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1 Introduction

In the past 30 years the tremendous growth of research on altruism and charitable giving

has taught us a great deal about the chartable interaction.1 In particular, we know that

there are many steps and pieces that sum up to the charitable experience. First, there is the

emotional pull of seeing a need, then there is the dance between the potential donor and the

recipient, one is formulating the ask while the other is contemplating avoidance of that ask

(e.g., Dana, Cain and Dawes, 2006; DellaVigna, List, Malmendier, 2011; Trachtman et al.,

2015; Andreoni, Rao, and Trachtman, 2016), or potentially seeking the ask.

Donors are cultivated over time, and fundraising drives transpire over weeks and months.

This is in strong contrast to the lion’s share of research on charitable giving is conducted.

Laboratory experiments are often conducted to look at an interaction that is resolved no

more than an hour. Field experiments often look at single interventions into this process,

or subtle variations in the wording of the ask, or by whom.

In this paper we take a humble step down a new path to look at the charitable interaction

more wholly. At each step of the process, from stirring someone’s heart to involving them

as a long term donor, there would appear to be some opportunity for consumption on the

part of the donor, whether that consumption comes in the form of imagining their potential

impact, signaling to themselves and others their worth as humans, avoiding guilt, seeing a

difference made in another’s life, or feeling a greater part of an even greater community.

Here, we ask whether looking at each stage separately, at different points in time, we can

both understand the transitions between steps, and provide better understanding of how it

works and how it can be incentivized to work even better.

We start with the simplest proof of this concept by looking at two points in time: The

decision to give and the act of giving itself. These are nearly always studied as a single

incident, yet they are often separated in time. This is done on grand scale by moguls

such as Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg, and Warren Buffet, who pledge a lifetime of giving.

But they are also done at the local synagogue where congregants are often called upon to

1For reviews, see Andreoni, 2006; Bekkers and Wiepking, 2010; List, 2011; and Andreoni and Payne,
2013.
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publicly pledge their annual contributions. It happens when listeners to National Public

Radio call in their $50 and $100 pledges. And it happens when parents enroll their children

in parochial schools and agree to a major “gift” to the parish.

Our hypothesis in this paper is that individuals experience a flow of utility during at

least three point of a charitable interaction: first, in making a promise or a pledge to give;

second, in deciding to actually execute a gift; and third, in finally paying that gift. We study

all three acts, but we separate them by time, so that each can be understood on its own. A

person who is asked to give to charity today faces all three points compressed into a single

brief interaction. A person who instead is asked today to make a binding decision about a

gift to be made in one week faces a slightly different decision. The joy of deciding to give,

and the personal or social rewards it brings, can at least partly be consumed at the time

of the decision, while the remainder of the joy of giving along with all the pain of parting

with one’s money is delayed into the future. Next, consider a person who is asked to decide

today to pledge to give money in the future, but the pledge is not binding. They must at

some point before the deadline decide whether they will fulfill the pledge, and finally they

must execute their decision to either the delight or disappointment of the charity.

The findings of our experiment, which are also strongly supported by a simple yet

powerful theoretical model, reveal that people are significantly more likely to decide to

give today when the payment is made in a week (42%) rather than immediately (33%). We

also find that those who can pledge to give in a week are even more likely to say yes to

that (67%). However, ultimate donations do not increase, despite the doubling of expressed

intent to give. The difference between the rate of pledging and the rate of confirming

pledges gave us an ideal opening for an intervention. How could we use the intervening

week to increase the attachment to the pledge and reduce the degree of reneging?

We chose a simple and gentle manipulation that is often used in the fundraising world

to cultivate repeat donors. For a random subset of those who made pledges to give, we

sent a thank-you email within hours of the pledge. The email only expressed gratitude and

anticipation of seeing them later when they would, hopefully, confirm their pledge. This

simple manipulation, made hours after the pledge and a week before the confirmation was
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due, increased donations by pledgers up to 44%. This provides further evidence suggesting

that indeed there are different moments where donors gain utility along the process of

giving, and that these partial flows of the giving utility are important and not immune to

even subtle manipulations.

