Definitely Second Harvest), impact: “At which organization do you think your donation
would make a bigger impact?” (1 – Definitely FoodShare to 7 – Definitely Second Harvest),
warmth (“warm”, “friendly”, “kind”, “sincere”), competence (“competent”, “capable”,
“skillful”, “efficient”) and perceived number of donors: “Based on the information provided
about the current charity campaign, how would you describe the number of people who
already donated? (1 - a very small number of people already donated to 7 - a very large
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number of people already donated). Participants then completed an attention check asking
them to select “strongly agree” and a manipulation check asking them which organization
was closer to reaching their goal and answered demographic questions including age, gender,
and income.
2.3.3.2

Results
The analyses were carried out as per my pre-registered plan for this study. Eight

participants failed the attention check asking them to select “strongly agree” and 36
participants failed to select the organization that was closer to their goal and were excluded
from the following analyses. This left 160 participants in the final analyses (45% female,
Mage = 35.41). Analyses without exclusions are available in the Appendix.
Donation amount: A one sample t-test revealed that overall donations to the
organization that was further from its goal (M = $60.28, SD = $29.44) was greater than the
midpoint, i.e., $50, Mdiff = 10.28, t(159) = 4.42, p < .001, d = 0.32. This replicates my results
from studies 1 and 2A in a context with actual giving showing that charities further from
their goal receive more donations.
A one-way ANOVA tested the impact of goal progress condition (high progress vs.
tipping point) on donations to the charity further from its goal. Donations to the organization
further from its goal were higher in the tipping point condition (M = $64.14, SD = $28.47)
than the high progress condition (M = $56.79, SD = $30.03), F(1, 158) = 2.52, p = .12, d =
0.25. Contrary to predictions from the goal gradient hypothesis, I did not find that
participants donated more to help an organization complete its goal in the tipping point
condition than in the high progress condition. In both conditions I found a consistent
tendency to donate to the charity that was further from its goal, and this was even stronger in
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the tipping point condition where the difference between progress levels was larger (see
figure below).
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Figure 4: Donation amount based on tipping point and high progress conditions.

Mediation. I carried out mediation analysis using PROCESS model 4 and 5000
bootstrap samples (Hayes 2013) to test the effect of distance from goal (dummy coded as 0 =
FoodShare further from goal and 1 = Second Harvest further from goal) on donations to
Second Harvest through perceived need (higher values indicate Second Harvest was
perceived as more needy). This revealed a significant indirect effect of need, where
perceptions of need mediated the relationship between distance from goal and donations to
the charity; when Second Harvest was further from its goal, it was also perceived as more
needy and this led to greater donations to the charity, B = 17.65, SE = 3.62, 95% CI
[10.7822, 25.1074] (see figure below).
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Multiple mediation analysis including perceptions of need, warmth, competence,
impact, and number of donors as potential mediators, revealed only a significant indirect
effect of need, B = 14.43, SE = 4.88, 95% CI [5.3252, 24.5221] on the relationship between
distance from goal and donations to the charity.
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n.s
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Figure 5: Mediation analysis of distance from goal on donations through need.
2.3.3.3

Discussion
This study replicates studies 1 and 2A showing that individuals donate more to an

organization that is further from its goal, and that this occurs because they are seen as more
in need. This study uses new stimuli involving real charitable organizations that I pretested to
be equal on a number of dimensions including liking and competence. Using new pretested
stimuli helps generalize the findings in previous studies to other contexts. Using real
charitable organizations enables participants to make consequential donation decisions that
are distributed to the charities after the study takes place. Thus, this study enhances
ecological validity compared to previous studies. However, I note that the organizations used
are still in the same domain of providing people in need with food. A greater variety of
stimuli can be used in future studies to further enhance ecological validity.
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This study also demonstrates a surprising finding. Contrary to my pre-registered
expectations, participants were still more likely to give to the charity further from the goal
when they were able to complete the goal (i.e., at the tipping point). While previous work
would predict that donations would be more consistent with the goal gradient effect at the
tipping point, as that is the point at which people can have the most impact, I find that even
in this situation, participants evaluating two charities together give more to the one further
from the goal. This study provides a strong test of my framework against predictions arising
from the goal gradient hypothesis and demonstrates the robustness of my effect; in joint
evaluation situations, need appears to outweigh impact as a decision-making criteria. In fact,
I find that people give directionally more to the charity further from its goal when the other
charity is at its tipping point, and that this occurs even when individuals have the opportunity
to complete the organization’s goal in a consequential design involving actual donations to
charity.
A limitation of this study and the previous studies is that it tests my effect only in
joint evaluations and not in separate evaluations. I therefore test the moderating role of
evaluation mode by comparing joint and separate evaluations in the next set of studies.

2.3.4

Study 3
In this study, I aimed to test the moderating effect of evaluation mode and to

demonstrate that donations to a charity far from its goal will not be higher when options are
evaluated separately (rather than jointly). So far, the studies have only tested the joint
evaluation context, but this study compares how people react to the same charities when they
are presented together versus apart. My theorizing suggests that joint presentation of
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charitable funding options helps to make the existence of needier charities salient and makes
the charity further from its goal seem relatively more in need. However, when each
organization is evaluated separately, I expect that both charities will be judged equally needy
and do not expect needier charities to be salient. Thus, in separate evaluations I do not expect
higher donations to the charity further from its goal.
In this study I use a consequential design as in study 2B which allows participants to
actually decide how much would be given to the charitable organization(s). I also further
tested the robustness of this effect by emphasizing the distance left to reach the goal (e.g.,
“$70 to go”), often referred to as a to-go frame (Wiebenga & Fennis, 2014); previous work
on the goal-gradient effect has shown that this framing helps increase funds to the
organization close to the goal (Bonezzi et al., 2011; Wiebenga & Fennis, 2014) and thus
provides an additional robustness check for my effects. Additionally, I aimed to replicate my
results from previous studies that show higher donations to a charitable organization further
from its goal in joint evaluations with a sample outside of North America, in this case from
the UK. This helps further generalize the results from previous studies to other populations.
This study was pre-registered on the Open Science Framework and this preregistration is also
available in Appendix A.12:
https://osf.io/ym4nu/?view_only=846451f2de954b3d87aada7f99e152d8
2.3.4.1

Method
Participants and design. Three hundred participants (66.3% Female, Mage = 36.28)

from the UK took part in this study through Prolific Academic in exchange for payment. The
study was a 3 (Evaluation type: joint vs. separate far vs. separate close) factor design. In the
Joint Evaluation (JE) condition two organizations were presented next to each other and in
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the separate evaluation (SE) conditions only one organization was presented on its own,
either close to or far from its goal.
Procedures. Participants were presented with information about either an
organization close to its goal (SE close), an organization far from its goal (SE far) or both
simultaneously (JE). The organization close to the goal had raised £2930 out of £3000 and
was clearly labelled as having “£70 to go” while the organization far from the goal had raised
£300 out of £3000 and was labelled as having “£2700 to go”. I chose to include the to-go
frame as previous work has shown that the goal gradient effect is stronger when a to-go
frame is used close to a goal (Bonezzi et al., 2011; Wiebenga & Fennis, 2014) (see Appendix
A.4 for stimuli). The two organizations, FoodShare and Second Harvest were
counterbalanced in terms of position (left vs. right) and progress towards the goal (close to
goal vs. far from goal).
After seeing the information about the charitable organizations, participants were
given the opportunity to donate. They were informed that a random draw after the study was
completed would select one participant for £100. If a participant was selected in the draw,
the £100 prize would be distributed between the two charities, FoodShare & Second Harvest
in the JE condition, or the charity they saw and a different charity of their choice in the SE
conditions. This distribution was my key dependent variable. After the study ended, the
money was distributed between FoodShare (£90) and Second Harvest (£10) as per the
choices of one participant and all participants were informed of the distribution. After
completing the donation question, participants rated their perceptions of the organization’s
need, (“The organization was in need” 1 –Strongly Disagree to 7 – Strongly Agree), along
with demographic measures such as age and gender.
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2.3.4.2

Results
No participants were excluded from the following pre-registered analyses.
Donation amount. A one-sample t-test revealed that overall donations to the

organization further from its goal were significantly above the midpoint of £50, (M = 60.30,
SD = 29.50), t(198) = 4.93, p < .001, d = .35. Donations to the organization closer to its goal
were significantly below the midpoint of £50, (M = 43.19, SD = 28.36), t(200) = 3.41, p =
.001, d = .24.
In the Joint Evaluation condition, donations to the organization further from its goal
was significantly above the midpoint of £50, (M = 65.05, SD = 27.78), t(99) = 5.42, p < .001,
d = 0.54. Donations to the organization closer to its goal was significantly below the
midpoint of £50, (M = 34.95, SD = 27.78), t(99) = 5.42, p < .001, d = 0.54. In the Separate
Evaluation far condition, donations to the organization further from its goal were marginally
greater than the midpoint, (M = 55.50, SD = 30.54), t(98) = 1.79, p = .08, d = .18. In the
Separate Evaluation close condition, donations to the organization closer to its goal were not
significantly different from the midpoint, (M = 51.35, SD = 26.63), t(100) = .51, p = .61, d =
.05 (see figure below).
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Figure 6: Donations to charity based on distance from goal in joint vs. separate
evaluations.

Independent-samples t-tests revealed that donations to FoodShare were greater when
the organization was further from its goal (M = 60.49, SD = 30.06) than when it was close to
its goal (M = 44.40, SD = 28.63), t(196) = 3.85, p < .001, d = 0.55. Similarly, donations to
Second Harvest were greater when the organization was further from its goal (M = 60.14, SD
= 29.15) than when it was close to its goal (M = 41.84, SD = 28.14), t(200) = 4.53, p < .001,
d = 0.64.
I carried out a hybrid t-test which has been used in past research to test for preference
shifts in joint vs. separate evaluations (Hsee, 1996), revealing that respondents were more
sensitive in JE than SE to whether an organization was close to vs. far from its goal, t(297) =
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5.28, p < .001. In SE, respondents did not donate more to the organization that was further
from its goal (Mclose = 51.35 vs. Mfar = 55.51), t(198) = 1.03, p = .31. However, in JE this was
reversed, and a paired sample t-test showed that respondents donated significantly more to
the organization that was further from its goal than close to its goal (Mfar = 65.05, SDfar =
27.78 vs. Mclose = 34.95 SDclose = 27.78), t(99) = 5.42, p < .001. Further, participants gave
more when the charity was further from its goal in joint evaluation than in separate
evaluation, t(197) = 2.31, p = .02. Participants also gave more to the charity closer to its goal
in separate evaluations than in joint evaluations, t(199) = 4.27, p < .001, indicating that joint
evaluations affect donations to both the charity closer to and further from its goal, decreasing
the former and increasing the latter.
Mediation. Mediation analysis using PROCESS model 4 and 5000 bootstrap samples
found that the effect of JE vs. SE condition (coded JE = 1 and SE = 0) on donations to the
organization far from its goal was mediated by perceptions of need, B = 4.28, 95%
CI[1.6270, 7.2983] (see figure below).

* p < .05
** p < .01
*** p < .001
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Need
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Evaluations
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B = 5.27

Donations to
organization further
from goal

Figure 7: Mediation of joint vs. separate evaluations on donations through perceived need.
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Perceived need did not mediate the effect of JE vs. SE on donations to the charity
close to its goal, B = -1.48, 95% CI[-4.1074, .8198]. This indicates that joint evaluations do
not change need perceptions of the organization close to the goal. Rather they emphasize the
neediness of organizations further from their goal, and this increases donations to the
relatively needier organization. Perceived impact also mediated the effect of JE (vs. SE) on
donations to the organization further from its goal, B = 6.07, 95% CI[2.8396, 10.017] but not
the organization close to its goal.
2.3.4.3

Discussion
This study demonstrates the moderating effect of evaluation mode and how a small

change in presentation format, by either presenting two organizations together or separately,
can increase donations to the organization close to its goal. I demonstrate that the effect
occurs only in joint evaluations and is robust to presenting a to-go frame using a
consequential design. I further show that the effect occurs because a joint presentation makes
the charity further from its goal appear more needy, thus driving donations to the charity.
This study also shows that the results are generalizable to those outside of North
America, including people living in the UK. However, the sample is still from an English
speaking, developed country and so there is scope to further generalize this result by testing
with participants outside the English-speaking world and also with developing countries.
There are possible cultural, political, and geographical differences that might affect results,
which I discuss in more detail in the general discussion.
I have also replicated this study with undergraduate students from a large North
American university in a 3 factor (Evaluation type: joint vs. separate far vs. separate close)
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between-subjects design. The results revealed similar preference shifts between joint and
separate evaluation, with participants in joint evaluations donating more to the charity further
from its goal (M = $56.25, SD = 35.59) than the one closer to its goal (M = $43.75, SD =
35.59), t(147) = 2.14, p = .03, d = .35. The details of this replication are in supplemental
study 1 in Appendix A.7. In the next study I test the effect of evaluation mode in a different
context with individual fundraisers.

2.3.5

Study 4
In this study I explore my predictions using a scenario from previous work where a

student sells candy to fundraise for a cause (Cryder et al., 2013). I test the moderating role of
evaluation mode in my conceptual framework against predictions from previous work by
using joint vs. separate evaluation formats. I predict that joint presentation of the students
closer to and far from their goal will result in more donations to the student far from their
goal as they will be seen as needier. This study also tests several important factors that add to
the results from previous studies; firstly, this study tests the impact of evaluation mode and
distance from goal on individuals raising funds rather than charitable organizations and
shows that the results generalize to individuals. Second, this study modifies the dependent
variable in previous studies in two important ways; participants rated their likelihood of
donating to each person separately so that each answer can be independent from the other
and are also chose between helping others and keeping the money for themselves. Third, this
study uses stimuli validated in previous studies to compare and contrast the role of evaluation
mode on goal gradient vs. need perception effects. Fourth, in addition to need and impact, I
also test several additional mediators in this study including sympathy, satisfaction and
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likelihood of goal completion. This study was pre-registered on the Open Science
Framework: https://osf.io/nyevm.
2.3.5.1

Method
Participants and design. I recruited 299 US Participants from Amazon MTurk

(30.4% Female, Mage = 36.12). The study was a 3 (Evaluation type: joint vs. separate far vs.
separate close) factor design. After excluding those participants who failed to correctly
answer an attention check to select “always” and “never” I was left with 273 participants
(30% Female, Mage = 35.97).
Procedures. All participants were presented with information about Olivia and/or
Sienna, 7th-grade students who need to sell 100 candy bars (cost: $1 each) to meet a quota
for their school sports team fundraiser. The student(s) needed to sell either 2 or 32 more
candy bars to meet their goal. In the Joint Evaluation condition both students were presented,
and one student was closer to her goal (needs to sell 2 more candy bars) while the other was
further from her goal (needs to sell 32 more candy bars). In the Separate Evaluation
conditions only one student was presented, either close to or far from her goal. The two
separate evaluation conditions are exactly like previous research using these scenarios
(stimuli from Cryder, Loewenstein & Seltman 2013; see Appendix A.5 for stimuli). As in
previous studies, the names of students and their presentation order was counterbalanced.
I then measured participants’ likelihood of buying a candy bar from each student (1 –
Not likely at all to 7 – Very likely). This served as my key dependent variable. Unlike
previous studies where participants distributed a finite amount between charities, in this case
they assessed their likelihood of giving to each charity separately. This meant that they could
indicate very high likelihoods for one student and a very high likelihood for the other student.
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Participants were also asked what they would do if they had $1, the price of a single candy
bar with options to buy from the student(s) they had read about or to keep the money. Unlike
previous studies, participants could indicate that they would rather keep the money for
themselves than give it to a student raising funds.
Participants also answered questions on perceived need: “To what extent did X need
your help” (1 – Not at all to 7- To a great extent), and impact: “How much progress would
your potential candy bar purchase make toward X's goal”, “How big would your contribution
be toward X's goal if you purchased a candy bar?”, and “How substantial would your
contribution be toward X's goal if you purchased a candy bar?” (1 – Not at all to 7 – A lot of
progress/Very big/Very substantial) where X was replaced with the name of the student(s) in
the scenario. They also answered 3 items to measure how satisfying it would be to help the
student reach her goal: “How satisfying would it be to help X reach her goal?”, “How excited
would you be to help X reach her goal?”, and “How happy would you feel to be able to help
X reach her goal?” (1 – Not at all to 7 – Very satisfying/excited/happy) and 3 items to
measure sympathy for the student: “To what extent do you feel sympathy for X?”, “To what
extent do you feel compassion for X?”, and “To what extent do you feel distress for?” (1 –
Not at all to 7- To a great extent). Lastly, they answered 1 item to measure likelihood of
reaching the goal: “How likely is it that X will reach her goal?” (1 – Not likely at all to 7 –
Very likely).
2.3.5.2

Results
Purchase likelihood. A hybrid t-test revealed a significant preference reversal

between JE and SE on likelihood of buying from the student closer to her goal, t(270) = 6.25,
p < .001. In SE, an independent samples t-test revealed that participants were marginally
53

more likely to buy candy from the student who was closer (M = 5.71, SD = 1.48) to her goal
than the one who was further from her goal (M = 5.36, SD = 1.47), t(196) = 1.69, p = .09,
consistent with previous work on the goal gradient hypothesis. In JE, however, participants’
preferences reversed; a paired samples t-test showed that they were more likely to buy from
the student that was further from her goal (M = 5.89, SD = 1.14) than close to her goal (M =
4.73, SD = 1.89), t(98) = 5.13, p < .001 (see figure below).
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Figure 8: Likelihood of buying a candy bar based on distance from goal.
Forced Choice. A chi-square test revealed that participants chose to use their $1
differently across conditions, χ2(2, N = 273) = 16.00, p < .001. In joint evaluations, the
majority of participants (56%, N = 51) chose to give to the student further from their goal
while far fewer chose to give to the student closer to their goal (29%, N = 26) or to keep the
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money for themselves (15%, N = 14). In separate evaluations, the distribution of choices was
much more evenly split between the student closer to their goal (35%, N = 63), further from
their goal (32%, N = 59) and keeping the money for themselves (33%, N = 60). There was no
difference between choices to donate or keep the money for oneself in separate evaluations
χ2(2, N = 182) = 0.40, p = .53. In joint evaluations, more participants chose to donate than
keep the money for themselves compared to separate evaluations, χ2(2, N = 273) = 9.50, p =
.002. This measure helps us understand how people choose to distribute money when they
have the choice to keep some for themselves; in joint evaluations, participants chose to
transfer money that they would have kept for themselves to the student who was further from
its goal, while the proportion of people choosing to give to the student closer to their goal
remained similar.
Need. As expected, participants indicated that the student further from their goal was
more in need than the one closer to their goal in the joint evaluation condition (Mfar = 6.01
vs. Mclose = 3.99), t(90) = 8.67, p < .001. There were no differences in perceptions of need
between the student further from vs. close to their goal in the two separate evaluation
conditions, (Mfar = 4.89 vs. Mclose = 5.00), t(180) = .46, p = .65.
Impact. Consistent with previous work, participants indicated that helping would have
higher impact when the student was closer to her goal, than when she was further from her
goal in separate evaluations, (Mfar = 4.60 vs. Mclose = 5.06), t(180) = 2.07, p = .04.
Participants also reported that helping the student closer to their goal would have a
marginally higher impact than helping the student further from their goal in joint evaluations,
(Mfar = 4.92 vs. Mclose = 5.26), t(90) = 1.86, p = .07.
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Sympathy. The results for sympathy were similar to that of need and help explore the
role of emotional influences when comparisons highlight relative need. Participants indicated
that they felt more sympathy towards the student further from their goal than the one closer
to their goal in the joint evaluation condition (Mfar = 5.12 vs. Mclose = 4.18), t(90) = 5.95, p <
.001. However, participants reported no differences in sympathy for the two students in
separate evaluations, (Mfar = 4.36 vs. Mclose = 4.54), p = .42.
Satisfaction. Participants indicated that they would feel greater satisfaction when
helping the student further from their goal in joint evaluations (Mfar = 5.52 vs. Mclose = 5.18),
t(90) = 2.59, p = .01, but would feel greater satisfaction when helping the student closer to
her goal in separate evaluations, (Mfar = 5.18 vs. Mclose = 5.54), t(180) = 1.87, p = .06.
Likelihood of reaching goal. In both joint and separate evaluations participants
reported that the student closer to their goal was significantly more likely to reach their goal,
despite an explicit statement in the vignette that all students were certain to reach their goal,
(SE: Mfar = 5.82 vs. Mclose = 6.19), t(180) = 2.02, p = .04. JE: Mfar = 5.46 vs. Mclose = 6.11),
t(90) = 3.91, p < .001).
Mediation. As this study used a mixed design where mediators and dependent
variables were measured within-subjects in joint evaluation and between subjects in separate
evaluation, I evaluated the role of mediators for joint vs. separate evaluations individually.
To determine the role of perceived need as a mechanism in the joint evaluation condition, I
followed Montoya and Hayes (2017) procedure for mediation analysis with within-subject
data using the MEMORE macro for SPSS with 5000 bootstrap samples. I found a significant
indirect effect of distance from goal (far vs. close) on likelihood of purchasing candy from
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the student further from their goal through perceived need, B = .90, 95% CI [.3919, 1.4253]
as illustrated in the figure below.

Figure 9: Mediation of distance from goal on likelihood of purchase through need in joint
evaluations.
I then tested the role of need, impact, sympathy, and satisfaction as parallel mediators
in joint evaluation using the MEMORE package in SPSS. In this model, only the indirect
effect of need was significant, B = .86, SE = .39, 95% CI [.1097, 1.6582]. There were no
significant indirect effects of impact, B = -.09, SE = .08, 95% CI [-.2786, .0243], sympathy,
B = .001, SE = .19, 95% CI [-.3624, .3810] or satisfaction, B = .07, SE = .07, 95% CI [.0849, .2065] on helping the student further from their goal.
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Next, I turned to analyzing the mediating role of need, impact, sympathy, and
satisfaction in separate evaluation using PROCESS model 4 with 5000 bootstrap samples. A
parallel mediation model including need, impact, sympathy, and satisfaction revealed no
significant mediators for the relationship between goal proximity and helping the student.
When entered individually as mediators there was no significant indirect effect of need, B =
.07, SE = .14, 95% CI [-.1797, .3506] on buying candy to help the student. However, when
the student was close to their goal, impact mediated the likelihood of buying candy to help
the student, B = .26, SE = .13, 95% CI [.0212, .5429]. This indicates that in separate
evaluations, people were more likely to buy from the student closer to her goal because they
felt they could have a larger impact, an effect consistent with predictions from the goal
gradient hypothesis.
2.3.5.3

Discussion
This study uses a situational vignette used in previous work to provide additional

support for my predictions. Consistent with my conceptual framework, people were more
likely to purchase candy from a student who is far from their goal than close to their goal
when they evaluate both students jointly. This study allowed me to analyze the effect of
mediators in joint and separate evaluations independently, showing that need mediates
helping the student further from her goal only in joint evaluations. This study also
demonstrates the goal gradient effect in separate, but not joint evaluations. Additionally, this
study extends the generalizability of the previous findings with charitable organizations to
individuals who are fundraising for a charitable cause. Issues of trust, competence and other
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factors may affect individual fundraisers differently from organizations, and as crowdfunding
often involves individuals raising funds, it is helpful to extend the findings to this context.
I replicate this study with 541 participants from the US on Prolific (51.2% Female,
Mage = 33.52) using the same 3 (Evaluation type: joint vs. separate far vs. separate close)
between-subjects design. The results revealed that respondents were more likely to buy from
the student that was further from their goal (M = 5.92, SD = 1.33) than close to their goal (M
= 4.64, SD = 2.04), t(169) = 7.40, p < .001, d = .63 only in joint evaluations and that this was
mediated by greater perceptions of need when making comparisons in joint evaluations. In
separate evaluations. there was no difference between respondent’s likelihood of buying from
the student who was closer (M = 5.88) vs. further (M = 5.66) from her goal, t(314) = 1.24, p
= .22. Thus, in this study I did not find results consistent with the goal gradient hypothesis;
participants were equally likely to buy candy to support the student further from their goal as
they were to support the student closer to their goal. This replication was preregistered, used
a larger sample size and a similar online platform to recruit participants. Future research can
investigate the strength of the goal gradient hypothesis in charitable giving more carefully to
reconcile these inconsistent results. The details for this study are given in supplemental study
2 in Appendix A.8.

2.3.6

Study 5
In this study I build on previous studies to test the moderating role of organization

type. I theorize that the communal context is necessary for relative need to be a salient and
important factor in decisions to give to an organization. Thus, I expect this to be especially
important in crowdfunding for charities rather than for businesses, and to emerge in joint
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evaluation mode. I test this using new stimuli involving a product that is either framed as a
non-profit charitable product or one that is for a for-profit business. This allows me to
investigate the effect of framing the organization as a charity or a business while keeping the
core product and its attributes the same. I pretest the stimuli to ensure that the two products
are seen as equivalent on a variety of dimensions, and that the framing impacts the type of
organization participants encounter. In addition, I continue to test the moderating role of joint
vs. separate evaluation types and the mediating role of perceived need in comparison to
perceived impact.

2.3.6.1

Method

Pretest. I first pretested two products: LifeLight, a solar powered light and Solar Bar, a
foldable solar panel (Stimuli in Appendix A). I recruited 102 participants on Amazon
Mechanical Turk in exchange for payment (50% female, Mage = 36.28, SDage = 11.50).
Participants saw two organizations, either framed as a non-profit charity or a start-up
business. When framed as a charity participants read that LifeLight is “A portable,
waterproof solar light that brings light to mobile clinics, businesses and homes without
access to electricity.” and that Solar Bar is “A compact, foldable solar panel that can charge
an LED light, a mobile phone and other devices in places without access to power.” In the
business condition, participants read that LifeLight is “A portable, waterproof solar light that
is perfect for the outdoors, whether you’re in the backyard or travelling off-the-grid” and that
Solar Bar is “A compact, foldable solar panel that can charge an LED light, a mobile phone
and other devices while camping, hiking & travelling.” Participants then reported how much
they liked each organization (“Which charity/start-up do you like more overall?”), their
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perceptions of the organization’s need (“Which charity/start-up do you think is more
in need?”), warmth (4 items; “Which charity/start-up do you think is more
warm/friendly/kind/sincere?”), competence (4 items; “Which charity/start-up do you think is
more competent/capable/skillful/efficient?”), and where they would be able to make more
impact(“At which charity/start-up do you think your funds would make a bigger impact?”).
All items used 7-pont scales ranging from 1 - Definitely Solar Bar to 7 – Definitely
LifeStraw. Finally, participants answered whether they had encountered a charity or a startup organization and completed demographic measures.
The manipulation was successful and over 81% of participants correctly answered the
type of organization they had seen. In the charity condition, the two organizations LifeLight
and Solar Bar were equivalently liked, and perceived as similarly in need, impactful,
competent, and warm, all ps > .13. Similarly, in the business condition, the two organizations
LifeLight and Solar Bar were equivalently liked, and perceived as similarly in need,
impactful, competent, and warm, all ps > .15.
Participants and design. I aimed to recruit 600 undergraduate students from a large
North American university for this study for course credit. 505 participants ended up taking
part in this study during the semester. I excluded students who failed an attention check
asking them to select both “always” and “never” and who answered the manipulation check
regarding the type of organization they saw incorrectly. The relatively high rate of attention
check failures (27%) for this particular study is in line with research showing that subject
pool participants tend to be less attentive than online pool participants, such as those on
Amazon Mechanical Turk (Hauser & Schwarz, 2016). Previous work demonstrates that
while MTurkers passed instructional manipulation checks at a rate greater than 90%, students
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from all but one of 27 universities performed worse that this with the majority below 80%
pass rates and one as low as 53% (Klein et al., 2014). After exclusions, I was left with 366
participants (59% Female, Mage = 19.29, SDage = 1.86). This study aimed to test the effect of
evaluation mode on donations to the organization further from its goal for two types of
organizations: charity and business. I expected the effects from previous studies to hold when
funding charities but not when the organization is a business. This study used a 3 (Evaluation
mode: joint vs. separate close vs. separate far) x 2 (Organization type: charity vs. business)
between-subjects design.
Procedures. Participants were randomly assigned to see either charities or businesses
that were pretested to be different in terms of the type of organization but similar in terms of
liking and other factors. In both cases the organizations showcased similar products;
LifeLight, a solar powered light and Solar Bar, a foldable solar panel. In the charity
condition, these products were framed as helping those living in places without access to
electricity and in the business condition, the products were framed as useful for travelers who
were hiking, camping, or doing other off-the-grid activities.
In the joint evaluation condition participants saw both organizations with one
organization close to reaching its goal ($2730 out of $3000) and the other far from reaching
its goal ($300 out of $3000). The order (left vs. right) and the names of the organizations
were counterbalanced. In the separate evaluation conditions participants saw a single
organization either close to or far from its goal. Participants were then asked how much of
$100 they would like to give to each organization. This was the key dependent variable. They
then rated the organizations in terms of perceived need, impact, number of donors,
competence, and warmth as in previous studies. Lastly, participants completed a
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manipulation check asking how close the organization(s) they saw was to their goal and
answered basic demographic questions including age, gender, income, and ethnicity.
2.3.6.2

Results
Donation Amount. I first considered overall donations to each type of organization

separately. I found that participants gave more to the charity further from its goal in joint
evaluations (M = 57.20) than in separate evaluations (M = 35.28), t(92) = 3.79, p < .001. As
in previous studies there was no difference between donations to the charity closer to its goal
in joint (M = 42.80) vs. separate evaluations (M = 41.74), t(85) = .18, p = .86. I then turned
to look at the results for the business organization. The business further from its goal
received marginally greater funds in joint (M = 47.61) versus separate (M = 39.97)
evaluations, t(147) = 1.69, p = .08, but the business closer to its goal received the same
amount of funds in joint (M = 52.39) and separate (M = 48.90) evaluations, t(149) = .72, p =
.47. Further analyses revealed that funds given to the organization closer to its goal was
higher overall for the business (M = 50.61) than for the charity (M = 42.24), t(236) =2.14, p
= .03.
I predicted that joint evaluations would drive funds towards the charity further from
its goal more than to the business further from its goal. To assess this, I ran a univariate
ANOVA including evaluation type (JE vs. SE), organization type (charity vs. business) and
their interaction on average funding for the organization further from its goal. This revealed a
significant main effect of evaluation mode, F(1, 239) = 16.13, p < .001, no main effect of
organization type, p = .45 and importantly, a marginally significant interaction between
organization type and evaluation mode, F(1, 239) = 3.11, p = .08 on giving to the
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organization further from its goal. Pairwise comparisons showed that funds for the charity
further from its goal were significantly higher in joint evaluations (M = 57.20) than separate
evaluations (M = 35.28), F(1, 239) = 13.53, p < .001, replicating the previous effects. Funds
for the business further from its goal were also marginally higher in joint (M = 47.61) over
separate (M = 39.07) evaluations, F(1, 239) = 3.31, p = .07. In separate evaluations there was
no difference between the amount given to the charity vs. the business, p = .46. However, in
joint evaluations, charities further from their goal received marginally more than businesses
further from their goal, F(1, 239) = 2.96, p = .09.
I then focused on the separate evaluation conditions to test for goal gradient effects. A
two-way ANOVA predicting amount given to the target organization from organization type
(business vs. charity), evaluation type (SE far vs. SE close) and their interaction showed that
there was no interaction between organization and evaluation type in separate evaluation, p =
.65. Consistent with the goal gradient hypothesis, however, there was a main effect of
evaluation type, F(1, 247) = 4.89, p = .03, where participants gave more overall when they
evaluated a single organization that was closer to its goal.
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Figure 10: Amount given to a charity vs. business based on evaluation type.
Need. In order to assess levels of need I looked at the effect of separate vs. joint
evaluations for each type of organization individually. As expected, when evaluated jointly
participants felt the charity further from its goal was relatively more in need (M = 5.44) than
the one close to its goal (M = 3.90), t(40) = 3.79, p = .001. However, there were no
differences in perceived need for the charity close to (M = 4.28) vs. far from (M = 4.13) its
goal when they were evaluated separately, p = .66.
The business further from its goal was perceived as more in need in both joint and
separate evaluations. When participants evaluated businesses separately, they perceived the
one further from its goal (M = 4.25) as more in need than the one close to its goal (M = 3.62),
t(150) = 2.29, p = .02. Similarly, when evaluating businesses jointly, participants perceived
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the one further from its goal (M = 5.14) as more in need than the one close to its goal (M =
4.22), t(73) = 3.01, p = .003.
Impact. There were no differences in perceptions of impact between charities
evaluated separately, p = .50 or jointly, p = .51.There were also no differences in perceptions
of impact between businesses evaluated separately, p = .94 or jointly, p = .16.
Mediation. As in study 4, I first analyzed the mediating role of perceptions of need
using the MEMORE macro for within-subject data with 5000 bootstrap samples. This
analysis was conducted separately for the charity and the business. It revealed a significant
indirect effect of distance from goal (far vs. close) on likelihood of giving to the charity
further from its goal through perceived need, B = 14.77, SE = 5.58, 95% CI [5.0508,
27.1213]. This also revealed a weaker, but significant indirect effect of distance from goal
(far vs. close) on likelihood of giving to the business further from its goal through perceived
need, B = 6.67, SE = 3.20, 95% CI [1.4501, 13.8572]. This indicates that, while participants
give more to an organization further from its goal in joint evaluations, this is stronger when
the organization is a charity rather than a business.
I then included perceptions of need, and impact, into a parallel mediation model for
within-subjects data using the MEMORE package for SPSS. This showed a significant
indirect effect of distance from goal (far vs. close) on likelihood of giving to the charity
further from its goal through perceived need, B = 9.53, SE = 5.10, 95% CI [.4229, 20.7802].
There was no indirect effect of perceived impact on giving to the charity further from its
goal, 95% CI [ -4.2531, 7.9854]. In the case where participants saw a business organization,
there was no indirect effect of either perceived need, 95% CI [-2.2620, 8.2519] or impact,
95% CI [-9.9427, 1.6158] on amount given to the business further from its goal.
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2.3.6.3

Discussion
This study demonstrates the moderating role of organization type, showing that the

previously established effect of giving to an organization further from its goal in joint
evaluations emerges only when the organization is a charitable one (but not when it is a forprofit). By using similar products and framing them as either part of a charitable or business
campaign to raise funds, I am able to test whether a charitable framing leads to greater funds
for an organization further from its goal. I theorize that a communal context is required for
people to base their resource allocation decisions on relative levels of need. The results of
this study support the conceptualization that communal norms, which more strongly apply in
a charitable than in a business context (Aaker et al., 2010; Deutsch, 1975), should be active
for relative levels of need to be salient and important when making decisions to give.
In addition, this study replicates the preference reversal found in previous studies
with charities and individual fundraisers in joint evaluations, further strengthening support
for the main effect. In this study participants give more to the organization closer to its goal
in separate evaluations which demonstrates the goal gradient effect for both charities and
businesses. Thus, in this and the previous study, I find evidence consistent with the goal
gradient effect in separate evaluations but not in joint evaluations. However, in study 3 and
the replication of study 4 (supplemental study 2), I do not find support for the goal gradient
hypothesis. These mixed results warranty further study and investigation to fully understand
the effects of proximity to goal on funding. While my studies suggest that evaluation mode is
a potential moderator of goal gradient effects, there are likely other factors that affect the size
and direction of goal gradient effects which I examine in the general discussion.
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Study 5 makes the contexts in which people give more to an entity further from its
goal clearer. Studies 1-4 had already shown that when people evaluated charities or
individuals raising money for a cause jointly, they gave more to the one further from its goal.
I argued that this was because of the communal nature of the context, and study 5 further
strengthens this proposition. It suggests that while individuals and charities struggling to
raise money for a cause can benefit from comparisons with another individual or charity that
appears more successful in raising money (i.e., one that has made greater progress towards its
goal), the same cannot be said for businesses. A for-profit business trying to raise funds, such
as is common with start-up organizations, receives more funds when it is closer to its goal
regardless of whether it is evaluated alone or with another start-up further from its goal.
However, even for a for-profit start-up that has made little progress towards its goal, funding
was marginally higher when it was evaluated with another start-up closer to its goal than
when it was alone. This result suggests that although the effect of evaluation mode is stronger
in a charitable context it can also be beneficial for businesses, particularly start-ups that are
crowdfunding products. This finding is consistent with recent work showing that
crowdfunding itself activates a more interdependent mindset consistent with communal
norms (Simpson et al., 2020).
The previous studies had tested predictions from my conceptual model using
experimental studies. While I took effort to make these as ecologically valid as possible, with
stimuli designed to look like actual crowdfunding sites, real organizations and consequential
donations, the studies still do not test the effects in a real-world context. There are several
limitations to this. First, in real decisions to fund individuals and organizations, people take
into account the information they are presented with, which is often more that the two
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organizations they were presented with in my studies. Second, they must decide to part with
their own hard-earned money rather than money that essentially belongs to the experimenter.
Third, in online contexts, such decisions are usually fully anonymous, and individuals should
not feel that they are in an experiment or being observed by experimenters. Study 6 attempts
to test the ecological validity of my predictions in a more realistic context.

2.3.7

Study 6
Study 6 tests my theory in a real-world context, using data from a large micro-

crowdfunding site, kiva.org which enables people to fund individuals and small businesses
around the world with zero-interest loans. Borrowers, a large portion of whom are from
developing countries, put their projects on the site and ask for the funds they require. Lenders
can choose to fund any project they see on the site with a zero-interest loan which borrowers
need to repay after a specified amount of time. Once repaid, the funds do not return to the
lender but can be lent out again through the site to another project. Lenders, therefore, are
making a charitable contribution when they choose to give money as they will not be able to
receive the money themselves after it is returned.
I use data pulled each minute for 73 days using the API of the site to predict the level
of funds that each project on the site receives in one minute (i.e., their progress towards their
goal per minute), from their current levels of progress towards their goal. While previous
work has looked at data from this particular crowdfunding site to demonstrate the goal
gradient effect in prosocial contexts, this work goes one step further to incorporate a variety
of other factors, including most importantly, the search order ranking of projects.
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In the previous, experimental studies, I was able to counterbalance charitable causes
and also only tested the effects of jointly evaluating two projects simultaneously. However,
in this realistic dataset I am not able to randomize the order of charitable causes. Previous
work emphasizes that search engine rankings have robust effects on consumer choice,
leading to strong primacy effects (Ghose et al., 2014; Ghose & Yang, 2009). As more
popular projects appear higher up in the order, and project popularity increases when it
receives funds, it is important to control for this factor to determine whether people are
indeed more likely to contribute to projects close to or far from their goal. I first describe the
data, carry out analyses based on previous research and then, conduct fixed effects analyses
to determine the effect of distance from goal on funds per minute when taking search order
into account.
2.3.7.1

Data
This dataset consists of data pulled from the kiva.org API every minute starting from

March 9th, 2020, to May 20th, 2020. I chose to stop collecting data on this date as the site was
changing its lending process on May 21st, 2020, and this would affect the loans given to each
project. I recorded each project available during this period along with information about its
presentation order, determined by the order in which it shows up on a page, and its level of
funds per minute. I collected three different datasets from kiva.org; the first (n = 32,406 rows
of data) consists of information on each project available on the site including the project ID,
size of the loan, number of borrowers, sector, country etc. The second (n = 652,994 rows of
data) consists of information on the donors’ actions, including their donation size, dates, the
project ID, and any personal information such as their country that they share. The third
dataset (n = 391,983,374 rows of data) consists of all loans on the Kiva website in each
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minute, including the project ID, funded amount and presentation order which is based on the
order in which the data was pulled. This last dataset contained the most relevant information
for my analysis as it could be used to see the funding that projects received per minute.
However, since the majority of projects received no donations in each minute, the proportion
of zero values was very high and the data was positively skewed. Previous work has
suggested that this could lead to zero-inflation errors (Warton, 2005). In addition, my main
research question was whether projects received less funds, and thus made less progress, as a
project progressed closer towards its goal. Thus, I was primarily interested in how much
money projects received when a donation was made to them in line with the design used in
experimental studies. I was not interested in any data where the level of funds for a project
did not change, i.e., there was no donation to a particular project in that minute, or in projects
that received two or fewer donations as they did not have enough observations to determine
change in progress levels (n = 1,216). As project ID is present in all three datasets, it was
used to combine them. This left 537,656 observations of 26,098 loans and 26,079 borrowers.
This indicates that in general, each borrower asked for only a single loan in the observation
period. The average size of a project asking for a loan in this dataset is $7,301 and the
average size of a donation to a project is $38.7 (SD = $48), with the majority of loans under
$50. The size of loans and donation amounts were skewed and results excluding outliers are
presented in the Appendix A.14.
2.3.7.2

Analysis and Results
First, I looked at model free evidence in line with previous work on the goal gradient

effect in helping behavior (Cryder et al., 2013). I placed each observation into a bucket based
on the level of goal progress; the first bucket was for projects with 0-33.33% progress
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towards its goal, the next for 33.33-66.66% and the last for 66.66-100% progress. I then
looked at the level of progress towards the loan (i.e., the three bins) and the change in
progress per minute at each level, calculated by dividing the amount donated in that minute
by the total loan amount for that project,

(𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑖(𝑡+1) −𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑡 )
𝐿𝑜𝑎𝑛𝐴𝑚𝑜𝑢𝑛𝑡𝑖

. I find that, when projects

are between 0-33% progress level they make on average 3.99% progress towards their goal
with each donation. This increases to 4.54% progress towards the goal when projects are
between 33-66% and is at 3.62% when projects are between 66-100% goal progress.
Already this analysis with the current minute-level dataset is bringing into question whether
projects make the most progress towards their goal at the highest level of progress.

Progress Level

Change in Progress Towards Goal

Count

0-33%

3.99 %

168,553

33%-66%

4.55 %

158,883

66-100%

3.62 %

122,050

Table 2: Summary of percentage change in progress by current progress level
Next, I developed a fixed effects model using the lfe package in R. Each project
varies from others in different ways, some of which may be observed (e.g., country, sector
etc.) and some may be unobserved (e.g., quality of writing, pictures). A fixed effects model
controls for both observed and unobserved time-invariant characteristics by using the project
ID as a fixed-effects estimator. This model also allows us to control for the presentation order
of a project, which determines where it shows up on a page. Presentation order is an
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important factor in individuals’ decisions to give to a project as people are unlikely to be able
to view all projects at once and are likely to focus on those projects that appear first in the
presentation order. This is complicated by the fact that the algorithm used on kiva and other
crowdfunding sites rewards projects that receive funds by improving their search order
rankings, i.e., projects that are performing well and receiving funds are likely to move up in
the presentation order. In order to minimize the effect of presentation order, I examined
projects that would appear on the first page of the default order of presentation by including
only those projects ranked between 1-20 as these were the projects users of the site were
likely to encounter and evaluate jointly (see Appendix A.15 for analysis including all ranks
in presentation order). There were 132,893 observations remaining, further emphasizing the
role of presentation order on funds given; approximately 25% of all funding decisions (i.e., 1
in 4) were towards projects in the top 20. I ran the following model using project ID as the
fixed effects estimator:
∆𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑖(𝑡+1) = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1 𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑡 + 𝜇𝑖𝑡
where ∆𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑖(𝑡+1) is the change in progress of project i from time t to t+1, 𝛽0 is the
intercept, 𝛽1 is the coefficient of progress level of project i at time t, and 𝜇𝑖𝑡 represents the
error term. The full model was significant, F(11200, 119432) = 26.12, p < .0001, R2 = 0.71,
R2adj = 0.67. The model revealed a significant negative effect of progress level at time t, on
change in progress at time t+1, 𝛽1 = -0.0014, SE = 0.00034, t = -4.14, p < .0001. This
indicates that for every 1% increase in progress level projects made 0.0014% less progress
towards their goal when they later received funds.
I next included presentation order in my model as follows:
∆𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑖(𝑡+1) = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1 𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑡 + 𝛽2 𝑂𝑟𝑑𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑡 + 𝜇𝑖𝑡
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The full model was significant, F(11201, 119431) = 21.36, p < .0001, R2 = 0.71, R2adj
= 0.68. The model revealed a significant negative effect of progress level at time t, on change
in progress at time t+1, 𝛽1 = -0.0013, SE = 0.00034, t = -3.75, p < .0001. It also revealed a
significant positive effect of presentation order at time t, on change in progress at time t+1,
𝛽1 = -0.00012, SE = 0.00012, t = 7.77, p < .0001. This shows that the negative effect of
greater progress levels remains when including presentation order in this model.

Estimate

Std. Error

t value

Pr(>|t|)

Progress level

-0.0012690

0.0003382

-3.75

< .0001***

Presentation order

0.0009651

0.0001243

7.77

< .0001 ***

Multiple R-squared(full model): 0.7103 Adjusted R-squared: 0.6831
Table 3: Summary of results from fixed effects model

I then developed a mixed effect multi-level model using the lmer package in R that
allowed me to test for both random slopes and random intercepts as well as fixed effects. As
there are an average of 10 observations over time for each project a multi-level model should
be appropriate. The null or unconditional model was first specified to determine the amount
of variance that exists between and within projects. The examination of the level 1 and level
2 variance components with no predictors revealed a high ICC of 0.8828 indicating that 88%
of the variance in amounts given lies at the project level. The design effect was 39.85, far
above the recommended threshold which shows that a multi-level structure was appropriate
for the data as variance existed at both levels of the data.
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The current percentage progress level was then added as a predictor with random
intercepts. This model showed a negative effect of percentage progress on amount given to
each project in line with results from the fixed effects model, β = -0.0019, SE = 0.0003, t = 5.75, p < .0001. Next, I added presentation order as a predictor with random intercept to the
model which revealed a consistent negative effect of current progress as a predictor of future
progress towards the goal, β = -0.0017, SE = 0.0003, t = -5.20, p < .0001. I reran the model
with level 2 predictors of borrower gender and project region. There are 8 regions in the data
– Africa, Asia, Central America, Eastern Europe, Middle East, North America, Oceania,
South America. Africa was used as the baseline. The effect of gender was significant, with
women making an additional 1.15% progress towards their goal compared to men, β = 1.15,
SE = 0.16, t = 7.16, p < .0001, showing a preference for donating to women. The effect of
each region was significant, with each region receiving lower donations compared to Africa;
projects in Asia made 0.39% less progress with each donation while projects in North
America made 4.46% less progress. The fact that both women and developing regions
received greater donations and made faster progress towards their goals supports the idea that
donors chose projects that were more in need. Current levels of progress remained a negative
predictor of future progress towards the goal. The results are summarized in the table below.
Results using standardized variables as well as hourly data are presented in the appendix.

Fixed effects
For Intercept 0j
Intercept (00)
Gender (01)

Model 0
(null model)
Parameter
s.e.
Estimates
6.53

0.067

Model 1
(Progress slope)
Parameter
s.e.
Estimates
6.65

0.0715

Model 2
(Order slope)
Parameter
s.e.
Estimates
6.61

0.0704

Model 3
(Level 2 predictors)
Parameter
s.e.
Estimates
8.15
-0.92

0.126
0.161
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Region( 02)
Asia
Central America
Eastern Europe
Middle East
North America
Oceania
South America
For Order slope 1j
Intercept (10)
For Progress slope 2j
Intercept (20)
Random effects
Level-1: 2
Level-2: τ02
τ12
10
Variance reduction
Level-1: 2
Level-2: τ02
τ12
Information tests
Deviance
AIC
BIC
Likelihood ratio test
Chi square

-0.0019
6.472
48.771

655525
655531
655560

0.0004

-0.39
-1.17
-3.93
-4.92
-4.46
-3.44
-3.86

0.173
0.204
0.449
0.476
0.339
0.348
0.210

0.0014

0.000123

0.0014

0.00012

-0.0017

0.0004

-0.0018

0.0003

6.472
48.684

6.469
48.298

6.526
45.212

0.00015
0.00178

0.00031
0.00793

-0.0088
0.06389

655491
655499
655539

655359
655369
655418

654688
654716
654853

p< .0001
33.07

p < .0001
165.51

p < .0001
836.85

Table 4: Summary of results for multi-level models
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2.3.7.3

Discussion
The results from fixed and random effects models suggest a consistent negative effect

of goal progress on subsequent amounts given to each project. The results support the
experimental studies in the lab and online and provide external support for my theoretical
framework. These findings help extend the findings from the lab to more complex real-world
interactions involving a larger number of projects to compare (in this case up to 20 on a
page) and real money given out of pocket. The Appendix includes analysis using
standardized variables, hourly data, including all presentation orders and excluding outliers.
This study helps emphasize the role of presentation order or search order rankings when
crowdfunding companies decide how to position projects on a page. When crowdfunding
organizations decide where to position a project and the order in which they will be presented
they are also influencing the funds a project will receive. Such organizations can therefore
choose to tweak their own algorithms to provide support to projects that need it more through
subtle changes in their presentation order.

2.4

General Discussion
Across six experimental studies and one large dataset I find converging evidence that

people donate more to a charity further from its goal when compared with a charity closer to
its goal. I first demonstrate this basic effect (Study 1) and then show that this is driven by
perceptions of relative need and the desire to give to the needier target in charitable giving
situations (studies 2-5). This effect only occurs when two charities have relatively different
levels of goal progress, and not when the amount they have raised is different, but the level
of goal progress is the same (Study 2A). I find that the effect is robust to various levels of
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goal progress (10% vs. 90% and 5% vs. 50%; Study 2A), being able to complete the goal
(tipping point; Study 2B) and the inclusion of information that emphasizes the small distance
remaining to reach the goal (to-go frame; Study 3). Further, I demonstrate two important
moderators: evaluation mode and organization type. This effect does not occur when an
organization is presented on its own; in separate evaluations individuals demonstrate no
preference towards a charity further from its goal (Studies 3 and 4). I also show that this
effect is stronger for organizations in a communal setting, such as charities, than for
organizations in a market setting such as start-up businesses (Study 5). In a large real-world
dataset, I find evidence that people give significantly more to a charity further from its goal
when they are using their own money and have to compare multiple projects on a single page
(Study 6).
2.4.1

Theoretical Contributions
This work makes several theoretical contributions. First, this essay contributes to the

social influence literature by demonstrating the contextual factors that encourage prosocial
behaviors with low descriptive norms. Previous work has shown that communicating low
descriptive norms can inadvertently discourage positive behaviors, as they inform individuals
that very few people are taking part in a behavior. For example, people are less likely to
conserve electricity when they find out their usage is below average (Schultz et al., 2007) and
donate less to charity when the average donation is low (Croson & Shang, 2008). In the
context of charitable fundraising this would predict that when a charity has made little
progress towards its goal, potential donors are less likely to donate to it. In contrast, I show
that comparative evaluations of charitable organizations can overcome the hesitancy people
often feel when asked to give to projects that lack social proof. This comparative context
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changes the way in which information is interpreted, by emphasizing the relative need of the
charity further from its goal and driving donations to it. I draw on the prosocial behavior and
evaluation mode literature to predict that comparisons can highlight inconsistencies,
particularly in terms of need, and that this will motivate donors to reduce any discrepancies
between amounts raised by different charities. This explanation differs from existing theories
of social influence which predict that providing a more popular option will encourage
individuals to conform to the actions of others and donate to the charity closer to its goal
(Cialdini et al., 1990a; Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004). In doing so my research adds to the
growing work in this area that addresses both theoretical and substantive challenges in
promoting positive yet uncommon behaviors.
Second, this work also builds on existing research on the goal gradient hypothesis by
testing important moderators of the effect. While there has been much work on goal gradients
in the last few decades, only a few papers have looked at charitable giving and none that I
know of have investigated the effect of joint evaluations. As individuals often encounter
multiple organizations simultaneously and have to make their decisions based on this
consideration set, this work provides insight into how individuals behave in a more realistic
setting. I find consistent evidence that consumers donate more to a charity further from its
goal when it is evaluated with a charity closer to its goal, thereby reversing the goal gradient
effect in joint evaluations of charities. I theorize that this occurs because the joint context
makes it easier for consumers to assess relative need and the communal nature of charitable
donations ensures an emphasis on need when making donation decisions. By showing that
the goal gradient effect operates differently in joint evaluations when funding businesses in a
market exchange context over charities in a communal context, I identify and test the
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moderating role of evaluation mode and organization type. As such, this improves our
understanding of when and why the goal gradient effect does not occur. Additionally, I find
evidence of the goal gradient effect in separate evaluations in two studies (Studies 4 and 5)
but no evidence of this in three other studies (Study 3 and supplemental studies 1 and 2).
These mixed results indicate the strength of the goal gradient effect in separate evaluations
for charitable giving may be more nuanced than previously suggested. It is possible that goal
gradients in helping behavior are stronger when individuals are raising money (such as in
study 4) or when the charities are raising money to create and donate innovative products
(such as in study 5). Future work with larger samples can be used to determine the
appropriate effect size for this effect in separate evaluations as well as test the contexts in
which it appears.
Third, I illustrate the underlying psychological process for this effect, by showing
how evaluation mode affects perceptions of the same information. I show that joint
evaluation makes it easier to compare and contrast charities and assess neediness, particularly
for those further from their goal. Drawing on work that suggests resource allocation decisions
in communal situations emphasize giving to those with greater need, I demonstrate how
comparisons can increase perceptions of need and drive donations. I also consider an
alternative explanation - perceptions of impact - and contrast it with that of need. Previous
work on the goal gradient hypothesis has indicated that individuals put more effort into
reaching a goal when they are close to it because each unit of progress feels more impactful,
i.e., the marginal value of progress is higher (Bonezzi et al., 2011). However, in my studies I
do not find a consistent effect of impact on donations to charity; rather, I find that when
controlling for perceived impact, perceived need continues to mediate the relationship
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between distance from goal and donations. Similarly, I did not find that perceptions of impact
change when assessing organizations in joint versus separate evaluations. Contrary to my
expectations, I found that even when people could complete a goal by donating and arguably
have the greatest impact, they still gave more to the charity further from the goal. I also
found that when two charities had different levels of progress consumers perceived greater
impact from giving to the one further from its goal led. Thus, it seems that in the charitable
context, people may feel greater impact when giving to a charity that has less funds and less
support from others. In addition to need, I also expected that progress towards a goal might
affect perceptions of warmth and competence and so measured and controlled for these
across several studies.
2.4.2

Limitations
The current research is limited to the context in which I performed my inquiry. One

limitation of the current research is that these studies were run on North American and U.K.
participants, and certain reactions may be specific to these cultures and contexts. For
instance, I find that relative need does not drive decisions to help a start-up business, but this
may be particular to the type of market exchange context in which the study was carried out.
Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Democratic countries (or WEIRD countries for
short) are known for being more individualistic and market oriented than other cultures
(Henrich et al., 2010) and non-western nations are often more interdependent and less
individualistic (Hofstede, 2001; Neff, 2003). It is possible that in these cultural contexts,
people will want to help start-ups that are struggling to raise money as well, and we will see
greater giving to the organization further from their goal in joint evaluations regardless of
organization type.
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Another limitation of the current research is that it focuses on one-time funding
decisions. People can generally make multiple charitable contributions throughout their life
and may visit a crowdfunding site several times, supporting several different projects. In my
research participants were not able to make this type of donation decision. It would be
informative to both researchers and marketers to know whether people consistently give to
charities further from their goal in multiple decisions or if this effect attenuates over time.
Thus, future research can design studies to test the effect of comparative evaluations across
multiple decisions to better understand how consumers will respond to seeing this type of
information repeatedly.
Third, the current set of studies are also unable to take into account people’s search
effort when making crowdfunding decisions. Individuals’ search decisions will reflect their
interests in different charitable causes – while some may wish to donate to fund children’s
education, others may want to support disaster relief. Individuals may also include other
factors in their search decisions; for instance, Kiva allows users to search based on “toprated”, “matching projects”, and “expiring soon”. The filters people set will affect the
consideration set they are presented with and may also affect the average goal progress of the
organizations they encounter. For instance, setting to “top-rated” or “expiring soon” may
filter for projects that are all very close to reaching their goal. The current work shows the
importance of how projects are presented on crowdfunding sites and the other projects they
are presented with, and future work can explore how search decisions affect consideration
sets and subsequent choices.
Fourth, there are alternative explanations for the effect that have not been fully
addressed, such as the underdog effect. Previous work has conceptualized the appeal of
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underdogs as a result of a combination of disadvantage and determination (Kirmani et al.,
2017; Paharia et al., 2011). For instance, people react positively to brands that have struggled
with passion and determination against the odds (Paharia et al., 2011). While a lower level of
goal progress is likely associated with disadvantage, it is not clearly a signal of passion or
determination. However, the current set of studies do not measure perceptions of the
organizations as underdogs and there is scope to do so in future work to understand whether
the underdog effect plays a role in joint evaluations of charities. Another alternative
explanation in line with this effect, is that joint evaluations may create a sense of competition
which may be further accentuated by the allocation of resources between the two
organizations. In this case it may be possible that, rather than making people motivated to
help the organization with less funds, people may feel guilty about helping the more well-off
organization. In future studies, such feelings of competition could be measured, and their role
evaluated.
2.4.3

Future Directions
There are a number of opportunities for future research that can extend the existing

work. While the current work demonstrates that donations to charity were not driven by
perceived impact in joint evaluations, there may be situations in which concerns about
making an impact play a more pivotal role in decision making. Future research can
investigate the effect of other information that consumers often have access to on perceptions
of donation impact and how this affects decision making in comparative evaluations. This
can include information about the charity’s competence, reputation, size, overhead, along
with other factors. For instance, ratings of charities and projects, such as on givewell.org or
Charity Navigator may play a role in decisions, particularly when two organizations have
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different levels of goal progress. It is possible that lower levels of goal progress combined
with a cue signaling lower competence, such as a low rating on independent third-party sites
like Charity Navigator could reverse this effect and make potential donors hesitant to support
an organization further from its goal.
Additionally, the time remaining to fund the loan could also affect perceptions of
making an impact. Several crowdfunding organizations include information about the time
remaining to reach a funding goal. This information is often given in the form of hours or
days; for example, “two days remaining” or “2 hours remaining”. People’s willingness to
fund projects further from their goals may be dependent on how much time is remaining.
Donors may not wish to fund a loan that is far from its goal if there is very little time
remaining as such a project would be unlikely to reach its goal on time. The time constraint
can result in a sense of urgency, leading consumers to support the charity closer to its goal in
order to ensure that it reaches it in time. This urgency may also make the charity closer to its
goal seem relatively more needy because it needs money in a shorter period of time. Future
research can add messaging about the amount of time remaining for each organization to
better understand how consumers donation decisions change as a function of the amount of
time remaining.
In this work, a neutral third party, either researchers or a crowdfunding site, presented
organizations to potential donors. Thus, it is not clear how people would react if a charity
presented information about itself along with information about a different charity that was
performing better and had raised more funds. It is possible that people would view a charity
that is promoting itself in this manner negatively as the charity far from its goal may be seen
to be begging or to be undercutting other worthwhile charities. Charities that present multiple
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projects at different distances from their goal may appear to be asking for too much or to be
unfocussed in their charitable goals. Future research should partner with charitable
organisations to test these strategies in the field by asking charities to promote a project side
by side with other projects, either from other charitable organisations or from their own
organisation.
Lastly, many crowdfunding organizations have rules positing that a project will only
receive funds if it reaches full funding levels; such a message was not included in the
experimental studies and is also not a feature on kiva.org where the data for study 6 was
collected. Although this type of message is rarer for charitable crowdfunding that for
business crowdfunding, it still exists. For instance, Kickstarter uses an all-or-nothing funding
model and the many non-profits that post projects related to public benefit, or the
environment can only receive funds if they reach their stipulated goals (Kickstarter, 2021).
Similarly, Indiegogo has a “Community Projects” section that consists of projects that will
enhance social good and gives individuals and organizations the option to either keep their
funds regardless of reaching the goal or only if they reach their goal (Indiegogo, 2021). This
type of rule can change the way in which potential donors make their donation decisions. If a
project will only receive funds if they reach their goal, then this might motivate donors to
give to a project closer to its goal as they might feel this is the only way to ensure impact.
Thus, organizations may also be able to change the context to favor charities that are a closer
to reaching their goals by adding a rule that only charities that reach their goal receive any
funds, providing rewards for completion or matching donations once they reach the goal.
Future research also has the potential to combine some of the above-mentioned
elements to further investigate their combined effect. For instance, the presence of charity
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ratings, time remaining, and all-or-nothing funding models can be combined to test how
consumers will react to information about one in the context of the other. Combining these
could help us understand how consumers weight various pieces of information in their
decision making and provide a more realistic understanding of their responses to information.
Above I posit that when two organizations are shown together, the one closer to its goal
could receive more funds when there is little time remaining as this will create a sense of
urgency. I also argue that quality indicators such as independent ratings could also shift
donations to whichever charity has the stronger rating. However, it is unclear how
individuals will choose to donate if a charity closer to its goal has both little time remaining
and a low rating. Thus, future research can investigate the combination of a variety of factors
in more detail to further enhance the ecological validity of the findings and make them more
directly applicable to marketers.
Several additional moderators may impact individuals’ focus on making an impact vs.
helping an organization or individual in need. While the current work emphasizes the
communal nature of the donation context, the degree to which individuals see a particular
situation as communal and the importance they place on communal values may differ. Those
high in independent self-construal (Singelis, 1994) place a greater emphasis on the individual
as a separate entity rather than as belonging to a group. Descriptive social norms
communicate how others typically act in a given situation, and those with an independent
self-construal may be less likely to conform to these descriptive norms than those with an
interdependent self-construal. Those with an independent self-construal may prefer to focus
on their individual impact on progress towards the goal regardless of the evaluation mode.
Thus, even when evaluating charities separately, they may be more likely to give to the one
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closer to the goal in order to make the largest impact. However, individuals with a strong
interdependent self-construal may be more likely to conform to group norms as such
individuals focus on their membership in a collective group and their social relationships.
Similarly, the extent to which individuals view a situation as a market exchange over
a communal situation may determine their decisions to give. Those high in communal
orientation (Clark et al., 1987) are more likely to see their relationships with others as
communal rather than exchange, meaning that they feel responsible for others and obligated
to help them when they are in need. It is likely that such individuals also see their
relationships with organizations in a communal light and are less likely to focus on the
benefits they have received in the past or can receive in the future. Thus, people who are high
in communal orientation (Clark et al., 1987; Clark & Mills, 1993) may be especially likely
to focus on giving to the charity in greater need, i.e., the one further from its goal, and may
even do so when giving to a business as they see it as a communal decision.
Future research can also investigate the role of need in further detail. Need based
distributive justice norms means ensuring that everyone can reach a social minimum and that
states of relative deprivation are minimized (Deutsch, 1975). The current work focuses on
distance from goal and shows that joint evaluation makes the charity at a greater distance
from its goal appear more in need. However, there are aspects of need, other than monetary
amounts, that could be manipulated in future research. Past work shows that needs may be
tangible as well as intangible, reside within, between, and outside people, and involve
organizations and target donors (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011). People may have material
needs for tangible objects outside themselves (e.g., money or medication), social needs (e.g.,
a need for company,) or psychological needs (e.g., belongingness). This complex framework
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of needs warrants further study to understand how consumers perceive various types of needs
and the hierarchy in which they operate in donation decisions. For instance, Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs clearly distinguishes between a set of basic physiological needs that
should be met before higher order psychological needs such as belongingness and selfactualization (Maslow, 1987). Future work can study how consumers make donation
decisions when charitable organizations differ in various dimensions of need, to better
understand which needs are fulfilled first.
2.4.4

Practical Implications
From a managerial perspective, this work provides several guidelines for charitable

and non-profit organizations, as well as crowdfunding sites. Any organization that is looking
to raise funds will need to decide what information they wish to present and how to present it
to potential donors. In the case of non-profit organizations, such as charities, governments,
social businesses, etc. who are trying to raise money, this work suggests they can consider
promoting multiple projects simultaneously rather than on their own. Oftentimes charities
may struggle to raise funds for their projects; in such situations they may promote their
neediest projects alongside other projects or charities which have been able to raise more
money. This can be easily and cost effectively achieved using their existing interface or with
promotional campaigns through email or social media platforms.
There are also implications for businesses that are trying to raise funds, particularly if
the business also has social or charitable goals. For instance, TOMS donates a pair of shoes
for every pair it sells and so there is a clear social benefit to purchasing their products. Many
businesses also partner with social organizations in order to raise money for a cause. For
example, Sainsbury’s, a large grocery chain in the UK has raised over £130 million pounds
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for the charitable organization Comic Relief (Comic Relief, 2021). The current research
shows that individuals are more likely to fund a business closer to its goal than one further
from its goal. However, it also shows that framing a business around its social benefits,
which may be possible for social businesses or businesses with charitable fundraising goal,
can be particularly beneficial when goal progress is low and there is a comparable
organization that is closer to its goal. For instance, in the case of Sainsbury’s, they can
compare different branches to encourage donations to the branch shoppers are at. When
customers visit their local grocery store, they might see a chart at checkout comparing how
much their branch has raised out of their target goal for the Comic Relief charity to a
different branch. If their branch has a lower level of goal progress, then this should
encourage donations to the charity.
Similarly, crowdfunding sites can more carefully consider how they present
information and how it impacts their goals. Many crowdfunding sites, including Kiva, use an
algorithm that rewards projects that receive funds by moving them higher up in the search
order rankings. This creates a virtuous cycle that makes it easier for a project to receive more
funds once it gets an initial boost. This in turn makes it difficult for new projects or projects
that have lower levels of support to rise to the top as people are unlikely to encounter them
buried at the bottom of the search order. Crowdfunding sites can help direct funds to the
projects that need it the most, by presenting them with projects that are closer to their goals.
The exact nature of this presentation can be further tested by crowdfunding sites and tailored
to their own specific goals, whether it is maximizing overall donations, ensuring the largest
proportion of projects are fully funded, or ensuring that potential donors can see a wide
variety of interesting and viable projects.
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Chapter 3: Everybody Thinks I Should but Nobody Does: How Combined
Injunctive and Descriptive Norms Motivate Organ Donor Registration

3.1

Introduction

"Only 23% of Toronto residents are registered organ and tissue donors. Are you registered?"
- Trillium Gift of Life Network

The Ontario Trillium Foundation recently appealed to Toronto residents to become
organ donors by communicating that only a small percentage of Toronto residents are
registered (Trillium Gift of Life, 2018). Similar messages have been shared in other
countries. In Malaysia, one advertisement reveals that only 1% of the population has pledged
to donate their organs (Meikeng, 2015). This strategy informs people of the low actual
frequency of a desired group behavior (low descriptive norm), in the hopes of motivating
members to improve their group’s performance. Other organizations choose instead to report
the high rates of positive attitudes around organ donation. For instance, NHS Blood and
Transplant in the UK shares that "96% believe donating organs is the right thing to do" (ITV,
2014). This strategy involves highlighting a high injunctive norm to encourage people to
conform to the expectations of others.
Organ donor registration rates vary widely by country and region; while some
countries (often those who treat it as the default) have close to 100% registration rates, others
remain far behind (Johnson & Goldstein, 2003). For example, while almost everyone in
Spain is registered, only about 20% of Canadians are registered as organ donors (Canadian
90

Transplant Society, 2019). Although presumed consent has often resulted in increased
registration rates (Abadie & Gay, 2006), this is not always the case (Sharif, 2018; Wright,
2007), and in some instances, such as in France and Brazil, actual transplant rates actually
decreased following changes in legislation that made organ donation the default (BBC News,
2017). Concerns about effectiveness and ethics along with the difficulty of passing new
legislation has led governments, healthcare agencies and other organizations across the globe
to spearhead campaigns to inform consumers, increase registration rates and save thousands
of lives. This strategy of informed consent necessitates a better understanding of how
different messages influence registration rates.
The current research examines the downstream consequences of communicating low
descriptive norms (i.e., few people are signing up as organ donors) vs. high injunctive norms
(i.e., people approve of signing up to be an organ donor) on people's likelihood of registering
as an organ donor. In order to do so, I draw from theories of social influence and social
responsibility to distinguish when and why norm communication is effective and how to
make such communication strategies lead to better outcomes. I predict and show that
combining a low descriptive norm with a high injunctive norm can lead to higher registration
behaviors than either norm in isolation. I theorize that highlighting the incongruency between
what people do (low descriptive norm) and what they believe (high injunctive norm)
communicates both need and social importance. Making the incongruency salient heightens
individuals’ sense of responsibility, increasing their willingness to register as an organ donor.
I also demonstrate that increasing psychological closeness can enhance individuals’ feelings
of responsibility when a single norm is shown and the incongruency is not salient.
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Although injunctive and descriptive norms have been well examined, few studies
have investigated the impact of combining them. Two exceptions include a study showing
that an injunctive norm conveying approval or disapproval of energy conservation behavior
improved energy savings (Schultz et al., 2007) and another demonstrating that, when
combining norms, high injunctive norms were more persuasive than high descriptive norms
when the other norm was low (Smith & Louis, 2008). While these papers advanced
understanding of the effects of combined norms, neither compared combined norms to
descriptive and injunctive norms alone, and neither examined the process by which combined
norms impact behavior. The current research builds upon existing work by comparing the
effectiveness of combined incongruent norms (i.e., a high injunctive and a low descriptive
norm), to each norm presented individually. I contribute to the norm literature by
demonstrating that the positive influence of combined norms on organ donation behaviors is
driven by a novel mechanism—personal responsibility. Moreover, I demonstrate how, when
encountering a single norm, a manipulation that increases perceived responsibility (via
increasing psychological closeness), increases registration intentions. From a practical
perspective, my research offers guidance on how to better employ norms to improve organ
donation rates, which can be challenging in countries with opt-in systems (Johnson &
Goldstein, 2004, 2013).
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3.2
3.2.1

Conceptual Development
Descriptive and Injunctive Norms
Two commonly communicated social norms are descriptive norms, which provide

information on how people actually behave, and injunctive norms, which provide
information on how people ought to behave (Cialdini et al., 1990b, 1991b).
Descriptive norms have powerful effects on people's actions, usually by highlighting
the positive behaviors of others (e.g. Cialdini et al., 1990b; White & Simpson, 2013). For
instance learning about others' prosocial activities has been shown to increase proper disposal
of litter (Cialdini et al., 1990b), organic waste (White & Simpson, 2013) and promote energy
conservation (Goldstein et al., 2008). Other research also finds that people are more likely to
donate (Frey & Meier, 2004), volunteer (Chen et al., 2010) and share public goods (Croson
& Shang, 2008; Shang & Croson, 2009) when they think a larger proportion of the
population has already contributed, i.e. when descriptive norms are high. However, in certain
situations descriptive norms can have negative effects as well. One study that looks at
communicating average household energy consumption and its effect on participants
subsequent energy use finds that people who are above the norm reduce their energy use after
learning of the average usage. Conversely, these authors find that those who are below
average actually increase their energy use to be more similar to the social norm (Schultz,
1999; Schultz et al., 2007).
When a desirable behavior is performed only by a small percentage of the population,
communicating the low descriptive norm can inadvertently signal that it is not an appropriate
or expected course of action, because so few people engage in it. Indeed, low descriptive
norms regarding voting (Gerber & Rogers, 2009) and energy conservation (Schultz et al.,
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2007) can decrease these behaviors. In the context of organ donation, a low descriptive norm
may similarly suggest that registering is not worthwhile, and hence fail to encourage
registration.
Injunctive norms are typically more effective at influencing behavior than descriptive
norms (Raihani & McAuliffe, 2014; Smith & Louis, 2008) and operate via consumers’ desire
for social approval (Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Jacobson et al., 2011), particularly in highelaboration situations (Kredentser et al., 2012). For instance, injunctive norms have been
shown to encourage prosocial behaviors including sustainable behavior (Cialdini et al.,
1990b; Reno et al., 1993; Schultz et al., 2007), charitable giving (Smith & McSweeney,
2007), donations in dictator games (Raihani & McAuliffe, 2014) and reducing theft of
petrified wood (Cialdini et al., 2006). However, they can lead to reactance, especially among
independent consumers who value autonomy (Kronrod et al., 2012; White & Simpson,
2013). For instance, assertive injunctive messages that told people they should use more
public transportation have been shown to backfire (Kronrod et al., 2012). High injunctive
norms can also communicate that many others will contribute to or are already contributing
to solving the problem, and thus discourage prosocial behavior by indicating that the problem
will be solved without their individual action. Additionally, injunctive norms may have less
impact on actual behaviors than on stated intentions, since the intention-behavior gap is
larger when people base intentions on social approval (Gerber & Rogers, 2009; Sheeran &
Orbell, 1999).
3.2.2

Combined Norms and Responsibility
People are not always cognizant of the prevailing descriptive or injunctive norms in a

given context (Miller et al., 2000; Prentice & Miller, 1993; Ross et al., 1977). I propose that
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when the descriptive norm for a behavior is low and the injunctive norm is high, informing
consumers about both norms can have compelling consequences for behavior change.
Although most research on social norms has focused on descriptive or injunctive norms in
isolation, a few studies have considered the effects of combining norms. Schultz et al.
(Schultz et al., 2007) used an injunctive norm to convey approval or disapproval of behavior
that people were already enacting. These researchers demonstrated that communicating the
descriptive norm that other households were performing worse in terms of energy
conservation led to a decrease in the desired positive behavior. However, combining this low
descriptive norm with an injunctive norm communicating approval of the energy
conservation behavior reduced this undesirable boomerang effect. Smith and Louis (2008)
also examined combined norms, comparing the relative effectiveness of various
combinations of descriptive and injunctive norms that support/do not support a desired
behavior. The authors found that injunctive norms were more influential than descriptive
norms, and for causes that were personally meaningful to participants, a high injunctive norm
affected behavior when paired with a low descriptive norm. However, these researchers did
not pit combined norms against either descriptive or injunctive norms alone, so it is not
possible to tell the impact of combined versus individual norms.
The existing research on combined norms, while informative, also does not speak to
the process by which combined norms affect behavior. I address this gap by proposing and
testing the mediating role of personal responsibility. Organ donation has often been referred
to as an example of a public goods or collective action problem, a situation where
maximizing individual self-interest contradicts with the overall interests of the group (Ladin,
2016; Olson, 2009). The fact that recipients of organs are not required to be donors
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themselves means that people can avoid the discomfort, difficulty and effort of deciding to be
a donor without harming their chances of receiving an organ when they need it (Robertson,
2007). The collective action problem is often the result of a diffusion of responsibility among
those who can help, and gives rise to free riding (Brunner, 1998). In this essay I study the
impact of low descriptive norms, high injunctive norms, and their combination on personality
responsibility to register as an organ donor and its subsequent effect on registrations.
People come forward to help when they notice an event, interpret it as requiring help,
accept responsibility for intervening, know how to provide help, and finally implement
intervention decisions (Latané, 1970). Past research has shown that people look to others to
gain information on how much a situation requires outside help and that the presence of
bystanders, i.e., other individuals who are not helping, can make people feel that less help is
needed. For instance, while 75% of experimental participants who saw smoke while waiting
alone reported it to authorities, only 10% of those waiting with two bystanders did (Darley &
Latané, 1968). The lack of other individuals helping is also likely to make people think they
have little responsibility to help (Anker & Feeley, 2011). As more bystanders are present,
both blame and responsibility are more likely to be diffused among those present (Latané &
Darley, 1968). Similarly, work on social loafing shows that people in larger groups tend to
feel less need to work or perform and leave the majority of the work to others (Aggarwal &
O’Brien, 2008; Latané et al., 1979; Liden et al., 2004).
Most work in this area looks at the effect of the physical presence of others on
people's actions. One study however has looked at how simply imagining being in a group
versus alone can make someone feel less accountable and can reduce prosocial behavior in a
subsequent situation (Garcia et al., 2002). Participants were asked to imagine themselves in a
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restaurant or movie theater with many other people versus alone with a friend and then
completed measures of prosocial behavior, such as donations to charity in an unrelated task.
The authors found that simply imagining the presence of others made people feel less
accountable and responsible, leading to lower donations.
I theorize that descriptive and injunctive norms can also bring to mind the presence of
others in a social group and similarly affect feelings of responsibility. Communicating group
norms can make individuals think of the group and attempt to interpret the situation and their
own role in light of how the group thinks and behaves. Because a low descriptive norm
communicates that only a small proportion of individuals engage in a particular behavior, it
may suggest that the behavior is not worthwhile, reducing feelings of responsibility. As
research in norm communication shows that attribution of responsibility is a key driver of
prosocial behavior, this will in turn reduce intentions to register as an organ donor (Osterhus,
1997). While the effect of descriptive norms on felt responsibility has not been directly
tested, research on bystander effects is consistent with the notion that when a small number
of people help, it signals that the situation is not critical, reducing feelings of need and
responsibility to act (Latané & Darley, 1970). Ironically, high injunctive norms may also fail
to enhance feelings of responsibility. The increased levels of support from group members
for a given behavior can lead to diffusion of responsibility among the group (Garcia et al.,
2002, 2009; Latané & Darley, 1968). Thus, people who see only a high injunctive norm may
believe that others are responsible for helping, and they do not need to act.
However, I propose that when people see low descriptive norms combined with high
injunctive norms, they are reminded both of the importance (the group believes this is
worthwhile) and the need to act (participation rate is low). While research has not directly
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examined this in the domain of group behaviors, highlighting a discrepancy in terms of
individual beliefs and actions can produce behavior change driven by dissonance reduction
(Festinger, 1962; Stone & Fernandez, 2008), as well as a sense of responsibility to act
(Peloza et al., 2013). Drawing on this work, I propose that, at the group level, the
juxtaposition of the desired and actual behaviors makes the gap salient, which increases
people’s sense of responsibility. Moreover, I hypothesize that this heightened sense of
responsibility will lead to higher registration intentions and behaviors for combined norms
than for a low descriptive or high injunctive norm in isolation. Formally, I hypothesize:

H1: Combined high injunctive and low descriptive norms will lead to higher
registrations as an organ donor than either norm on its own.
H2: The increased effectiveness of combined norms on registering as an organ donor
will be mediated by increased feelings of responsibility.

3.2.3

Psychological Closeness and Responsibility
Given that I predict that the effectiveness of combined norms is due to an enhanced

sense of responsibility, I theorize that increasing feelings of responsibility under conditions
of individual descriptive and injunctive norms should increase organ donor registrations. I
test this possibility by manipulating psychological distance. Psychological distance is an
individual’s subjective experience of objective reality, either as close to or distance from the
self (Trope & Liberman, 2010). This can be construed as social, temporal, hypothetical, or
spatial distance. In the case of each of these, existing work draws parallels with construal
level theory, with a more distant placement on any dimension aligning with a higher level,
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more abstract construal (Bar-Anan et al., 2006; Huang et al., 2016; Trope & Liberman,
2010).
In this essay I focus on psychological closeness in terms of its social dimension. Past
work shows that increased psychological closeness heightens feelings of responsibility to
others (Levine et al., 2002, 2005; McManus et al., 2020). While the presence of others leads
to bystander effects, this is dependent on the social identity of the other bystanders as well as
that of the victim. When a bystander is a member of an outgroup, the increased social
distance reduces their influence on participants. Increased social closeness with a victim,
such as when they are part of the in-group, overcomes the bystander effect and leads to
greater interventions in emergency situations (Levine et al., 2002, 2005). Therefore, I predict
that a manipulation that enhances psychological closeness will increase feelings of
responsibility under low descriptive and high injunctive norm conditions, eliminating
differences in responsibility and donation intentions across norm types.

H3: Psychological closeness will moderate the effect of combined norms on organ
donor registrations, such that increasing psychological closeness will bring the effect
of low descriptive and high injunctive norms to that of combined norm.

3.2.4

Overview of Studies
Across five studies I show that combined norms have more positive effects on both

intentions and actual organ donor registration rates than either low descriptive norms or high
injunctive norms on their own. Study 1 shows the positive effect of combining norms on
organ donor registration intentions in the lab. Study 2 then replicates this effect in the field
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using effortful and realistic measures of registration behavior. I then elucidate the process in
studies 3A and 3B, demonstrating how feelings of personal responsibility to help mediate the
relationship between combined norms and organ donor registrations. Finally in study 4 I
demonstrate how manipulating psychological closeness can bring the effect of low
descriptive and high injunctive norms to that of combined norms in a manipulation of process
design.

3.3

Empirical Studies

3.3.1

Study 1
In this study I test the effect of combined norms against that of high injunctive and

low descriptive norms on their own in a controlled lab setting to test my hypothesis that
combining a low descriptive norm with a high injunctive norm will lead to increased organ
donor registration intentions compared to either low descriptive norms or high injunctive
norms in isolation. In addition to the main effect, I also test the potential moderating roles of
self-construal and preference for consistency. As the descriptive and injunctive norms used
relate to group level actions it is possible that those with a more interdependent self-construal
respond more favorably to the messages, particularly the combined message. It is also
possible that the combined norm is effective only among those with a strong preference for
consistency as they are the most motivated to reduce the inconsistency between what the
group says and does.
3.3.1.1

Method
A total of 180 undergraduates at a large Canadian university participated in this study

for course credit (53% Female, Mage = 20.37, SDage = 1.36). Participants were randomly
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assigned to one of three norm type conditions: low descriptive, high injunctive, or combined.
In the low descriptive norm condition participants read that "Only 20% of Canadians are
registered as organ donors"; in the high injunctive norm condition they read that "90% of
Canadians support organ donation"; and in the combined norms condition they read that
"90% of Canadians support organ donation but only 20% have registered as donors" (see
Appendix B.2 for stimuli). The statistics reflect actual rates reported by the Canadian
Transplant Society (www.cantransplant.ca).
As my dependent measure, participants indicated their registration intentions ("How
likely/willing/inclined would you be to register as an organ donor?" 1=Strongly
Disagree/7=Strongly Agree; α = .93). Participants also completed additional measures in line
with my cover story that I was interested in their attitudes towards the ad and some
exploratory items for possible moderating effects of preference for consistency (Cialdini et
al., 1995) and self-construal (Singelis, 1994). Finally, participants indicated whether they had
previously registered as an organ donor and provided demographic information. Fifteen
students were already registered organ donors and were excluded from the analyses. I
decided a priori to apply this exclusion rule across all studies because my aim was to
convince non-donors to sign up to be donors. Including registered donors in the analyses
does not meaningfully change the pattern or significance of results in any of the studies (see
Appendix B for results without any exclusions).
3.3.1.2

Results
Intentions to register. A one-way ANOVA on registration intentions with norm type

as the predictor was significant, F(2, 162) = 7.29, p = .001. As predicted, combining low
descriptive and high injunctive norms led to more positive registration intentions (M = 4.40,
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SD = 1.60) than either a low descriptive (M = 3.33, SD = 1.46, t(164) = 3.81, p < .001) or a
high injunctive (M = 3.73, SD = 1.66, t(164) = 2.07, p = .04) norm in isolation (see figure
below). No significant differences in registration intentions emerged between the low
descriptive and high injunctive norm conditions, t(164) = 1.30, p = .20. This initial finding
supports the idea that organizations that use low descriptive or high injunctive norms in
isolation may be inadvertently using a less effective strategy.

Intentions to register as an organ donor
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2
1
Combined Norms

Low Descriptive Norm High Injunctive Norm

Figure 11: Intentions to register as an organ donor as a function of norm type.
Self-construal. I ran a generalized linear model predicting intentions to register from
the interaction between norm type and self-construal (interdependent minus independent).
There was a main effect of norm type, Wald χ2 = 15.59, p < .001 where combined norms led
to significantly higher intentions to register than low descriptive norms, B = -.66, Wald χ2 =
4.04, p = .05, 95% CI [-1.30, -.02] and high injunctive norms, B = -1.14, Wald χ2 = 15.57, p <
.001, 95% CI [-1.70, -.57]. There was no main effect of self-construal, p > .55 and no
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interaction between self-construal and high injunctive norm on intentions to register, B = .07, Wald χ2 = .03, p = .86, 95% CI [-.85, .71] compared to the combined norm. There was
also no significant interaction between self-construal and low descriptive norm on intentions
to register, B = .31, Wald χ2 = .75, p = .39, 95% CI [-.40, 1.02] compared to the combined
norm.
Preference for consistency. I ran a generalized linear model predicting intentions to
register from the interaction between norm type and preference for consistency. There was no
main effect of norm type, Wald χ2 = .04, p > .97 and no main effect of preference for
consistency, Wald χ2 = .11, p > .73. There was no significant interaction between preference
for consistency and high injunctive norm on intentions to register, B = -.23, Wald χ2 = .28, p
= .60, 95% CI [-1.07, .62] compared to the combined norm. There was also no significant
interaction between preference for consistency and low descriptive norm on intentions to
register, B = .22, Wald χ2 = .39, p = .54, 95% CI [-.91, .47] compared to the combined norm.
3.3.1.3

Discussion
This study provides evidence that combining low descriptive and high injunctive

norms leads to higher organ donor registration intentions than either a low descriptive norm
or a high injunctive norm in isolation. It also casts doubt on moderation by self-construal and
preference for consistency. Next, I tested the effect of these messages in a field setting with
actual behavioral measures.

3.3.2

Study 2
Study 2 tests whether combining a low descriptive norm with a high injunctive norm

will lead to higher organ donor registration than either of the single norms in isolation in a
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field setting. This study was conducted in the student center of a large Canadian university.
The student center is a busy area with several places to eat and a continuous flow of people
from all across the university. A table was set up near the entrance with a banner
communicating information about organ donor registration using a low descriptive norm, a
high injunctive norm, or combined norms. The table also had leaflets from BC Transplant
and three iPads that people could use to register as an organ donor online on the official BC
Transplant website. The iPads enabled passersby to actually register as an organ donor, thus
measuring real behavioral actions rather than intentions as in the previous study. As people
passed by, they were invited to take two minutes to register online on the official organ donor
registry.
3.3.2.1

Method
This study was conducted over six days, during which 549 participants (52% female)

were approached. Research assistants set up one of three banners next to the booth that were
rotated hourly and were also counterbalanced so that the banners were displayed at different
times to avoid any effects of time of day: a low descriptive norm ("Only 20% of Canadians
are registered as organ donors"), a high injunctive norm ("90% of Canadians believe people
should register as organ donors"), or a combined norm ("90% of Canadians believe people
should register as organ donors but only 20% are registered"; see Appendix B.2 for stimuli).
In this study I updated the injunctive norm condition from 90% of Canadians “support” to
“believe people should” register as organ donors as this more accurately reflects the
conceptualization of injunctive norms.
Passersby were asked, “Are you registered as an organ donor?” If participants replied
“yes”, they were thanked, and this information was recorded. If respondents said “no”, they
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were verbally given norm information (as above) and shown the respective advertisement on
an iPad. Participants were then asked, “Would you have two minutes to sign up online?” If
participants said “no” they were thanked for their time and their response was noted in the
ledger. If participants said “yes” they were given an iPad on which they could register on the
transplant association’s registration page. The research assistant recorded participants’
responses and visible demographic information. Research assistants were trained to answer
questions related to the registration process (such as what documents are required, how long
it is valid, whether it can be changed, etc.) as well as how the organ donor registry worked.
They also had leaflets to provide anyone who wanted more information. After each
interaction, the research assistants noted down visible demographic information for each
individual. The key dependent measure was whether or not individuals initiated the
registration process.
3.3.2.2

Results
Analyses were conducted on those not already registered as organ donors (n = 393).

A chi-square test showed that norm type significantly impacted initiating registrations, χ²(2)
= 7.85, p = .02. Participants were more likely to attempt to register when they saw the
combined norm (33.61%) than when they saw the low descriptive (23.44%) or high
injunctive (18.88%) message (See Table below). These results show that in a more realistic
setting, combining norms has a positive effect on actual organ donor registration rates.

Agree to register
No
Yes Percentage Yes Total
Condition Low Descriptive Norm Count
98
30
23.44%
128
Adjusted Residual
.5
-.5
105

High Injunctive Norm Count
116
27
18.88%
143
Adjusted Residual
2.1
-2.1
Combined Norm
Count
81
41
33.61%
122
Adjusted Residual
-2.7
2.7
Total
Count
295
98
24.94%
393
Table 5: Number of people who agree to register as an organ donor by norm type.
3.3.2.3

Discussion
Study 2 demonstrates the effectiveness of combining high injunctive and low

descriptive norms in a field setting. By doing so I show that this effect exists outside the lab
and influences more than just registration intentions. The proportion of people agreeing to
register in the low descriptive norm (23.44%) and high injunctive norm (18.88%) conditions
were comparable to the actual descriptive norm of 20% of Canadians. In contrast, the
combined norms message (33.61%) increased rates by almost 70% over the other messaging
strategies.

3.3.3

Study 3A
Study 3A compares combined norms to low descriptive norms and tests the mediating

role of feelings of responsibility. In addition, the study considers two alternative
explanations. First, given that norms indicate the behaviors or beliefs of the group and could
affect participants’ collective self-esteem (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992), I tested whether
combined norms might increase group impression concerns. Second, given research
suggesting a link between norms and efficacy (Bandura, 1977) and the importance of
efficacy in influencing health-related behaviors (Block & Keller, 1997), I tested whether the
combined norm might enhance the perception that the individual can make a difference. In
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this study I also use participants and norms from a specific state, rather than a country to
show that this effect occurs at different levels of social identity.
3.3.3.1

Method
I recruited 404 participants (53% Female, Mage = 36.38) from New York state on

Amazon Mechanical Turk. They were randomly assigned to view advertisements with either
a low descriptive norm or combined norms message. In the low descriptive norm condition
participants read, "Only 13% of New Yorkers are registered as organ donors." In the
combined norm condition participants read, "95% of New Yorkers support organ donation.
Only 13% are registered to donate" (Appendix B.2). In all advertisements this was followed
by "become an organ donor at organdonor.gov" and "#beadonor". In this study, participants
were also randomly assigned to a manipulation of self-construal using a collective, pronoun,
“We” to heighten interdependent self-construal versus an individual pronoun, “You” to
heighten independent self-construal. After excluding registered organ donors, 262
participants remained (49% Female, Mage = 35.83, SDage = 12.29).
Participants reported their intentions to register as an organ donor using three 7-point
scales: How “likely”/“willing”/“inclined” they would be to register. I then measured my
proposed mediator of feelings of responsibility with 3 items: "I feel responsible for
registering as an organ donor to those in need," "People are depending on me for organ
donations," and "I have a responsibility to help my group," (α=.90). I then measured my two
alternative mediators: group impression concerns (four items: “I wanted to cast Americans in
a positive light”, “I wanted to demonstrate that being helpful is an American value”, “I
wanted to show that Americans take care of our own” and “I want Americans to be seen as
generous”, α=.97) and feelings of efficacy (two items: “My registration as an organ donor
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wouldn’t really make much of a difference”, “Why bother registering as an organ donor
when you can do so little with just your decision”, α=.83; all scales 1 = "Strongly Disagree"
and 7 = "Strongly Agree"). Since the manipulations use group level norms, I also measured
collective self-esteem (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992; Example items, “I am a worthy member
of this social group.”, “I feel good about this social group.”) and self-construal (Singelis,
1994; Example items, “It is important for me to maintain harmony within my group.”, “I
enjoy being unique and different from others in many respects.”) in this study as exploratory
measures.
3.3.3.2

Results
Self-construal. I first looked at the effect of self-construal on intentions to register and

the proposed mediators. There were no differences between the interdependent self-construal
(M = 3.91) and independent self-construal conditions (M = 3.83) on intentions to register as
an organ donor, p = .73. There was also no effect of the self-construal manipulation on
feelings of responsibility, p = .87, group impression concerns, p = .39 or efficacy, p = .24.
Means for each condition are in Appendix B.6.
Next, I looked at the interaction between norm type and self-construal on intentions to
register and responsibility. I carried out an ANOVA using norm type, self-construal
manipulation and their interaction to predict participants' intentions to register as an organ
donor and found a significant main effect of norm type, F(1, 258) = 5.88, p = .02 but no main
effect of self-construal manipulation, F(1, 258) = .13, p = .72. There was also no interaction
between self-construal and norm type, F(1, 258) = .29, p = .59. An ANOVA using norm
type, self-construal manipulation and their interaction predicting participants' feelings of
responsibility revealed a significant main effect of norm type, F(1, 258) = 5.68, p = .02 but
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no main effect of self-construal manipulation, F(1, 258) = .02, p = .90. There was also no
interaction between self-construal and norm type, F(1, 258) = .13, p = .71. As the effect of
the self-construal manipulation was not significant, did not interact with the norm
manipulation and was secondary to my key investigation, I collapsed across it in the
following analyses.
Intentions to register. Consistent with studies 1 and 2, combined norms (M = 4.15,
SD = 1.80) led to higher registration intentions than the low descriptive norm alone (M =
3.60, SD = 1.78), t(260) = 2.46, p = .01. The main effect of norm on intentions to register
holds when controlling for self-construal, F(1, 259) = 6.03, p = .02.
Mediation. The combined norm resulted in greater feelings of responsibility (M =
4.00) than the low descriptive norm (M = 3.51), t(260) = 2.41, p = .02. There were no effects
of norm type on reported group impression concerns, (Mcombined = 3.90, Mlow = 3.62), t(402) =
1.51, p > .13, or efficacy (Mcombined = 5.82, Mlow = 5.62), t(402) = 1.36, p > .17. I conducted a
parallel mediation analysis using Hayes PROCESS in SPSS (Hayes, 2013) to assess whether
feelings of personal responsibility mediated the effect of combined norms (vs. low
descriptive norms) on intentions to register as an organ donor. This revealed a significant
indirect effect of norm type on registration intentions through feelings of responsibility,
(Bindirect = .27, 95%CI [.01, .53]), but not through feelings of efficacy (95%CI [-.01, .10]) or
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group impression concerns (95%CI [-.04, .03]; see figure below).

Figure 12: Parallel mediation model of norms on intentions to register through personal
responsibility, efficacy, and group impression concerns.
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Collective self-esteem. There was no difference in collective self-esteem (α = .90)
between the combined norm (M = 4.63) and low descriptive norm (M = 4.76) conditions, p =
.36. Additionally, a univariate model including norm type, measured collective self-esteem
and their interaction revealed no effect of norm type, F(1, 258) = 1.20, p = .27, collective
self-esteem, F(1, 258) = .23, p =. 63 or their interaction, F(1, 258) = .33, p = .57, on
intentions to register as an organ donor. Means and analyses for each subscale of collective
self-esteem is provided in Appendix B.6.
Self-construal. Self-construal was calculated by subtracting the average score on the
independent subscale from the average score on the interdependent subscale as in previous
work. There was no difference in measured self-construal (α = .85) between the combined
norm (M = -.55) and low descriptive norm (M = -.43) conditions, p = .41. Additionally, a
univariate model including norm type, measured self-construal and their interaction revealed
a marginal main effect of norm type, F(1, 258) = 2.58, p = .10, and a main effect of
interdependent self-construal, F(1, 258) = 4.58, p =. 03 on intentions to register as an organ
donor. However, there was no interaction between norm type and measured self-construal,
F(1, 258) = 2.44, p = .12. Means and analyses for each subscale of self-construal is provided
in Appendix B.6.
3.3.3.3

Discussion
This study demonstrates the mediating role of perceived responsibility, showing that

combined (vs. low descriptive) norms increase feelings of responsibility, which subsequently
encourage registration intentions. In addition, this study casts doubt on the notion that the
effects are driven by feelings of efficacy or group impression concerns. Further this study
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tests the moderating roles of collective self-esteem and self-construal, finding that these
individual differences do not predict differences between norm types.

3.3.4

Study 3B
I re-ran Study 3A with respondents recruited through a Canadian research panel who

were not registered as organ donors. Therefore, this study prevented participants who were
not registered organ donors from taking part. These participants were randomly assigned to
view one of the three messages used in Study 1 and I measured the proposed mediator of
responsibility, along with concern for others’ judgment. In addition, this study also measured
feelings of restriction of freedom as an alternative explanation. As the high injunctive norm
communicates what the group thinks people should do, it could restrict individual freedom to
choose and lead to feelings of restriction and reactance (J. W. Brehm, 1966; S. S. Brehm &
Brehm, 1981)
3.3.4.1

Methods
This study used a 3 (Norm type: combined vs. low descriptive vs. high injunctive)

factor design and 649 participants from Leger, a Canadian market research firm (44.7%
Female, Mage = 46.59, SDage = 16.80). In this study I first screened participants to exclude
those who indicated that they were already registered as organ donors from participating in
the survey and included an additional question near the end of the survey to verify organ
donor registration. After removing participants who gave inconsistent answers by indicating
they were already registered as organ donors at the end of the survey, I was left with 565
participants (45.5% Female, Mage = 46.87, SDage = 16.83).
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Participants were randomly assigned to view one of three messages with the norm
messages used in study 1 for Canadian organ donor registrations. They then reported their
intentions to register as an organ donor using 7-point scales: "How likely/willing/inclined
would you be to register as an organ donor?" I then measured my proposed mediator of
feelings of responsibility using the following items as in study 3A: "I feel responsible for
registering as an organ donor to those in need", "People are depending on me for organ
donations" and "I have a responsibility to help my group" (α = .91) where 1 = "Strongly
Disagree" and 7 = "Strongly Agree". In addition I also measured concern for others’
judgment (2 items, α = .77, Spearman-Brown coefficient = .77), “If I don't register as an
organ donor, others will hold me accountable” and “I thought I would look bad if I didn't
agree to register”, and restrictions of freedom (3 items, α=.90) “I feel that my freedom to act
as I wish was threatened”, “I feel that the ad infringed on my freedom” and “I feel that the ad
was forcing me to respond in a particular way” where 1 = "Strongly Disagree" and 7 =
"Strongly Agree". I then asked participants whether they were registered as organ donors and
measured demographic variables including age and gender.
3.3.4.2

Results
Intentions to register. A mediation analysis using PROCESS model 4 with 10000

bootstrap samples (with condition coded as a multi-categorical independent variable with
combined norms as the base) revealed a marginally significant indirect effect of combined
norms vs. low descriptive norms on intentions to register through personal responsibility, B =
.22, 90% CI[.02, .41] and a marginally significant indirect effect of combined norms vs. high
injunctive norms on intentions to register through personal responsibility, B = .22, 90%
CI[.02, .43] (see figure below).
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Figure 13: Mediation model of norms on intentions to register through personal responsibility.

There was, however, no main effect of the norm type message on intentions to
register between the low descriptive norm (M = 3.88, SD = 1.71), high injunctive norm (M =
3.83, SD = 1.95) and combined norm (M = 3.99, SD = 1.63) conditions, p > .3. There may be
two possible reasons for this lack of effect. First, participants in the online panel were older
than in my other studies. Indeed, age was negatively correlated with registration intentions,
r(264) = -.14, p = .02. Older consumers have been shown to be less open to change (Cornelis
et al., 2009) and more likely to have medical or other barriers that prevent them from being
donors (Downing & Jones, 2008).
Second, the presence of an indirect effect in the absence of a main effect is discussed
in Hayes (2009), where he suggests that this may occur if two or more indirect effects with
opposite signs cancel each other out. In order to explore this further I looked at the other
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potential mediating variables measured in this study: concern for others’ judgment and
restriction of freedom. There was no difference in concern for others’ judgment between the
combined (M = 2.71), low descriptive (M = 2.58) and high injunctive (M = 2.76) norm
conditions, F(2, 562) = .71, p = .49. However, feelings of restriction were marginally
different across conditions, F(2,562) = 2.81, p = .06. Contrasts indicated participants’
feelings of restriction were lower in the low descriptive norm condition (M = 2.42, SD =
1.50) than in the high injunctive norm (M = 2.77, SD = 1.72), t(562) = 2.10, p = .04, and the
combined norm conditions (M = 2.75, SD = 1.57), t(562) = 2.02, p = .04.
Parallel mediation. I ran a parallel mediation model predicting intentions to register
from norm type (coded as a multi-categorical independent variable with combined norms as
the base) and including personal responsibility, restriction of freedom and concern for others’
judgments as mediators. This revealed a marginally significant indirect effect of combined
norms vs. low descriptive norms on intentions to register through personal responsibility, B =
-.21, 90% CI[-.40, -.02] and a marginally significant indirect effect of combined norms vs.
high injunctive norms on intentions to register through personal responsibility, B = -.21, 90%
CI[-.41, -.02]. There was also a marginally significant indirect effect of combined norms vs.
low descriptive norms on intentions to register through restriction of freedom, B = .06, 90%
CI[.01, .13] but not for combined norms vs. high injunctive norm, B = -.003, 90% CI[-.06,
.05]. There were also no significant indirect effects for concern for others’ judgments (see
figure below).

115

Figure 14: Parallel mediation model of norms on intentions to register through personal
responsibility, restriction of freedom and concern for others’ judgments.
3.3.4.3

Discussion
This study helps support results from study 3A indicating the mediating role of

responsibility when combined norms effect intentions to register. Additionally, it suggests
that a lower restriction of freedom resulting from seeing the low descriptive norm on its own
may play a role in decreasing the effectiveness of combined norms. In addition, the presence
of an indirect effect without a direct effect indicates that there may also be additional
mechanisms aside from the ones I measured that have opposite effects to that of personal
responsibility on intentions to register.
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3.3.5

Study 4
In study 4, I provide additional evidence for my proposed process by testing the

moderating role of psychological closeness, as this has been shown to increase felt
responsibility to help others (Levine et al., 2002; McManus et al., 2020). This type of
intervention has also been used by various organizations encouraging organ donor
registration (e.g. Service Ontario Gift of Life, Robitaille et al., 2015). Under conditions of
neutral psychological closeness, I expect to replicate the pattern whereby the combined norm
condition leads to more positive intentions than the single norm conditions. However, when
psychological closeness is heightened, I expect individuals encountering single norms to feel
greater responsibility and be as likely to register as when they see combined norms. Thus, I
expect moderated mediation, whereby psychological closeness increases responsibility and
intentions to register for low descriptive and high injunctive norms alone, but not for
combined norms.
3.3.5.1

Method
I utilized the online participant pool Prolific Academic, and recruited 1183 Canadian

participants (49.6% Female, Mage=30.36). The study used a 2 (Psychological distance: close
vs. neutral) x 3 (Norm type: high injunctive vs. low descriptive vs. combined) betweensubjects design. Participants were first randomly assigned to the psychological distance
manipulation; in the neutral condition they were asked to think about their typical day and in
the psychologically close condition they were asked to imagine that someone close to them
needed an organ. In both cases they were asked to think about the emotions they might
experience, and to write about what would happen as specifically as possible (details of this
manipulation are in Appendix B.5). Participants then saw one of three norm type
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advertisements (Appendix B.4) and were asked about their intentions to register and their
feelings of responsibility, followed by demographic questions, as in previous studies.
3.3.5.2

Results
After excluding participants who were already registered as organ donors, I was left

with 656 participants (44.2% Female, Mage = 28.70).
Responsibility. A two-way ANOVA predicting feelings of responsibility revealed a
significant main effect of norm type, F(2,650) = 3.86, p = .02, psychological distance, F(1,
650) = 8.33, p = .004, but no interaction, F(2,650) = 1.76, p = .17. Planned contrasts revealed
an effect of psychological closeness on feelings of responsibility in the low descriptive norm
condition (Mclose = 4.41, Mneutral = 3.79), F(1,650) = 9.30, p = .002, a directional, but not
significant effect in the high injunctive norm condition (Mclose = 4.42, Mneutral = 4.13),
F(1,650) = 2.11, p = .15, and no effect in the combined norm condition (Mclose = 4.53, Mneutral
= 4.44, p > .64). Further contrasts revealed that in the neutral condition, combined norms led
to higher responsibility than low descriptive norms, Mdiff = .66, p = .004, but not high
injunctive norms, p > .35. There were no differences between norm types in the
psychologically close condition, all ps > .9.
Intentions to register. A two-way ANOVA predicting intentions to register revealed a
significant main effect of norm type, F(2, 650) = 3.38, p = .03, psychological distance,
F(1,650) = 3.95, p < .05, but no interaction, F(2, 650) = .46, p = .63. Planned contrasts
revealed a marginal effect of psychological closeness on increased intentions to register in
the low descriptive norm (Mclose = 4.16, Mneutral = 3.73), F(1, 650) = 3.66, p = .06, but not the
high injunctive (Mclose = 4.40, Mneutral = 4.23, p > .4) or combined norm conditions (Mclose =
4.37, Mneutral = 4.21, p > .4). Further contrasts revealed that in the neutral condition, combined
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norms led to marginally higher registration intentions than low descriptive norms, Mdiff = .47,
p = .10, but not high injunctive norms, p > .9. There were no differences between norm types
in the psychologically close condition, ps > .8 (See figure below).
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Figure 15: Responsibility and intentions to register as an organ donor as a function of norm type
and psychological distance.

Moderated Mediation. I ran a moderated mediation analysis using PROCESS model 7
with psychological distance as the independent variable (coded close=1 and neutral=0), norm
type as the moderator, responsibility as the mediator and intentions to register as the
dependent variable. This revealed an indirect effect of the psychological closeness
manipulation on intentions to register through responsibility in the low descriptive norm, B =
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.49, 95%CI [.18, .78] and the high injunctive norm condition, B = .27, 95%CI [.09, .46],
indicating that feeling psychologically closer heightened feelings of responsibility and thus
increased intentions to register in the single norm conditions. As anticipated, in the combined
norms condition, psychological closeness did not increase responsibility and intentions to
register, 95%CI [-.22, .35].
3.3.5.3

Discussion
This study utilized a moderation-of-process design, revealing that feeling

psychologically close to the situation can increase feelings of responsibility and thus,
intentions to register when individuals encounter low descriptive norms on their own. The
manipulation of psychological distance was a strong one, and somewhat in line with
previously used perspective taking manipulations as it asked participants to imagine that
someone close to them was in need of an organ (Robitaille et al., 2021; Sallis et al., 2018). I
would expect a manipulation of perspective taking to also lead to greater feelings of
responsibility and thus this would affect the mediator in a manner similar to that proposed in
this study. The effect of psychological closeness with high injunctive norms was
directionally consistent with the effect for low descriptive norms but was weaker and nonsignificant. I suspect this is a function of the online participant pool and the hypothetical
nature of this study, issues I return to in the General Discussion. Importantly, the study shows
that increasing psychological closeness fails to change outcomes in the combined norm
condition, suggesting that combined norms already activate a high degree of responsibility.
3.4

General Discussion
Across five experimental studies, including lab, online and field studies, I find

consistent evidence that people are more likely to register as organ donors when they see low
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descriptive and high injunctive norms combined, rather than either norm on its own. I first
demonstrate the basic effect in the lab (Study 1) and in the field (Study 2). I then show that
this is driven by perceptions of responsibility, stemming from theories of diffusion of
responsibility, by measuring the mediator in two studies (Studies 3A and 3B). Lastly, I
demonstrate the role of responsibility through a moderation-of-process design by making
people feel psychologically closer to the situation (Study 4).
3.4.1

Theoretical Contributions
The current research contributes to existing work on normative influence and

explores the role of responsibility in motivating organ donor registrations. First, I build on
prior work on combined descriptive and injunctive norms (Schultz et al., 2007) to show when
and why communicating combined incongruent descriptive and injunctive norms can
motivate behavior change. My conceptualization proposes that high injunctive norms in
combination with low descriptive norms can increase organ donation registration intentions
and behaviors than communicating either norm separately. Combining these incongruent
norms makes salient the inconsistency between what the group believes and what it does,
increasing a sense of responsibility and intentions to act in individuals.
Second, by demonstrating that inconsistencies at the group-level can motivate
behavior change, this work builds on research showing such discrepancies at an individuallevel result in cognitive dissonance and feelings of responsibility (Elliot & Devine, 1994;
Stone & Fernandez, 2008). Previous work shows that people like to be consistent at an
individual level and that reminding them of their inconsistencies, such as through
manipulations that induce hypocrisy can lead people to engage in actions that create greater
consistency between thoughts and actions (Stone & Fernandez, 2008). The current research
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adds to this literature by showing that such inconsistencies at a group level can have a similar
effect; when people read about how there is a discrepancy between what their group thinks
and acts, this inconsistency also motivates action.
Third, this work contributes to the literature on responsibility by demonstrating that
the way norms are presented can impact feelings of responsibility, which can, in turn,
motivate positive action. Work on the bystander effect has shown the diffusion of
responsibility among those present in a given situation, such as those in the area at the time
or those in the experimental room (Darley & Latané, 1968; Latané & Darley, 1970). This
work stipulates that as the number of people present increases, each individual feels less
responsibility to help, either because they feel that others are already helping or because
others’ actions indicate that the situation is not really an emergency. While most work in this
area focused solely on how the physical presence of others influenced feelings of
responsibility, some work has looked at how the psychological presence of others affects
feelings of responsibility (Garcia et al., 2002). Previous work asks people to imagine the
presence of others and replicates an implicit bystander effect with unrelated scenarios. I
extend this work to the realm of communicating normative information. The current research
contributes to this work by showing how reading information about descriptive and
injunctive norms can also affect diffusion of responsibility. This provides support to the idea
that reading about norms in a group leads people to think about others and imagine how they
would act in a certain situation, and that this influences their own decisions and actions
Furthermore, I find that a manipulation that enhances perceived responsibility (by increasing
psychological closeness) can increase the effectiveness of low descriptive norms on their

122

own. This provides a way for marketers, policy makers, etc., to increase feelings of
responsibility even if norms are low.

3.4.2

Limitations and Future Directions
The current research has a number of limitations of. First, the studies include

participants from North America, and in particular, Canada. This was partially because I was
attempting to address a substantial problem in collaboration with BC Transplant to help
increase organ donor registrations in Canada. The registration rates in Canada are particularly
low, which makes government agencies interested in conducting research to find better ways
to communicate appeals to register. Similarly, the field study was conducted in the UBC Nest
in Vancouver and so was limited to the people who were passing by in the area, largely
consisting of BC residents and students. As such, it is difficult to generalize the findings to
other countries and cultures. In particular, responses to norms differ based on the extent to
which people consider themselves a part of a group - whether people are interdependent (i.e.,
emphasis on the individual as belonging to a group) or independent (i.e., emphasis on the
individual as a separate entity) (Singelis, 1994). There are cultural differences in the extent to
which people are interdependent vs. independent (Gardner et al., 1999) which could
potentially affect their reactions to low descriptive and high injunctive norms on their own as
well as their combination. Based on previous research it is possible that cultures with a large
number of people with an interdependent self-construal may respond more positively to high
injunctive norms and that independent cultures may show greater reactance (Jacobson, 2010).
Future research can explore the effect of combined norms with different populations and test
if the strength of the effect is different across cultures. The current work does not include a
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baseline condition with no norm information and thus it is possible that a low descriptive
norm is decreasing registrations, by discouraging or demotivating consumers, rather than the
combined norm encouraging organ donor registration. Including a baseline condition in
future research can help pinpoint whether there is a positive effect of combined norms above
that of a message simply asking people to register as organ donors.
Although most of my studies showed consistent patterns, the magnitude of the effect
tended to be smaller for the contrast between combined norms and high injunctive norms. I
note that in my field study, which involved significant participant effort in attempting to
register, the effect was strong. The effect was also strong in the lab study, where participants
tend to expend more effort. In my studies with online panels, where indicating a high
intention to register came with no cost, my effects were weaker, particularly relative to the
high injunctive norm condition. My conjecture is that the high injunctive norm makes it clear
to participants what the “right” answer is, and since there is no cost to providing that answer,
they do so. However, when personal cost is involved, as in my field study, only the condition
which makes the incongruency salient and heightens felt responsibility increases registration.
Additional research is needed to understand the extent to which real costs impact the
effectiveness of a combined norm strategy.
Future research can also explore other potential moderating factors including the size
of the discrepancy, order of norm presentation, and the social context. For example, it is
possible that if the size of the discrepancy between injunctive and descriptive norms becomes
too small, combined norms may no longer motivate action. I theorize that combined norms
highlight the gap between what people in a group think we should do and what they are
doing, and thus the size of the gap is likely to be important. If the gap is below an
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individual’s threshold or just noticeable difference, they are unlikely to notice a discrepancy
and will not be motivated to act. In addition to the size of the gap, there may also be
minimum levels for each norm; for instance, injunctive norms may fail to communicate that
most people believe others should engage in a particular behavior and be unable to inspire
action if they are below a certain level. Future work can test various combinations of
descriptive and injunctive norms to determine which combinations are the most effective and
where the gap is too small to lead to action.
The order in which norms are presented may also matter. In the current set of studies,
high injunctive norms are presented first, followed by low descriptive norms. Reversing the
order by presenting low descriptive norms followed by high injunctive norms may result in
greater importance being placed on the former, reducing registrations. Highlighting the
injunctive norm before the descriptive norm may make the failure to meet the standard
salient, increasing registrations.
Research can also investigate communicating norms to change undesirable behaviors;
while I think combining high descriptive along with low injunctive norms will likely have
similar effects of driving people towards the injunctive norm, it is possible that other factors,
such as the differential personal cost of such actions and people’s greater knowledge of
others’ disapproval, may alter the strength or direction of the effect. This research focuses on
organ donor registration, a materially costless yet often psychologically difficult action.
Other prosocial behaviors, such as donating to charity or volunteering at a food bank may
have lower psychological costs but require individuals to give more money, time, or effort.
For instance, consumers may already be aware that a behavior is disliked by others and so
have less of a reaction to messages that highlight low injunctive norms.
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Future research can also look at other situations that can increase the effectiveness of
low descriptive norms , high injunctive norms, or combined norms. Combined norms may
have stronger effects in highly public contexts because such contexts increase sensitivity to
norms (White & Peloza, 2009). Public contexts may give people a chance to show that they
are exceptionally moral and try to inspire others through moral elevation (Aquino et al.,
2011; Haidt, 2000), especially where there is a chance to signal altruism (Berman & Small,
2018) or when the heroic qualities of the act are emphasized (Allison & Goethals, 2016;
Kraft-Todd & Rand, 2019). These could increase rates of positive action after people learn of
the low existing prevalence of certain prosocial behaviors. Additionally, information about
the potential to save many lives or the few people available to save a single life may also
increase feelings of responsibility and may increase the effectiveness of low descriptive
norms.
There is also potential to further explore additional mechanisms consistent with my
theorizing. I ruled out group impression concerns and feelings of efficacy, but other
mechanisms may play a role. For instance, vicarious hypocrisy at the group-level (i.e.,
feelings of inconsistency due to the group’s lack of action; Focella et al., 2016) might
contribute to the effect. In addition, the role of positive and negative emotional responses to
different norms could be examined. This could include a general effect on mood with low
registration rates making people experience a negative mood, or have an effect on more
specific emotions. For example, combined norms may activate both guilt and hope, which
could be especially relevant given their associations with encouraging prosocial behavior
(Feldman & Hart, 2018; Peloza et al., 2013; White, Habib, et al., 2019). Future research can
also delve into demographic moderators. I observed main effects of gender and ethnicity in
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some of my studies (which are detailed in Appendix B), and other demographics, such as
religion or political affiliation may moderate the results. For instance, conservatives have
been shown to demonstrate greater loyalty to their ingroup (Graham et al., 2009) and thus,
may feel more responsibility to help.
3.4.3

Practical Implications
Organ transplantation is a revolutionary technology that enables hundreds of

thousands of individuals to live longer, healthier lives. It relies however on a continuous
supply of organs from deceased donors as well as donations from living donors. The complex
matching process means that not every organ is suitable for every patient in need, resulting in
many patients with rarer and more specific needs waiting for years or even decades. The only
way for countries to meet the requirements of their population is to have a high percentage of
people on the organ donor registry. Some places have achieved this by making organ donor
registration the default and countries like Spain France have over 90% organ donor
registrations. However, several other countries do not wish to use an opt-out system that
presumes consent from everyone for this important decision. Instead, such countries
including the United States of America and Canada choose informed consent that requires
potential donors to opt in themselves. For such countries it is important to understand what
messages and information should be communicated to people and how it should be done so
as to have the greatest impact on organ donor registration rates.
Previous work on organ donor registrations has focused on self reported measures
such as attitudes and behavioral intentions (e.g., Falomir-Pichastor et al., 2013; Horton &
Horton, 1990; Radecki & Jaccard, 1997). However, attitudes and intentions do not always
correspond to actual registration behaviors (Radecki & Jaccard, 1999). The current work
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includes a field study with a behavioral measure that demonstrates the effect of combined
norms on actual behaviors, an aspect that is extremely important to organizations. Policy
makers should be able to incorporate this message into their communication in several lowcost, scalable ways; first they could change the existing messaging in their communication
channels such as on their website, email campaigns or social media channels. Second, organ
donor registration is often done at driver registration centers where customers are handed a
form to fill up while they wait. The current messaging on the opposite side of the form could
be adapted to highlight combined norms.
This work offers practical insights that can help inform better communication
strategies. Indeed, these results have already influenced one organ donor registration
agency’s online and television advertisements and provides an easy and cost-effective change
to existing communication strategies. This research suggests that we should be especially
cautious in communicating that very few people are engaged in a positive action.
Organizations that wish to encourage organ donor registration in areas with low descriptive
norms can use existing statistics or carry out surveys to find the prevalence of support for
organ donor registration, and then communicate combined norms.
Although this essay focuses on organ donation, I believe the findings are relevant to
those in other healthcare and social good contexts, where there is a high degree of public
support for positive action but low rates of behavior change. Many non-profit organizations
are tackling the very issue studied in this essay; there are high degrees of public support for
positive action, but low rates of behavior change and implementation. For instance, only
3.5% of Americans give blood, a fact communicated in various ad campaigns (Manning &
Sparacino, 1996). Such non-profit organizations can consider also communicating the
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percentage of Americans that support blood donation to encourage others to participate.
There are also insights for for-profit companies that aim to encourage positive behaviors like
sustainability; although 66% of consumers around the world say they are willing to pay more
for sustainable products (Nielsen 2015) only about 26% actually do (White, Hardisty, et al.,
2019). There is potential for this research to be extended to contexts such as blood donation,
medication adherence, sustainable choices, and new preventive behaviors such as wearing
masks during pandemics.
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Chapter 4: Concluding Remarks
This dissertation provides insights on how to motivate consumers to engage in
uncommon prosocial behaviors. Across thirteen experimental studies including lab, online
and field experiments, and analysis of a large, real world dataset pulled from a crowdfunding
website, the current research highlights how comparative information can help offset
negative effects of presenting low descriptive social norm information that indicates few
people are engaging in a behavior. Previous work demonstrates that low descriptive norms
often discourage people from engaging in prosocial behaviors. I theorize that since low
descriptive norms are undesirable for prosocial behaviors, they can be made more effective
through comparisons that highlight discrepancies between desired and current states. Thus, in
general, combining low descriptive norms for a prosocial behavior, with information that
highlights contrasts and inconsistencies, can effectively impact individual actions. When
individuals are made aware of the disparity between different organizations or between actual
and ought situations, they are driven to resolve these differences by engaging in the relevant
prosocial behaviors. In particular, I show that including a charity that is closer to reaching its
goal can increase donations to charities that have little support and are further from their goal
compared to when it is evaluated on its own (essay 1). I also show that combining a high
injunctive norm with a low descriptive norm can motivate consumers to register as organ
donors compared to either norm alone (essay 2). Next, I discuss the theoretical contributions,
limitations, future directions, and practical implications of the work in this dissertation as a
whole.
Overall, this work contributes to a recent and growing body of literature that
investigates ways in which uncommon behaviors with low descriptive norms can be
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encouraged (Kraft-Todd et al., 2018; Kraft-Todd & Rand, 2019; Mortensen et al., 2019;
Sparkman et al., 2020; Sparkman & Walton, 2017, 2019). One line of research in this area
shows that presenting low social norms as “dynamic” or “trending” by mentioning the time
period in which a norm has changed, can cause people to project a future upward trend and
conform to it in advance (Mortensen et al., 2019; Sparkman et al., 2020; Sparkman &
Walton, 2017, 2019). Another line of research investigates how, even when descriptive social
norms are low, advocates who themselves engage in a behavior are far more successful at
promoting it to others than those who do not. For instance, advocates who had solar panels in
their own homes were 62.8% more effective at encouraging others to sign up to install solar
panels themselves (Kraft-Todd et al., 2018). The authors find that engaging in these costly
prosocial behaviors makes advocates seem more credible. Thus, these two lines of work
demonstrate that low descriptive norms are more effective when people are given
information that makes it seem adaptive to follow these low norms and when this information
is shared by people who seem more credible. My research adds to this existing work by
showing how comparative information can be used to encourage low descriptive norm
behaviors in two different ways; by comparing low descriptive norm information for
donations to one organization with another that has higher donations (essay 1) and comparing
low descriptive norms for one behavior with the high injunctive norms for that behavior
(essay 2). Both of these depend on highlighting a contrast between what the current situation
is and what could be using comparative information. In doing so, I rely on the
conceptualization of prosocial behaviors as socially desirable and the norms in communal
contexts that indicate any discrepancies between entities and between existing and desired
states need to be reduced. I argue that people are more likely to engage in uncommon
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prosocial behaviors if the context subtly informs them that it is socially desirable to do so.
Unlike previous work that looks at how to frame a low descriptive norm or who should
present it, I explore how additional comparative information can effectively highlight
contrasts making the low descriptive norm behavior more strongly associated with need and
responsibility, and how this in turn drives prosocial action.
This work demonstrates the conditions under which presenting comparative
information changes consumers’ decision making. While rational consumers are expected to
behave consistently when presented with equivalent information, I show that they respond
differently depending on what this information is contrasted with. As such, comparative
information can be used to increase the effectiveness of communicating social norms with
low prevalence in a population. In both essays, I show that jointly presenting information can
lead to different behaviors than when each piece of information is presented on its own.
Contrasting information with a charity that is performing better, can actually increase the
amount individuals give to a charity with lower progress towards its goal. Contrasting low
levels of registration with high levels of support for an action can increase organ donor
registrations above each norm on its own.
This dissertation identifies novel mediators that help elucidate the effects of these
comparisons, and why they drive behavior. I show that my effects are driven by perceptions
of need in essay 1 and by feelings of responsibility in essay 2 - these mediators, though
distinct, are conceptually related. In essay 2 I argue that low descriptive norms
communicating that few people are engaging in a behavior may make people feel that less
help is needed (since others do not step forward) while high injunctive norms communicating
that most people support a behavior may have similar effects, and make people feel that they
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do not need to act (since others are already helping). Thus, the combination of these norms,
communicating that many people endorse a particular behavior, but few are actually acting in
accordance with it, is likely to signal that there is an unmet need in society. It is therefore
likely that perceptions of need are a precursor to feelings of responsibility. Although I do not
measure need in essay 2, I believe that perceptions of need after reading normative
information are key to driving the effects. Future research could investigate this further to
determine if perceptions of need mediate the effects of comparative norm information across
studies, and whether they lead to feelings of responsibility.
While I have examined the specific limitations relative to each essay in their
respective discussion sections, the current research program also has limitations as a whole
that can seed future investigations. One limitation arises from the research methods used in
my empirical studies. Although I have conducted a variety of field, lab, and online
experiments to document my predicted effects, further field experiments with behavioral
measures could help cement the ecological validity of the studies. Future studies could also
look at longitudinal measures, to see if the effects persist or attenuate over time. This is
especially the case in essay 1 as the action of donating is often a repeated one, while
registering as an organ donor is usually a one-time behavior. Furthermore, the
generalizability of the studies could be improved if participants were recruited from outside
North America and the UK. Additional data from other countries and cultures would help
generalize the findings to other parts of the world. Future research can extend these findings
by testing the framework of the current research and any boundary conditions of the observed
findings among participants across different cultures.
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Second, the studies test a limited number of combinations of comparative norms.
While both essays posit that a large gap between the two norms shown, either between the
amounts raised by the two charities or between descriptive and injunctive norms, motivates
behavior, neither tests the limits of the size of this gap. Since my theoretical argument is
centered around how contrasts and inconsistencies motivate behavior, it would be
informative to test when the gap is too small to be motivating. This is also of practical
relevance since successfully encouraging low descriptive norm behavior will in turn change
the descriptive norm, and organizations should know the point up to which comparisons will
be most effective. In each essay I use several alternative combinations of norms, but this
could be tested more fully across studies. For instance, it is reasonable to ask if there is a
difference between one organization at 10% progress while the other is at 90% and one
organization at 40% while the other is at 60%. There may be a point at which the size of the
gap is so small as to be irrelevant. There were two primary reasons for not testing these
combinations. First, in order to keep experiments controlled, I used similar amounts raised
and gap sizes across multiple studies. Second, particularly in the case of organ donor
registration, I did not want to mislead participants and so used actual statistics provided by
the official organ donor registry in a state or country. Future research can test different
combinations of norms more thoroughly to estimate the effect of increasing or decreasing
gap size on consumer intentions and behaviors.
There any several general overarching directions for future research. First, the role of
need and responsibility and their relationship can be more clearly defined and further
explored. In the discussion above, I posit that perceptions of need ultimately influence
feelings of responsibility and that this influences future actions. However, it is not clear if
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perceptions of need alone are enough to drive feelings of responsibility in the absence of
other factors. For instance, even though we might recognize that somebody is in need we
may not think that it is our responsibility to help them. Previous work has identified the role
of certain relationships, such as family, in determining whether we have an obligation to help
(Lee & Holyoak, 2020; McManus et al., 2020). This means that if a person's niece is raising
money for charity, they will likely donate irrespective of how close or far the child is from
their goal. In line with this I show that individuals are most likely to help when they feel
psychologically close to the situation. Similarly, though I don't test for this in the current
work, the cause may also be psychologically close to certain individuals and provide them
with a sense of psychological standing. This means that individuals may not donate to the
neediest charity, if a different charity is one that they have a personal connection to, perhaps
because this charity has helped them in the past or because it supports a cause that they
personally care about a lot. Thus, the relationship between the charity, recipient and
fundraiser with the potential donor may change people’s prosocial behaviors and interact
with the social norm information informing them of what others are doing. For instance,
researchers can look at whether donors weight their relationship with the recipient or an
organization’s distance from its goal more strongly in different evaluation modes. Future
work can more closely examine the other factors that determine whether identifying a need
will eventually lead people to feel more responsible. Additionally, even when people
perceive need and feel responsibility, there may be other factors that also have to be present
for them to actually engage in prosocial action. For instance, people may need to feel a sense
of self-efficacy in order to take on costs to help others (Bandura, 1977; Caprara et al., 2012).
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If people feel that donating blood or registering as an organ donor will not actually help
others, they may not bother engaging in that behavior.
Second, there is scope to further explore the impact on social welfare through a moral
lens. The current work indicates that comparative information can shift the way in which
people engage in a particular behavior. However, this work does not provide a normative
analysis of whether these sorts of behaviors should be increased or not. Some previous work
has shown that while defaults increase the rates of organ donor registration, they don't
actually increase the rates of organ donation because many decisions are overturned by
family who are unaware of the patient’s wishes (Bramhall, 2011; Tennankore et al., 2021).
Similarly, from the current work it is not clear whether encouraging organ donor registration
will be enough to increase the number of organs eventually donated to those in need. In the
case of charitable giving, it is also not clear whether helping the charity that is further from
its goal instead of the one that is closer to its goal is an overall benefit to society. It is
possible that diverting resources from a charity that is on the brink of being able to reach its
goal might not increase social welfare as much as if people had given to the charity closer to
its goal and reached the target amount. Given the economic uncertainty in which we live, it
may even be more prudent to ensure that at least one charity is able to operate effectively by
reaching its goal rather than distributing that pie among many different charities, all of which
are further from their goals. Further, in the case of real charities it is possible that those that
are further from their goal are actually less competent and less able to use their resources
wisely. For instance, charities that are unable to raise a lot of money may not be very well
known, may not have a strong reputation, and may not be able to advertise and communicate
their needs effectively. Diverting money to charities that are less effective with their
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resources and that have weaker reputations may not be an overall benefit to society. Future
research can investigate whether the prosocial behaviors that this work attempts to encourage
actually have positive impact on social good.
Third, research can also explore the downstream consequences of engaging in
prosocial behaviors, particularly in terms of how those who engage in such behavior are
judged by others based on current descriptive norms. Recent research suggests that behaviors
are seen as more moral when they are more common (Lindström et al., 2018). As a result,
common prosocial behaviors with high descriptive norms should be judged more positively
and receive greater moral credit than uncommon actions. However, heroic acts receive a
great deal of moral credit and are usually rare behaviors that are viewed as exemplary
(Halmburger et al., 2017; Kraft-Todd & Rand, 2019). In fact, the emotion of moral elevation
is experienced when witnessing virtuous acts of uncommon goodness (Aquino et al., 2011;
Haidt, 2000). Thus, this line of work would suggest that engaging in uncommon prosocial
behaviors with low descriptive norms would be judged more positively by observers. The
interplay between descriptive norms of prosocial behavior and people's perceptions of their
morality is complex and merits further study.
From a substantive perspective, this research investigates two social issues that are
important to consumers, non-profit organizations, public policy makers and researchers:
charitable giving and organ donor registration. Although these constitute different domains,
they share certain similarities and are both exceptionally important to societal wellbeing.
Charitable donations are essential when providing goods and services people need, that the
government is unable to deliver. Similarly, organ donor registrations help save the lives of
thousands of people every year and could potentially save thousands more if a greater
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proportion of the population were registered as organ donors. However, participating in these
prosocial behaviors is costly; donating to charity requires money as well as time and effort to
decide how, when, and where to give money and organ donor registration requires time and
effort as well as psychological costs associated with thinking about one's own death. Thus,
this research provides substantive value to organizations, policy makers and marketers who
want to encourage different types of prosocial behaviors and can potentially be extended to
other contexts where positive behaviors are uncommon. It illustrates the possibility of openly
sharing low descriptive norms while still encouraging prosocial behaviors by including
comparisons with high injunctive norms for the same behavior or the high descriptive norms
for a different cause. I hope this dissertation helps spark more discussion and research on
how to best communicate information about what others are doing in ways that enhance
overall wellbeing.
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Appendices

Appendix A Supplemental Materials for Essay 1
A.1

Essay 1, Study 1 Stimuli
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A.2

Essay 1, Study 2A Stimuli

Control

Relative Progress (medium: 10% vs. 90%)

Relative Progress (low: 5% vs. 50%)

Consistent Progress (medium: 50%)

Consistent Progress (low: 10%)
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A.3

Essay 1, Study 2B Stimuli

High Progress Condition

Tipping Point Condition
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A.4

Essay 1, Study 3 Stimuli

Separate Evaluation Close to Goal

Separate Evaluation Far from Goal

Joint Evaluation
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A.5

Essay 1, Study 4 Stimuli

Separate Evaluation

Sienna is a 7th-grade student who needs to sell 100 candy bars (cost: $1 each) to meet a quota for
her school sports team fundraiser. If you buy a candy bar, you will help Sienna reach her goal.
She needs to sell 2 more candy bars to meet her quota, and asks you if you would be willing to
buy one. (Note: Sienna is certain to reach her quota by the end of the day).

Joint Evaluation

Sienna and Olivia are two 7th-grade students who each need to sell 100 candy bars (cost: $1
each) to meet a quota for their school sports team fundraiser. If you buy a candy bar, you will
help Sienna or Olivia reach her goal. Sienna needs to sell 32 more candy bars to meet her quota,
and Olivia needs to sell 2 more candy bars to meet her quota. They ask you if you would be
willing to buy one. (Note: They are certain to reach their quota by the end of the day).
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A.6

Essay 1, Study 5 Stimuli

A: Charity framing

B: Business framing
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A.7

Essay 1, Supplemental Study 1

Method. This study replicates study 3 with 293 undergraduate students (59% Female,
Mage = 19.92) from a large North American university who participated in exchange for course
credit. The study was a 3 factor (Evaluation type: joint vs. separate far vs. separate close)
between-subjects design where participants read information about two organizations
(FoodShare and Second Harvest) either individually or together. They then indicated how they
would divide $100 between the two charities they read about in joint evaluations (JE) or between
the charity they read about and another charity of their choice in separate evaluations (SE). As in
previous studies they rated the organization(s) in terms of need, impact, competence, and
warmth.
Results. A hybrid t-test as proposed by Hsee (1996) to analyze joint-separate evaluations,
revealed that respondents were more sensitive in JE than SE to whether an organization was
close to vs. far from its goal, t(290) = 3.31, p < .001; in SE, participants donated directionally
more to the organization close to its goal (M = $54.57, SD = 31.66), than the one further from its
goal (M = $48.24, SD = 27.06) t(143) = 1.29, p = .20, though this difference was not significant.
In joint evaluations, the results were reversed, and participants donated more to the organization
that was further from its goal (M = $56.25, SD = 35.59) than the one closer to its goal (M =
$43.75, SD = 35.59), t(147) = 2.14, p = .03, d = .35.
Further contrasts revealed that participants donated more to the organization that was further
from its goal in the joint evaluation than in the separate evaluation condition, Mdiff = 9.44, t(291)
= 2.47, p =.01.
100
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Figure 16: Donations to an organization in joint vs. separate evaluation based on distance
from goal. Error bars represent ±1 standard error.
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A.8

Essay 1, Supplemental Study 2

This study replicates study 4 using the same scenario from previous work where a student
sells candy (Cryder et al., 2013). This study was pre-registered on the Open Science Framework:
https://osf.io/7ydh5/?view_only=e2b953e2f527410eb1994cc5170b9eb4.
Method: I recruited 541 participants from the US for a study on Prolific in exchange for
payment (51.2% Female, Mage = 33.52). The study was a 3 (Evaluation type: joint vs. separate
far vs. separate close) factor design. 519 participants passed an attention check asking them to
select both “always” and “never”. Of these 486 correctly answered a question about how many
students were in the story they read based on the preregistered exclusion criteria and were
included in the following analyses (53.7% Female, Mage = 32.93).
All participants were presented with information about Olivia and/or Sienna
(counterbalanced), 7th-grade students who need to sell 100 candy bars (cost: $1 each) to meet a
quota for their school sports team fundraiser. The student(s) needed to sell either 2 or 32 more
candy bars to meet their goal (stimuli from Cryder, Loewenstein & Seltman 2013). In the Joint
Evaluation condition both students were presented, and one student was close to her goal (needs
to sell 2 more candy bars) while the other was far from her goal (needs to sell 32 more candy
bars). In the Separate Evaluation conditions only one student was presented, either close to or far
from her goal, which is exactly like previous research using these scenarios. I then measured
participants likelihood of buying a candy bar from each student (1 – Not likely at all to 7 – Very
likely). Participants also answered questions on perceived need: “To what extent did X need your
help” (1 – Not at all to 7- To a great extent), and impact: “How much progress would your
potential candy bar purchase make toward X's goal”, “How big would your contribution be
toward X's goal if you purchased a candy bar?”, and “How substantial would your contribution
be toward X's goal if you purchased a candy bar?” (1 – Not at all to 7 – A lot of progress/Very
big/Very substantial) where X was replaced with the name of the student(s) in the scenario. They
also answered 3 items to measure how satisfying it would be to help the student reach her goal:
“How satisfying would it be to help X reach her goal?”, “How excited would you be to help X
reach her goal?”, and “How happy would you feel to be able to help X reach her goal?” (1 – Not
at all to 7 – Very satisfying/excited/happy) and 3 items to measure sympathy for the student: “To
what extent do you feel sympathy for X?”, “To what extent do you feel compassion for X?”, and
“To what extent do you feel distress for?” (1 – Not at all to 7- To a great extent). Lastly, they
answered 1 item to measure likelihood of reaching the goal: “How likely is it that will reach her
goal?” (1 – Not likely at all to 7 – Very likely).
Results: A hybrid t-test revealed a significant shift in preferences between JE and SE on
likelihood of buying from the student close to her goal. Respondents were more sensitive in JE
than in SE to whether the student was close to or far from her goal, t(483) = 7.33, p < .0001. I
followed this up with analyses for each condition. In JE, a paired sample t-test showed that
respondents were more likely to buy from the student that was further from her goal (M = 5.92,
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SD = 1.33) than close to her goal (M = 4.64, SD = 2.04), t(169) = 7.40, p < .001, d = .63. In SE,
an independent samples t-test revealed that there was no difference between respondent’s
likelihood of buying from the student who was closer (M = 5.88) vs. further (M = 5.66) from her
goal, t(314) = 1.24, p = .22.
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Likelihood of Buying a Candy Bar
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SE_close
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Figure 17: Likelihood of Buying a Candy Bar based on distance from goal. Error bars
represent ±1 standard error.

Mediation. To determine the role of perceived need as a mechanism in the joint
evaluation condition, I followed Montoya and Hayes (2017) procedure for mediation analysis
with within-subject data using the MEMORE macro for SPSS with 10000 bootstrap samples. I
found a significant indirect effect of distance from goal (far vs. close) on likelihood of purchase
through perceived need, B = .75, 95% CI [.1596, 1.3819].
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* p < .05
** p < .01
*** p < .001

Figure 18: Mediation of distance from goal on likelihood of purchase
through need in joint evaluations

Impact did not mediate the effect of distance from goal on likelihood of buying in JE, B =
-.07, 95% CI [-.1954, .0836]. Including both need and impact in a parallel multiple mediation
model, I find that need significantly mediated the relationship between distance from goal and
likelihood of donations to the student further from her goal, B = .76, 95% CI [.1686, 1.3786].
Impact did not mediate this relationship, B = -.06, 95% CI [-.1782, .0814].
Discussion. This study uses a situational vignette from previous work to provide
additional support for my predictions. Consistent with my conceptual framework, people are
more likely to purchase candy from a student who is far from their goal than close to their goal
when they evaluate both students jointly.
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A.9

Essay 1, Pretest for FoodShare and Second Harvest

N

Mean

SD

SE

MDiff

t

df

p

like_avg

50

3.76

1.82

.26

-.24

-.93

49

.36

need_avg

50

4.06

1.50

.21

.06

.28

49

.78

impact_avg

50

4.34

1.52

.21

.34

1.58

49

.12

comp_avg

50

4.14

1.36

.19

.14

.73

49

.47

capable_avg

50

4.10

1.30

.18

.10

.54

49

.59

skillful_avg

50

4.04

1.48

.21

.04

.19

49

.85

efficient_avg

50

4.22

1.46

.21

.22

1.07

49

.29

warm_avg

50

3.90

1.63

.23

-.10

-.43

49

.67

friendly_avg

50

3.82

1.29

.18

-.18

-.99

49

.32

kind_avg

50

4.08

1.28

.18

.08

.44

49

.66

sincere_avg

50

4.02

1.48

.21

.02

.10

49

.92

Overall attitude towards FoodShare vs. Second Harvest:
Mean

SD

SE

t

df

p

Pair 1 unfavorable:favorable

.14

1.21

.17

.82

49

.42

Pair 2 dislike:like

.22

1.35

.19

1.16

49

.25

Pair 3 bad:good

.18

1.24

.18

1.03

49

.31
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A.10

Essay 1, Preregistrations

Study 1
Data collection
No, no data have been collected for this study yet.
Hypothesis
We hypothesize that when participants see a charity that is close to its goal and one that is far from its
goal, they will be more likely to donate and will donate more to the charity that is far from its goal.
Dependent variable
DV #1: Likelihood of donating: Which of the above charities would you be most likely to give to? 1 Definitely Children's Food Fund and 7 - Definitely Nutrition for Kids.
DV #2: Amount of donations: How would you like to divide $100 between the two organizations?
Conditions
All participants will see two organizations, one which has raised $300 out of $3000 and the other which
has raised $2700 out of $3000. The order (left vs. right) and names of the organizations will be
counterbalanced.
Analyses
• One sample t-test: to see if donations to the organization that is far from the goal is greater than the
midpoint, i.e. 4 on a 7-point scale and $50 out of $100.
• Independent samples t-test: to test if the average donation amount for each charity is greater when it is
far from (vs. close to) its goal, e.g. do people donate more money to Children’s Food Fund when it is
further from its goal?
Outliers and Exclusions
Participants will be excluded if they fail an attention check asking them to select strongly disagree.
Sample Size
Participants over 18 years old from the United States will be recruited through Prolific Academic. We aim
to collect a sample size of 100 participants.
Other
We are counterbalancing all conditions (left vs right and switching which organization is closer to the
goal) but will also check to see if there are any effects of organization or presentation order.
We will also ask participants how close or far each charity is from reaching its goal (1 - very far from
reaching its goal to 7 - very close to reaching its goal) and the number of people they think have already
donated (1 - a very small number of people already donated to 7 - a very large number of people already
donated).
Demographic variables (age, gender, income and ethnicity) will also be collected.
Name
Charity Tortoise study – Basic effect
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Study 2B
Data collection
No, no data have been collected for this study yet.
Hypothesis
We hypothesize that when participants see a charity at 90% goal progress and another at 10% (Progress
Condition) they will donate more to the organization that has lower goal progress. We predict that this
effect will be driven by perceptions of need of the organization. We further hypothesize that when
participants can donate to help an organization reach their goal (Critical Impact Condition), they will then
be more likely to donate to the organization that is closer to reaching their goal. We predict that this effect
will be driven by perceptions of impact that the donor can have.
Dependent variable
DV: How much of $100 is donated to each charity, Foodshare and SecondHarvest. A random draw after
the study is completed will allow one participant to win $100. If a participant wins the draw, the $100
prize will be distributed between the two charities, Foodshare and SecondHarvest, based on their choices.
“Below you will be able to select how the $100 will be distributed if you win. The distribution of money
you chose will be binding, and the money will automatically be distributed between the two organizations
according to the distribution you indicate below. You will not have a chance to change your answer later.
If you are selected, how would you like to divide the $100 between the two organizations?”
Conditions
IV: 2 Conditions - Progress vs Critical Impact All participants will be presented with side-by-side
information about two charity organizations (counterbalanced) that work in improving people's lives
through giving them healthy meals. • In the Progress condition, one organization will have raised $2700
out of a goal of $3000, for a goal progress of 90% while the other will have raised $300 out of a goal of
$3000 for a goal progress of 10%. • In the Critical Impact condition, one organization will have raised
$2930 out of a goal of $3000, and thus needing only $70 to reach their goal (which the participant can
help them achieve) while the other will have raised $300 out of a goal of $3000 as in the Progress
condition.
Analyses
• One sample t-test: to see if donations to the organization that has raised less money is less than the
midpoint, i.e. $50 (overall and in each condition). • Independent samples t-test: to test if the average
donation amount differs depending on which organization has raised less money, i.e. do people donate
more money to FoodShare when it has raised less (overall and in each condition)? • One way ANOVA: to
test if there is an effect of condition (Progress vs Critical Impact) on the amount donated to the
organization with less money. • Mediation analysis: to test if the effect of condition on donations is
mediated by need in the Progress condition and impact in the critical impact condition.
Outliers and Exclusions
Participants will be excluded if they fail an attention check asking them to select strongly agree and if
they fail a manipulation check asking them which organization was closer to reaching their goal.
Sample Size
Participants will be recruited through TurkPrime which recruits Amazon Mechanical Turk workers from
the United States who are 18 or older. A sample size of 200 (100 per condition) will be used.
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Other
We are counterbalancing all conditions (left vs right and switching which organization is closer to the
goal) but will also check to see if there are any effects of organization or presentation order. o
Demographic variables (age, gender, income and ethnicity) will also be collected. o Mediator variables:
Need: “Which organization did you think was more in need?” (1 – Definitely FoodShare to 7 – Definitely
Second Harvest), Impact: “At which organization do you think your donation would make a bigger
impact?” (1 – Definitely FoodShare to 7 – Definitely Second Harvest).  Additional mediator variables
include warmth (“warm”, “friendly”, “kind”, “sincere”), competence (“competent”, “capable”, “skillful”,
“efficient”) and perceived number of donors.
Name
Charity Choice: Critical Impact Study (Foodshare & SecondHarvest)
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Study 3
Data collection
No, no data have been collected for this study yet.
Hypothesis
We hypothesize that when participants see a charity that is close to its goal and one that is far from its
goal (Joint Evaluation Condition) they will donate more to the organization that is further from its goal.
We predict that this effect will be driven by perceptions of need of the organization. We further
hypothesize that when participants see either a charity that is close to its goal or one that is far from its
goal (Separate Evaluation Condition) they will donate more to the organization that is closer to its goal.
Dependent variable
DV: How much of £100 is donated to each charity, Foodshare & SecondHarvest. A random draw after the
study is completed will allow one participant to win £100. If a participant wins the draw, the £100 prize
will be distributed between the two charities, Foodshare & SecondHarvest in the JE condition, or the
charity they saw and a different charity of their choice in SE condition. “Below you will be able to select
how the £100 will be distributed if you win. The distribution of money you choose will be binding, and
the money will automatically be distributed between the two organizations (SE: the charity shown and a
different charity of your choice) according to the distribution you indicate below. You will not have a
chance to change your answer later. JE: If you are selected, how would you like to divide the £100
between the two charities, Second Harvest and FoodShare? (SE: If you are selected, how would you like
to divide the £100 between ${e://Field/org} and a different charity of your choice?)”
Conditions
How many and which conditions will participants be assigned to?
IV: 3 Conditions – JE (Joint Evaluation), SE_close (Separate evaluation close to goal) and SE_far
(Separate evaluation far from goal) All participants will be presented with side-by-side information about
two charitable organizations (counterbalanced) that work to improve people's lives through giving them
healthy meals. • In the Joint Evaluation condition both organizations will be presented. • In the Separate
evaluation conditions only one organization will be presented.
Analyses
• One sample t-test: to see if donations to the organization that has raised less money is less than the
midpoint, i.e. £50 (overall and in each condition). • Independent samples t-test: to test if the average
donation amount differs depending on which organization has raised less money, i.e. do people donate
more money to FoodShare when it has raised less (overall and in each condition)? • Hybrid t-test: to test if
there is a preference reversal between conditions (JE vs SE) on the amount donated to the organization
close to its goal. • Mediation analysis: to test if the effect of condition on donations is mediated by
perceptions of need in the JE condition.
Outliers and Exclusions
• Participants will be excluded if they fail an attention check asking them to select both “always” and
“never”. • Participants will also be asked to “please explain how you made your donation decision” in an
open-ended text box. If participants do not give a relevant and coherent answer (e.g. simply writing
"good") they may be excluded from the analysis.
Sample Size
Participants will be recruited through Prolific which recruits people from the United Kingdom who are 18
or older. A sample size of 300 (100 per condition) will be used.
Other
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• We are counterbalancing all conditions (left vs right and switching which organization is closer to the
goal) but will also check to see if there are any effects of organization or presentation order. • We will
also test if, in SE condition, donations to the organization that is close to its goal is driven by perceived
impact. • Demographic variables (age, gender, income and ethnicity) will also be collected. • Mediator
variables: Describe any variables you expect to mediate the relationship between your IV’s and DV.
Specify how they will be measured.  Need: “The organization was in need” (1 –Strongly Disagree to 7 –
Strongly Agree)  Impact: “Donating to the organization would have a large impact” (1 –Strongly
Disagree to 7 – Strongly Agree)  Additional mediator variables include warmth (“warm”, “friendly”,
“kind”, “sincere”) and competence (“competent”, “capable”, “skillful”, “efficient”) (1 –Strongly Disagree
to 7 – Strongly Agree).
Name Charity Choice Tortoise: JE vs SE Critical Impact
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Study 4
Data collection
No, no data have been collected for this study yet.
Hypothesis
We hypothesize that when participants read about a student who is close to her goal of selling candy bars
and one who is far from her goal (Joint Evaluation Condition) they will be more likely to buy from the
student who is further from her goal. We predict that this effect will be driven by perceptions of need. We
further hypothesize that when participants read about a student who is close to her goal vs one who is far
from her goal (Separate Evaluation Condition) they will be more likely to buy from the student who is
closer to her goal (i.e. the goal gradient effect).
Dependent variable
JE: “How likely are you to buy a candy bar from Olivia?”, “How likely are you to buy a candy bar from
Sienna?” (1 – Not likely at all to 7 – Very likely) and “If you have only $1 for 1 candy bar, what are you
most likely to do with it?” (1 – Buy from Olivia, 2 – Buy from Sienna and 3 – Keep the money). SE:
“How likely are you to buy a candy bar from Olivia (Sienna)?” (1 – Not likely at all to 7 – Very likely)
and “If you have only $1 for 1 candy bar, what are you most likely to do with it?” (1 – Buy from Olivia
(Sienna) and 2 – Keep the money).
Conditions
How many and which conditions will participants be assigned to?
IV: 3 Conditions – JE (Joint Evaluation), SE_close (Separate evaluation close to goal) and SE_far
(Separate evaluation far from goal) All participants will be presented with information about Olivia
and/or Sienna (counterbalanced) who are 7th-grade students who need to sell 100 candy bars (cost: $1
each) to meet a quota for their school sports team fundraiser (stimuli from Cryder, Loewenstein &
Seltman 2013). • In the Joint Evaluation condition both students will be presented. • In the Separate
evaluation conditions only one student will be presented.
Analyses
• One sample t-test: to see if likelihood of buying from the student who has sold less candy bars is greater
than the midpoint, i.e. 4 (overall and in each condition). • Independent samples t-test: to test if the
likelihood of buying from the student who has sold less candy bars differs across condition for each
student i.e. are people more likely to buy from Olivia when she has sold less (overall and in each
condition)? • Chi-square test: to see if people are more likely to choose to buy from the student who has
sold less candy bars across conditions. • Hybrid t-test: to test if there is an effect of condition (JE vs SE)
on the likelihood of buying from the student close to her goal. • Mediation analysis: to test if the effect of
condition on likelihood of buying is mediated by perceptions of need in the JE condition.
Outliers and Exclusions
o Participants will not be able to take part in the survey if they fail an instructional manipulation check at
the beginning asking them to select “always”. o Participants may be excluded if they fail an attention
check asking them to select both “always” and “never”. o Participants will also be asked to “please
explain how you made your purchase decision” in an open-ended text box. If participants do not give a
relevant and coherent answer they may be excluded from the analysis.
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Sample Size
Participants will be recruited through Amazon MTurk and will be residents of the USA who are 18 or
older. A sample size of 300 (100 per condition) will be used.
Other
Secondary analyses: o We are counterbalancing all conditions (left vs right and switching which student
is closer to the goal) but will also check to see if there are any effects of student or presentation order. o
We will also test if need, sympathy, satisfaction, impact, and likelihood of goal completion mediate
likelihood of buying from the student who is close to her goal in JE and SE conditions. Demographic
variables (age, gender, income and ethnicity) will also be collected. Mediator variables: Describe any
variables you expect to mediate the relationship between your IV’s and DV. Specify how they will be
measured.  Need: “To what extent did ${e://Field/student} need your help” (1 – Not at all to 7 – To a
great extent)  Additional mediator variables from Cryder et al. 2013: - 3 items to measure impact: “How
much progress would your potential candy bar purchase make toward ${e://Field/student}'s goal”, “How
big would your contribution be toward ${e://Field/student}'s goal if you purchased a candy bar?”, and
“How substantial would your contribution be toward ${e://Field/student}'s goal if you purchased a candy
bar?” - 3 items to measure how satisfying it would be to help the student reach her goal: “How satisfying
would it be to help ${e://Field/student} reach her goal?”, “How excited would you be to help
${e://Field/student} reach her goal?”, and “How happy would you feel to be able to help
${e://Field/student} reach her goal?” - 3 items to measure sympathy for the student: “To what extent do
you feel sympathy for ${e://Field/student}?”, “To what extent do you feel compassion for
${e://Field/student}?”, and “To what extent do you feel distress for ${e://Field/student}?”. - 1 item to
measure likelihood of reaching the goal: “How likely is it that ${e://Field/student} will reach her goal?”
Name
Charity Choice Tortoise: JE vs SE Candy study
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Supplementary Study 2
Data collection
No, no data have been collected for this study yet.
Hypothesis
We hypothesize that when participants read about a student who is close to her goal of selling candy bars
and one who is far from her goal (Joint Evaluation Condition) they will be more likely to buy from the
student who is further from her goal. We predict that this effect will be driven by perceptions of need. We
further hypothesize that when participants read about a student who is close to her goal vs one who is far
from her goal (Separate Evaluation Condition) they will be more likely to buy from the student who is
closer to her goal (i.e. the goal gradient effect).
Dependent variable
DV: Likelihood of buying a candy bar from the student(s). JE: “How likely are you to buy a candy bar
from Olivia?”, “How likely are you to buy a candy bar from Sienna?” (1 – Not likely at all to 7 – Very
likely). SE: “How likely are you to buy a candy bar from Olivia (Sienna)?” (1 – Not likely at all to 7 –
Very likely)
Conditions
How many and which conditions will participants be assigned to?
IV: 3 Conditions – JE (Joint Evaluation), SE_close (Separate evaluation close to goal) and SE_far
(Separate evaluation far from goal) All participants will be presented with information about Olivia
and/or Sienna (counterbalanced) who are 7th-grade students who need to sell 100 candy bars (cost: $1
each) to meet a quota for their school sports team fundraiser. The student(s) will need to sell either 2 or 32
more candy bars to meet their goal (stimuli from Cryder, Loewenstein & Seltman 2013). • In the Joint
Evaluation condition both students will be presented. • In the Separate evaluation conditions only one
student will be presented.
Analyses
• In JE: Paired samples t-test: to test if participants are more likely to buy a candy bar from the student
who is further from their goal in joint evaluation. • In SE: Independent samples t-test: to test if
participants are more likely to buy a candy bar from the student who is closer to their goal in separate
evaluation (i.e. the goal gradient effect). • Hybrid t-test: to test if there is a preference reversal between JE
vs SE on the likelihood of buying from the student close to her goal. • Mediation analysis: to test if the
effect of condition on likelihood of buying is mediated by perceptions of need in the JE condition and
perceptions of impact in the SE condition.
Outliers and Exclusions
o Participants will not be able to take part in the survey if they fail an instructional manipulation check at
the beginning asking them to select “always”. o Participants will be excluded if they fail an attention
check asking them to select both “always” and “never”. o Participants will be excluded if they fail to
answer a question about the scenario they read; “How many students were in the story you read about?” –
“1”, “2”, “3”, “more than 3”
Sample Size
Participants will be recruited through Prolific and will be residents of the USA who are 18 or older. An
initial test showed an effect size of 0.30 for the difference between means in the SE condition. Analysis
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with GPower suggests recruiting 176 participants per condition to achieve 80% power. We plan to recruit
a sample size of 540 (180 per condition) for this study.
Other
We are counterbalancing all conditions (left vs right and switching which student is closer to the goal) but
will also check to see if there are any effects of student name or presentation order. We will also test if
need, sympathy, satisfaction, impact, and likelihood of goal completion mediate likelihood of buying
from the student who is close to her goal in JE vs SE conditions. We are measuring the following: o
Demographic variables (age, gender, income and ethnicity) will also be collected. o Mediator variables: 
Need: “To what extent did ${e://Field/student} need your help” (1 – Not at all to 7 – To a great extent) 
Additional mediator variables from Cryder et al. 2013: - 3 items to measure impact: “How much progress
would your potential candy bar purchase make toward ${e://Field/student}'s goal”, “How big would your
contribution be toward ${e://Field/student}'s goal if you purchased a candy bar?”, and “How substantial
would your contribution be toward ${e://Field/student}'s goal if you purchased a candy bar?” - 3 items to
measure how satisfying it would be to help the student reach her goal: “How satisfying would it be to help
${e://Field/student} reach her goal?”, “How excited would you be to help ${e://Field/student} reach her
goal?”, and “How happy would you feel to be able to help ${e://Field/student} reach her goal?” - 3 items
to measure sympathy for the student: “To what extent do you feel sympathy for ${e://Field/student}?”,
“To what extent do you feel compassion for ${e://Field/student}?”, and “To what extent do you feel
distress for ${e://Field/student}?”. - 1 item to measure likelihood of reaching the goal: “How likely is it
that ${e://Field/student} will reach her goal?”
Name
Charity Choice Tortoise: JE vs SE Candy Study
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A.11

Essay 1, Study 2B Analyses Without Exclusions

Donation: A one sample t-test revealed that overall donations to the organization that was
further from its goal (M = $58.56, SD = $27.80) was greater than the midpoint, i.e., $50, Mdiff =
8.56, t(200) = 4.37, p < .001, d = 0.30. This replicates my results from studies 1 and 2A.
A one-way ANOVA tested the impact of goal progress condition (high progress vs.
tipping point) on donations to the charity further from its goal. As predicted by my conceptual
framework, donations to the organization further from its goal were higher in the tipping point
condition (M = $62.47, SD = $26.82) than the high progress condition (M = $54.75, SD =
$28.33), F(1, 199) = 3.93, p = .049, d = 0.28. Contrary to predictions from the goal gradient
hypothesis, I did not find that participants donated more to help an organization complete its goal
in the tipping point condition than in the high progress condition. In both conditions I found a
consistent tendency to donate to the charity that was further from its goal, and this was even
stronger in the tipping point condition where the gap was larger (see figure below).
100
90

Donation amount ($)

80
70

62.47
54.75

60
45.25

50
40

37.53

30
20
10
0
Tipping Point

High Progress

Charity Close to Goal

Charity Far from Goal

Figure 19: Donation amount based on tipping point and high progress conditions.
Mediation. I carried out mediation analysis using PROCESS model 4 and 5000 bootstrap
samples (Hayes 2013) to test the effect of distance from goal (dummy coded as 0 = FoodShare
further from goal and 1 = Second Harvest further from goal) on donations to Second Harvest
through perceived need (higher values indicate Second Harvest was perceived as more needy).
This revealed a significant indirect effect of need, where perceptions of need mediated the
relationship between distance from goal and donations to the charity; when Second Harvest was
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further from its goal, it was also perceived as more needy and this led to greater donations to the
charity, B = 12.58, SE = 2.75, 95% CI [7.5118, 18.4375] (see figure below).
Multiple mediation analysis including perceptions of need, warmth, competence, impact,
and number of donors as potential mediators, revealed only a significant indirect effect of need,
B = 9.35, SE = 3.71, 95% CI [2.6555, 17.1736] on the relationship between distance from goal
and donations to the charity.

Perceptions
of Need
B = 4.68***

B = 2.69***

Relative Distance of
Second Harvest from
Goal (Far vs. Close)

B = 4.77

n.s

Donations to
Second Harvest

Figure 20: Mediation analysis of distance from goal on donations through need.
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A.12

Essay 1, Study 6 Fixed Effect Model with All Presentation Orders Included

∆𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑖(𝑡+1) = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1 𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑡 + 𝜇𝑖𝑡

Progress level

Estimate

Std. Error

t value

Pr(>|t|)

0.0048119

0.0002287

21.04

< .0001***

Multiple R-squared(full model): 0.6609 Adjusted R-squared: 0.6415

∆𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑖(𝑡+1) = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1 𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑡 + 𝛽2 𝑂𝑟𝑑𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑡 + 𝜇𝑖𝑡

Estimate

Std. Error

t value

Pr(>|t|)

Progress level

0.002742

0.000251

10.92

< .0001***

Presentation order

-0.000144

0.000007

-20.00

< .0001 ***

Multiple R-squared(full model): 0.6612 Adjusted R-squared: 0.6419
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A.13

Essay 1, Study 6, Multi-level Models with Standardized Predictors

Fixed effects

Model 0

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

(Null model)

(Progress slope)

(Order slope)

(Level 2 predictors)

Parameter

s.e.

Estimates

Parameter

s.e.

Estimates

Parameter

s.e.

Estimates

Parameter

s.e.

Estimates

For Intercept 𝛽0𝑗
6.85

0.083

Gender (𝛾01 )

1.15

0.160

Match( 𝛾02 )

0.34

0.249

Intercept (𝛾00 )

6.51

0.067

6.51

0.067

6.62

0.071

For Order slope 𝛽1𝑗
Intercept (𝛾10 )

0.00132

0.00013

0.00133

0.00013

-0.0023

0.00039

-0.00231

0.00039

For Progress slope 𝛽2𝑗
-0.0025

Intercept (𝛾20 )

0.00039

Random effects
Level-1: 𝜎 2

7.232

7.231

7.229

7.229

Level-2: 𝜏02

47.574

47.464

47.107

46.861

Level-1: 𝜎 2

0.00014

0.00028

0.0

Level-2: 𝜏02

0.00231

0.00752

0.00522

Variance reduction

Information tests
Deviance

582558

582517

582410

582355

AIC

582564

582525

582420

582369

BIC

582593

582564

582468

582436

p < .0001

p < .0001

p < .0001

40.71

147.92

203.27

Likelihood ratio tests
Chi square
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A.14

Essay 1, Study 6, Multi-level Models Using Hourly Data

The primary analysis in study 6, essay 1 uses minute-level data and focuses on time
points where the amount of funds given to an organization change. As such it shows the
percentage progress a particular project makes when it receives funds. This is the central
question I tested in my experimental studies where participants were asked to give a proportion
of their $100 prize and their distribution of funds were recorded.
Another related question is centered on whether a project is likely to receive funds. I
tested this question in several experimental studies by asking participants’ likelihood of donating
to each organization. In order to answer this question with the kiva dataset, I first convert the
minute level data to hourly data to create a manageable size for the dataset. As a large proportion
of values in this dataset are 0 (i.e., no amount was given to the project in that hour) and the data
were highly skewed, I took the log transformation of key variables including change in progress
towards the goal and current progress levels. I then constructed multi-level models similar to the
ones for the minute-level dataset as summarized in the table below.
Model 0

Model 1

(Null model)
Fixed effects

Parameter

s.e.

Estimates

Model 2

(Progress slope)
Parameter

s.e.

Estimates

Model 3

(Order slope)
Parameter

s.e.

Estimates

(Level 2 predictors)
Parameter

s.e.

Estimates

For Intercept 𝛽0𝑗
Intercept (𝛾00 )

-1.039

0.0080

-1.13

0.0080

-1.02

0.0080

-0.97

0.0098

Gender (𝛾01 )

0.32

0.0188

Match( 𝛾02 )

0.20

0.0242

For Order slope 𝛽1𝑗
Intercept (𝛾10 )

-3.28e-05

2.53e-07

-3.28e-05

2.53e-07

0.0287

0.0002

0.0287

0.0002

For Progress slope 𝛽2𝑗
Intercept (𝛾20 )

0.0479

0.0002

Random effects
Level-1: 𝜎 2

0.4778

0.4735

0.4725

0.4725

𝜏02

1.8808

1.8805

1.8548

1.8276

Level-1: 𝜎 2

0.0090

0.0021

0.0

Level-2: 𝜏02

0.0002

0.0137

0.0147

Level-2:

Variance reduction

Information tests
Deviance

15540557

15474467

15457687

15456845

AIC

15540563

15474475

15457697

15456859

BIC

15540605

15474530

15457766

15456956

p < .0001

p < .0001

p < .0001

Likelihood ratio tests
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Contrary to my previous results showing that progress towards the goal was greater as
current progress levels were lower, these results show that the likelihood of progress was greater
at higher progress levels. This means that when potential donors saw a project closer to reaching
its goal, they were more likely to fund it than when they saw a project further from its goal.
Some previous work has sought to distinguish between likelihood of giving and amount given in
charitable contributions (Fajardo et al., 2018). This research finds that people construe these two
questions differently, leading to situational differences in how they respond to each question.
There are situations in which consumers are more likely to give but give only small amounts,
such as when they are pressured to donate. Future research can investigate the effect of
comparisons on both of these questions separately and in more detail.
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A.15

Essay 1, Study 6, Multi-Level Model Excluding Outliers

The following table represents results after removing outliers for both loan and share amounts;
this included 16 projects whose loan amounts were greater than $15,000 and 141 donations over
$1000 which were excluded from the following analysis.

Fixed effects

Model 0

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

(Null model)

(Progress slope)

(Order slope)

(Level 2 predictors)

Parameter

s.e.

Estimates

Parameter

s.e.

Estimates

Parameter

s.e.

Estimates

Parameter

s.e.

Estimates

For Intercept 𝛽0𝑗
Intercept (𝛾00 )

6.51

0.067

6.66

0.071

6.62

0.071

Gender (𝛾01 )

6.85

0.083

1.15

0.160

For Order slope 𝛽1𝑗
Intercept (𝛾10 )

0.00132

0.00013

0.00133

0.00013

-0.0023

0.00039

-0.0023

0.00039

For Progress slope
𝛽2𝑗
-0.0025

Intercept (𝛾20 )

0.00039

Random effects
Level-1: 𝜎 2

7.232

7.231

7.229

7.229

𝜏02

47.574

47.464

47.107

46.861

Level-1: 𝜎 2

0.00014

0.00028

0.0

Level-2: 𝜏02

0.00231

0.00752

0.00522

Level-2:

Variance reduction

Information tests
Deviance

582558

582517

582410

582355

AIC

582564

582525

582420

582369

BIC

582593

582564

582468

582436

p < .0001

p < .0001

p < .0001

40.71

147.92

203.27

Likelihood ratio
tests
Chi square
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Appendix B Supplemental Materials for Essay 2
B.1

Essay 2, Study 1 Stimuli
A: Combined High Injunctive and
Low Descriptive Norms

B: Low Descriptive Norm

C: High Injunctive Norm
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B.2

Essay 2, Study 2 Stimuli

A: Low Descriptive Norm

B: High Injunctive Norm

C: Combined High Injunctive
and Low Descriptive Norms

D: Table and Banner setup
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B.3

Essay 2, Study 3A Stimuli

A: Combined High Injunctive and Low Descriptive Norms

B: Low Descriptive Norm
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B.4

Essay 2, Study 3B and 4 Stimuli
A: Combined High
Injunctive and Low
Descriptive Norms

B: Low Descriptive
Norm

C: High Injunctive
Norm
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B.5

Essay 2, Study 4 Psychological Distance Manipulation

Neutral
In the first part of this study, we will ask you to imagine a situation and write about it.
1. Take a moment to think about a typical day in your life. Imagine what your day to day life
looks like as vividly as you can. Then, in the space provided, please describe the emotions that
you might experience in a typical day. Please think deeply about the question and write a
paragraph (at least 4 sentences) using clear detail.
2. Now, jot down, as specifically as you can, what would happen during your typical day.

Psychological Closeness
In the first part of this study, we will ask you to imagine a situation and write about it.
1. Take a moment to imagine that someone close to you is ill and in need of an organ. Imagine
what that might be like as vividly as you can. Then, in the space provided, please describe the
emotions that the thought of someone close to you needing an organ creates in you. Please think
deeply about the question and write a paragraph (at least 4 sentences) using clear detail.
2. Now, jot down, as specifically as you can, what would happen if someone close to you needed
an organ.
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B.6

Essay 1, Study 1 Supplemental Analyses

Means for Additional Concepts across Conditions
Significance levels for contrasts comparing the single norm conditions to the combined norm are
given in brackets.
Tests of Additional Concepts

Group impression concerns (α = .86)
(1 = Strongly Agree, 7 = Strongly Disagree)
-

-

3.54
(p =.58)

3.36
(p = .26)

3.47

3.95
(p = .09)

3.28
(p = .55)

3.73

3.87
(p = .53)

3.41
(p = .23)

I didn't want to be the only one registering as an organ
donor.
I didn't want to feel like the only one who is helping.
I didn't want to be taken advantage of.

Consistency motive (α = .94)
(1 = Strongly Agree, 7 = Strongly Disagree)
-

3.68

I wanted to show that signing up as an organ donor is the
Canadian thing to do.
I wanted to demonstrate that being helpful is a Canadian
value.
I wanted to show that I am a good Canadian.

Avoiding being the only one (α = .86)
(1 = Strongly Agree, 7 = Strongly Disagree)
-

Combined
Low
High
Norms
Descriptive Injunctive
(20% &
Norm
Norm
90%)
(20%)
(90%)

I wanted to show others that Canadians are consistent.
I wanted to show that Canadians act in line with their values.
I don't want Canadians to be seen as being inconsistent.
I wanted to act in a way that is consistent with Canadian
values.
I wanted to show that I agree with other Canadians.
I didn’t want to be inconsistent with Canadian values.
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Preference for consistency (Cialdini, Trost and Newsom 1995; α
= .86)
(1 = Strongly Agree, 7 = Strongly Disagree)
-

-

Combined
Low
High
Norms
Descriptive Injunctive
Norm
Norm
4.66
4.66
4.50
(p = .99)
(p = .33)

I prefer to be around people whose reactions I can anticipate.
It is important to me that my actions are consistent with my
beliefs.
Even if my attitudes and actions seemed consistent with one
another to me, it would bother me if they did not seem
consistent in the eyes of others.
It is important to me that those who know me can predict
what I will do.
I want to be described by others as a stable, predictable
person.
Admirable people are consistent and predictable.
The appearance of consistency is an important part of the
image I present to the world.
It bothers me when someone I depend on is unpredictable.
I don’t like to appear as if I am inconsistent.
I get uncomfortable when I find my behaviour contradicts
my beliefs.
An important requirement for any friend of mine is personal.
I typically prefer to do things the same way.
I dislike people who are constantly changing their opinions.
I want my close friends to be predictable.
It is important to me that others view me as a stable person.
I make an effort to appear consistent to others.
I’m uncomfortable holding two beliefs that are inconsistent.
It doesn’t bother me much if my actions are inconsistent.

Self-Construal (Singelis 1994; α = .77)
(1 = Strongly Agree, 7 = Strongly Disagree)
(Composite variable calculated as interdependent - independent)

.21

.25
(p = .79)

.18
(p = .85)
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Interdependent
- I have respect for the authority figures with whom I interact.
- It is important for me to maintain harmony within my group.
- My happiness depends on the happiness of those around me.
- I would offer my seat in a bus to my professor.
- I respect people who are modest about themselves.
- I will sacrifice my self-interest for the benefit of the group I
am in.
- I often have the feeling that my relationships with others are
more important than my own accomplishments.
- I should take into consideration my parents’ advice when
making education/career plans.
- It is important to me to respect decisions made by the group.
- I will stay in a group if they need me, even when I am not
happy with the group.
- If my brother or sister fails, I feel responsible.
- Even when I strongly disagree with group members, I avoid
an argument.
Independent
- I’d rather say “No” directly, than risk being misunderstood.
- Speaking up during class is not a problem for me.
- Having a lively imagination is important to me.
- I am comfortable with being singled out for praise or
rewards.
- I am the same person at home that I am at school.
- Being able to take care of myself is a primary concern for
me.
- I act the same way no matter who I am with.
- I feel comfortable using someone’s first name soon after I
meet them, even when they are much older than me.
- I prefer to be direct and forthright when dealing with people
I’ve just met. I enjoy being unique and different from others
in many respects. My personal identity independent of others
is very important to me.
- I value being good in health above everything.

Combined
Low
High
Norms
Descriptive Injunctive
Norm
Norm
4.97
4.97
4.83
(p = .98)
(p = .32)

4.76

4.72
(p = .79)

4.65
(p = .47)
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Additional Dependent Variables
Other Intentions. There was no difference between conditions on intentions to share or
look up additional information about organ donation, F(2,162) = 1.29, p = .28, though combined
norms (M = 3.52, SD = 1.53) led to directionally higher intentions than both the low descriptive
norm (M = 3.20, SD = 1.59, t(162) = 1.13, p = .26) and the high injunctive norm (M = 3.02, SD
= 1.58, t(162) = 1.55, p = .12) alone.
Attitude towards ad. This was measured with three 7-point bipolar scales ranging from
unfavourable-favourable, dislike-like, and bad-good. A one-way ANOVA revealed that attitudes
towards the ad were different between conditions, F(2, 162) = 4.15, p = .02. Participants had
more positive attitudes towards the combined norm advertisement (M = 4.67. SD = 1.30) than
the low descriptive norm (M = 4.00, SD = 1.26), t(162) = 2.87, p = .005, but not the high
injunctive norm (M = 4.37. SD = 1.33), p = .27.
Clicks. There were no differences between conditions on the number of clicks on the BC
Transplant link page, F(2,162) = 1.29, p = .28 though combined norms (M = .95, SD = 2.06) led
to directionally higher click counts than both the low descriptive norm (M = .76, SD = 1.36) and
the high injunctive norm (M = .73, SD = 1.3). Overall, the number of clicks on the link was very
low with a mode of 0, suggesting that most participants did not take the time to click on the link
during the study session.
Interactions
Self-construal. I ran a generalized linear model predicting intentions to register from the
interaction between norm type and self-construal (interdependent minus independent). There was
a main effect of norm type, Wald χ2 = 15.59, p < .001 where combined norms led to significantly
higher intentions to register than low descriptive norms, B = -.66, Wald χ2 = 4.04, p = .05, 95%
CI [-1.30, -.02] and high injunctive norms, B = -1.14, Wald χ2 = 15.57, p < .001, 95% CI [-1.70, .57]. There was no main effect of self-construal, p > .55. There was no significant interaction
between self-construal and high injunctive norm on intentions to register, B = -.07, Wald χ2 =
.03, p = .86, 95% CI [-.85, .71] compared to the combined norm. There was no significant
interaction between self-construal and low descriptive norm on intentions to register, B = .31,
Wald χ2 = .75, p = .39, 95% CI [-.40, 1.02] compared to the combined norm.
Preference for consistency. I ran a generalized linear model predicting intentions to
register from the interaction between norm type and preference for consistency. There was no
main effect of norm type, Wald χ2 = .04, p > .97 and no main effect of preference for consistency,
Wald χ2 = .11, p > .73. There was no significant interaction between preference for consistency
and high injunctive norm on intentions to register, B = -.23, Wald χ2 = .28, p = .60, 95% CI [1.07, .62] compared to the combined norm. There was also no significant interaction between
preference for consistency and low descriptive norm on intentions to register, B = .22, Wald χ2 =
.39, p = .54, 95% CI [-.91, .47] compared to the combined norm.
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B.7

Essay 2, Study 3A Supplemental Analyses

Means for Additional Concepts across Condition
The measures of additional concepts, which were presented in the survey after organ
donor registration intentions, and the effect of norm type on each concept is given in the table
below. Significance levels for contrasts comparing the low descriptive norm condition to the
combined norm are given in brackets.
Tests of Additional Concepts

Low Descriptive
Norm (13%)

Combined
Norm
(13% and
95%)
5.50

Efficacy (α = .83, Spearman-Brown Coefficient = .83)
(1 = Strongly Agree, 7 = Strongly Disagree)

5.36
(p = .67)

1. Why bother registering as an organ donor when you
can do so little with just your decision.
2. My registration as an organ donor wouldn’t really
make much of a difference.
Group Impression Concerns (α = .97)
(1 = Strongly Agree, 7 = Strongly Disagree)

3.58
(p = .27)

3.84

Collective Self Esteem (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992; α =
.90)

4.76
(p = .36)

4.63

Membership (α = .73)
1. I am a worthy member of this social group.
2. I feel I don't have much to offer to this social
group. (R)
3. I am a cooperative participant in this social group.
4. I often feel I'm a useless member of this social
group.(R)

5.23
(p = .57)

5.15

1. I wanted to cast Americans in a positive light.
2. I wanted to demonstrate that being helpful is an
American value.
3. I wanted to show that Americans take care of our own.
4. I want Americans to be seen as generous.
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Private (α = .83)
1. I often regret that I belong to this social group. (R)
2. In general, I'm glad to be a member of this social
group.
3. Overall, I often feel that this social group is not
worthwhile. (R)
4. I feel good about this social group.

5.10
(p = .25)

4.90

Low Descriptive
Norm

Combined
Norm

Public (α = .72)
1. Overall, this social group is considered good by
others.
2. Most people consider this social group, on the
average, to be more ineffective than other social
groups. (R)
3. In general, others respect this social group.
4. In general, others think that this social group is
unworthy.(R)

4.63
(p = .97)

4.62

Identity (α = .76)
1. Overall, my group membership has very little to do
with how I feel about myself.(R)
2. This social group is an important reflection of who
I am.
3. This social group is unimportant to my sense of
what kind of a person I am.(R)
4. In general, belonging to this social group is an
important part of my self-image.
Self-Construal (Interdependent-Independent) (Singelis
1994; α = .85) (1 = Strongly Agree, 7 = Strongly Disagree)

4.07
(p = .25)

3.87

-.55
(p = .41)

-.43

Interdependent (α = .86)
- I have respect for the authority figures with whom I
interact.
- It is important for me to maintain harmony within my
group.
- My happiness depends on the happiness of those
around me.
- I would offer my seat in a bus to my professor.
- I respect people who are modest about themselves.
- I will sacrifice my self-interest for the benefit of the

4.51
(p = .22)

4.66
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group I am in.
I often have the feeling that my relationships with
others are more important than my own
accomplishments.
I should take into consideration my parents’ advice
when making education/career plans.
It is important to me to respect decisions made by the
group.
I will stay in a group if they need me, even when I am
not happy with the group.
If my brother or sister fails, I feel responsible.
Even when I strongly disagree with group members, I
avoid an argument.

Independent (α = .84)
- I’d rather say “No” directly, than risk being
misunderstood.
- Speaking up during class is not a problem for me.
- Having a lively imagination is important to me.
- I am comfortable with being singled out for praise or
rewards.
- I am the same person at home that I am at school.
- Being able to take care of myself is a primary concern
for me.
- I act the same way no matter who I am with.
- I feel comfortable using someone’s first name soon
after I meet them, even when they are much older than
me.
- I prefer to be direct and forthright when dealing with
people I’ve just met. I enjoy being unique and different
from others in many respects. My personal identity
independent of others is very important to me.
- I value being good in health above everything.
Intentions Other
(1 = Extremely unlikely, 7 = Extremely likely)
1. How likely would you be to tell a friend about
organ donation?

Low Descriptive
Norm

Combined
Norm

5.07
(p = .81)

5.09

3.51
(p = .02)

4.02
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2. How likely would you be to recommend organ
donation to a friend?
3. How likely would you be to look for more
information about organ donations?
4. How likely would you be to visit an organ donation
website?
Attitude towards the ad
1. unfavourable:favourable
2. dislike:like
3. bad:good

4.89
(p = .004)

5.40

Analysis of Self Construal Manipulation
In this study I manipulated self-construal across conditions using a collective, pronoun,
“We” versus an individual pronoun, “You” to heighten interdependent and independent selfconstrual. I aimed to explore whether heightened interdependent self-construal would positively
influence participants intentions to register overall, and particularly in the combined norms
condition.
Means for Additional Concepts across Self Construal Condition
Significance levels for tests comparing Interdependent Self Construal (We) condition to the
Independent Self Construal (You) condition are given in brackets.
Main Effects
Intentions to register
Intentions to share
Responsibility
Efficacy
Group impression concerns
Attitude towards the ad
Collective Self Esteem
Membership

Interdependent Self
Construal (We)

Independent Self
Construal (You)

3.91
(p = .73)
3.79
(p = .85)
3.77
(p = .87)
5.32
(p = .24)
3.80
(p = .39)
5.14
(p = .98)
4.65
(p = .54)
5.21

3.83
3.74
3.74
5.55
3.61
5.15
4.74
5.17
203

Private
Public
Identity
Self-Construal (Interdependent-Independent)
Interdependent Self Construal
Independent Self Construal

(p = .76)
4.99
(p = .94)
4.55
(p = .31)
3.87
(p = .23)
-.58
(p = .22)
4.56
(p = .60)
5.14
(p = .29)

5.00
4.70
4.07
-.39
4.62
5.02

The main effect of norm on intentions to register holds when controlling for self-construal, F(1,
259) = 6.03, p = .02.
Interactions of Norm Type and Self Construal
Intentions to Register. I carried out an ANOVA using norm type, self-construal
manipulation and their interaction to predict participants' intentions to register as an organ donor.
I found a significant main effect of norm type, F(1, 258) = 5.88, p = .02 but no main effect of
self-construal manipulation, F(1, 258) = .13, p = .72. There was also no interaction between selfconstrual and norm type, F(1, 258) = .29, p = .59.
Responsibility. I carried out an ANOVA using norm type, self-construal manipulation
and their interaction on participants' feelings of responsibility. I found a significant main effect
of norm type, F(1, 258) = 5.68, p = .02 but no main effect of self-construal manipulation, F(1,
258) = .02, p = .90. There was also no interaction between self-construal and norm type, F(1,
258) = .13, p = .71.
Demographics and agreeing to register.
Gender
An independent samples t-test on unregistered participants showed that gender had no significant
effect on agreeing to register as an organ donor, t(260) = 1.04, p = .30.
Ethnicity
There were only 37 East Asians in this sample (M = 3.86) and 235 other participants (M = 3.88).
Ethnicity had no significant effect on agreeing to register as an organ donor t(260) = 0.04, p =
.97.
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B.8

Essay 2, Study 4 Supplemental Analysis

In addition to the two-way ANOVA reported in the manuscript I also conducted the following
analyses separately for each psychological distance condition:
Responsibility: Selecting for the neutral psychological distance condition, revealed a
main effect of norm type on feelings of responsibility, F(2, 321) = 5.15, p = .006 where the
combined norm (M = 4.44) led to higher responsibility than the low descriptive norm (M = 3.79),
t(321) = 3.21, p = .001 and directionally but not significantly higher than the high injunctive
norm (M = 4.13), t(321) = 1.54, p = .13. There were no differences between norm types when
selecting for the psychologically close condition (all ps > .4).
Selecting for each norm type revealed that psychological closeness increased
responsibility in the low descriptive norm condition (Mclose = 4.41, Mneutral = 3.79), t(211) = 3.08,
p = .002, but not in the high injunctive (Mclose = 4.42, Mneutral = 4.13, p = .16) or combined norm
conditions (Mclose = 4.53, Mneutral = 4.44, p = .64).
Intentions to register: Selecting for the neutral psychological distance condition, revealed
a main effect of norm type on intentions to register, F(2, 321) = 3.11, p = .05 where the
combined norm (M = 4.22) led to higher registration intentions than the low descriptive norm (M
= 3.73), t(321) = 2.11, p = .04 but not the high injunctive norm (M = 4.23), t(321) = .11, p = .91.
There were no differences between norm types when selecting for the psychologically close
condition (all ps > .3). Selecting for each norm type revealed that psychological closeness
marginally increased registration intentions in the low descriptive norm condition (Mclose = 4.16,
Mneutral = 3.73), t(211) = 1.88, p = .06, but not in the high injunctive (Mclose = 4.40, Mneutral = 4.23,
p = .46) or combined norm conditions (Mclose = 4.37, Mneutral = 4.21, p = .43).
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Essay 2, Summary of gender effects across studies

In all lab studies participants indicated their gender as “male”, “female”, “non-binary” or
“other”. In study 2 (Field study) research assistants coded gender as “male”, “female”, or
“other”, based on visible characteristics.
Tests revealed that women were significantly more likely to register than men in 3 of the 5
studies.
Agree to sign-up as an
organ donor
Study 2

Intentions to register
as an organ donor.
Study 1
Study 3A

Male
N = 189,
Yes = 36 (19%)
Male

N = 76, M = 3.67
N = 188, M =
4.43
Study 3B
N = 307, M =
3.90
Study 4
N = 359, M =
4.06
+
** p < .01, * p < .05, p < .10

Female
N = 201,
Yes = 61 (30%)
Female

Test
χ² (2, N = 390) = 6.66,
p = .01*
Test

N = 88, M = 3.87 t(162) = -.79, p = .43.
N = 217, M = 4.89 t(403) = 2.41, p = .02*
N = 257, M = 3.89 t(562) = .07, p = .95
N = 290, M = 4.31 t(647)=1.90, p = .06+
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Essay 2, Summary of ethnicity effects across studies

In study 2 (Field study) research assistants coded ethnicity in 3 categories, “White”,
“Asian” and “Other” based on visible characteristics.
In all experimental studies participants indicated their ethnicity from 10 possible
categories: “White”, “Aboriginal (First Nations, Inuit, Métis)”, South Asian (e.g., East Indian,
Pakistani, Sri Lankan, etc.), “East Asian (e.g., Chinese, Korean, Japanese, etc.)”, “Black”,
“Filipino”, “Latin American”, “Arab”, “Southeast Asian (e.g., Vietnamese, Cambodian, Thai,
etc.)”, “West Asian (e.g., Iranian, Afghan, etc.)” and “Other”.
Overall, in studies involving a relatively large proportion of East Asian participants (i.e.,
study 1, 3 and supplementary study 1), results indicated that East Asians were less likely to
register as organ donors.
Agree to sign-up
as an organ
donor.

Asian

White

Other

Study 2

N = 139,
Yes = 27
(19%)
N = 139,
Yes = 27
(19%)

N = 133
Yes = 36 (27%)

N = 121,
χ² (2, N = 393) =
Yes = 35 (29%) 3.61, p = .17

Intentions to register
as an organ donor.

East Asian

Study 1
N = 91, M = 3.35
Study 3A
N = 27, M = 3.86
Study 3B
N = 32, M = 3.75
Study 4
N = 163, M = 3.89
+
** p < .01, * p < .05, p < .10

Test

N = 254,
Yes = 71 (28%)

Other

N = 74, M = 4.32
N = 235, M = 3.88
N = 533, M = 3.91
N = 493, M = 4.29

χ² (1, N = 393) =
3.49, p = .06+

Test

t(163) = 4.05, p < .001**
t(260) = 0.04, p = .97
t(563) = .50, p = .62
t(654) = 2.66, p = .008**
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Essay 2, Summary of registered organ donors across conditions

In studies 1, 2, 3 and supplementary study 1, participants indicated if they were registered as
organ donors after they had encountered the stimuli. Thus, I looked at whether the type of norm
participants were exposed to affected their reports of already being registered as an organ donor.

Registered organ
donors
Study 1

Low
descriptive
norm
6 (8%)

High
injunctive
norm
3 (7%)

Combined
norm
6 (10%)

χ² (2, N = 180) = 0.30,
p = .86
Study 2
52 (29%)
61 (30%)
43 (26%)
χ² (2, N = 549) =
0.69, p = .71
Study 3A
72 (36%)
71 (35%)
χ² (2, N = 407) =
0.05, p = .83
Study 3B*
26 (12%)
30 (14%)
28 (13%)
χ² (2, N = 649) =
0.20, p = .91
Study 4
168 (44%)
180 (45%)
179 (44%) χ² (2, N = 1183) =
0.12, p = .94
*Note: in study 3B registered donors were excluded at the beginning using a screening question
and were asked again at the end. Those who gave inconsistent answers were excluded.

In these studies, there were no differences in reported registration rates across conditions.
Future research could explore if certain norm combinations lead more people to report engaging
in a prosocial behaviour that is in line with the injunctive norm. I also notice that registration
rates in Canada were approximately 44% in the latest study, which may indicate that more
Canadians are now registered than previous surveys suggest or that participants who complete
surveys on the platforms used were more likely to be registered donors.
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Essay 2, Summary of results including registered organ donors.

In studies 1, 3A and 4, participants indicated if they were registered as organ donors only at the
end of the study. In all studies I excluded registered organ donors from the analyses in essay 1.
The following analyses include registered donors from these studies in the analyses. Overall, the
results hold when including registered organ donors and details of analyses for each study with
registered organ donors included is given below.
Study 1
A one-way ANOVA on registration intentions with norm type as the predictor was
significant, F(2, 177) = 8.42, p < .001. Combining low descriptive and high injunctive norms led
to more positive registration intentions (M = 4.60, SD = 1.66) than either a low descriptive (M =
3.48, SD = 1.56, t(177) = 4.05, p < .001) or a high injunctive (M = 3.79, SD = 1.64, t(177) =
2.52, p = .01) norm in isolation. No significant differences in registration intentions emerged
between the low descriptive and high injunctive norm conditions, t(177) = 1.02, p = .31. This
supports the idea that organizations that use low descriptive or high injunctive norms in isolation
may be inadvertently using a less effective strategy.

Study 3A
Intentions to register. Consistent with study 1, combined norms (M = 4.91, SD = 1.88)
led to higher registration intentions than the low descriptive norm alone (M = 4.45, SD = 1.96),
t(402) = 2.40, p = .02.
Potential mediators. The combined norm resulted in greater feelings of responsibility (M
= 4.50, SD = 1.69) than the low descriptive norm (M = 4.14. SD = 1.82), t(402) = 2.03, p = .04.
There were no effects of the combined versus the descriptive norm on reports of group
impression concerns, (Mcombined = 3.90, Mlow = 3.62), t(402) = 1.51, p > .13, or efficacy (Mcombined
= 5.82, Mlow = 5.62), t(402) = 1.36, p > .17.
Mediating role of responsibility. I conducted a parallel mediation analysis using
PROCESS model 4 (Hayes, 2013) to assess whether responsibility, efficacy and group
impression concerns mediated the effect of norm type on registration intentions. As expected, I
found a significant indirect effect of norm type on registration intentions through feelings of
responsibility, (Bindirect = .27, 95% CI [.01, .53]). The relationship between norm type and
intentions to register as an organ donor was not mediated by feelings of efficacy (95% CI [-.02,
.10]) or group impression concerns (95% CI [-.04, .03])
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Study 4
Responsibility. A two-way ANOVA revealed significant main effects of norm type (F(2,
1177) = 5.10, p = .006) and psychological distance (F(1, 1177) = 13.41, p < .001), but no
interaction (p > .7). Planned contrasts revealed that psychological closeness increased feelings of
responsibility in the low descriptive norm (Mclose = 4.82, Mneutral = 4.36), F(1, 1177) = 7.92, p =
.005 and high injunctive norm conditions (Mclose = 4.86, Mneutral = 4.52), F(1, 1177) = 4.52, p =
.03, but not in the combined norm condition (Mclose = 5.05, Mneutral = 4.83, p > .16). Further
contrasts revealed that in the neutral condition, combined norms led to higher responsibility than
low descriptive norms, Mdiff = .47, p = .01, although not high injunctive norms, p > .9. There
were no differences between norm types in the psychologically close condition, ps > .4.
Intentions to register. A two-way ANOVA predicting intentions to register revealed a
significant main effect of norm type, F(2,1177) = 6.15, p = .002, psychological distance, F(1,
1177) = 6.89, p = .009, but not their interaction (p > .68). Planned contrasts revealed an effect of
psychological closeness on increased intentions to register in the low descriptive norm (Mclose =
4.84, Mneutral = 4.48), F(1, 1177) = 4.26, p = .04 but not high injunctive norm (Mclose = 5.08,
Mneutral = 4.81), F(1, 1177) = 2.51, p = .11, or combined norm (Mclose = 5.16, Mneutral = 5.01)
condition (p > .37). Further contrasts revealed that in the neutral condition, combined norms led
to higher responsibility than low descriptive norms, Mdiff = .53, p = .008, but not high injunctive
norms, p > .7. There were no differences between norm types in the psychologically close
condition, ps > .19.
Moderated Mediation. I ran a moderated mediation model using PROCESS model 7 with
psychological distance as the independent variable (coded close = 1 and neutral = 0), norm type
as the moderator, responsibility as the mediator and intentions to register as the dependent
variable. This revealed an indirect effect of the psychological closeness manipulation on
intentions to register through responsibility in the low descriptive norm, B = .37, 95% CI [.14,
.61] and the high injunctive norm condition, B = .28, 95% CI [.13, .43], indicating that feeling
psychologically closer heightened feelings of responsibility and thus increased intentions to
register in the single norm conditions. As anticipated, in the combined norms condition,
psychological closeness did not increase responsibility and intentions to register, 95% CI [-.05,
.41].
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Figure 4: Responsibility and intentions to register as an organ donor as a function of norm
trajectory and psychological distance with registered organ donors included (Study 3).
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