The next section of the paper presents background on related research, followed by a

section with the theoretical model that underpins our research question. In the model a per-

son experiences utility, positive or negative, from being asked, deciding to give, committing

to give later, pledging to give later, and finally from completing their gift. We employ a

unique modeling approach where the good feelings of giving obey something akin to a

conservation of utility. In particular, we assume that all the elements of the joy of giving

can be split apart, enjoyed at different times in the process and returned if ones changes her

mind about giving. This neatly avoids the utility arbitrage that could come from changing

one’s mind, sometimes repeatedly. In our model, some utility may actually be sacrificed

from reneging on a pledge and no one can be better off from changing her mind.

We follow this with a laboratory experiment conducted over two weeks. In the first

week subjects are presented with an appeal to give to poor African families through GiveDi-

rectly (www.GiveDirectly.org). They are randomly assigned on one of four conditions:

they are asked to give $5 immediately (Give Now), commit to giving next week (Give

Later), asked to pledge to give next week (Pledge), or given the choice between giving

immediately or pledging (Pledge or Give Now). The results are remarkably consistent with

our model.

We view this as the first attempt to disentangle the various components of the giving

process and to successfully manipulate one of those aspects. We hope this is the first of

many studies to look more systematically at the process of giving and how the parts, though

separate, are not independent, and to try to gain a deeper and more integrated understanding

of giving.
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2 Background

A large majority of the theoretical and empirical literature on charitable giving has studied

giving that occurs at the same moment as it is solicited. While this matches the behavior of

charities that solicit immediate gifts, many charities ask individuals to pledge to give in the

future.2 A main contribution of our paper is to study the separation between the decision to

give and the act of completing the gift.

Recently, several laboratory and field experiments on charitable giving have examined

the effects of varying the deadline of a fundraising campaign and sending reminders to

potential donors (e.g., Huck and Rasul, 2010; Damgaard and Gravert, 2014; Knowles and

Servatka, 2015). Their findings suggest that reminders can increase donations, but that

deadlines have no significant effects on giving. A new strand of the literature has studied

the impact of time pressure and cognitive load on giving (e.g., Rand et al., 2012; Tinghoeg

et al., 2013; Kessler and Meier, 2014; Recalde, Riedl and Vesterlund, 2014). While initial

findings suggested that fast decisions are more generous, this finding has been subject to

much discussion in followup studies. A central difference between these studies and our

study is that in previous studies the decision to give and the payment of the gift occur

simultaneously, and hence they do not distinguish between the decision to give and the

payment of the gift.

The studies that are most closely related to ours are Breman (2011) and Dreber et al.

(2014). Breman (2011) demonstrates in two large-scale field experiments that asking cur-

rent donors to increase their donations is more effective when increases are scheduled in the

future, rather than immediately. Dreber et al. (2014) present a dual-self model in which the

short-term self is altruistic, while the long-term self is selfish. They present results from an

online experiment in which individuals played a dictator game that was either implemented

2An example is offered by National Public Radio, whose fundraising relied for years on donors to phone
in during pledge drives to promise a donation that could be made by credit card over the phone, or by bill to
be paid by later, if the donor agreed to confirm the pledge. The option to pledge was also offered to MBA
alumni in a fundraising campaign by the University of Chicago’s Booth School of Business (Baran, Sapienza
and Zingales, 2010). Finally, a prominent initiative around pledging is “The Giving Pledge”, a campaign
championed by Warren Buffet to encourage the wealthiest people in the world to pledge to donate most of
their wealth to philanthropic causes.
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immediately or with a delay. Their findings reveal that individuals are less altruistic when

the dictator game is implemented in the future (see also Kovarik, 2009). Compared to these

studies, our paper focuses on charitable donations among new donors, exploring both situ-

ations in which there is a commitment to give in the future or only a pledge. Further, our

findings differ from those in Dreber et al. (2014), charitable donations increase when they

are paid for in the future, which may be explained by a disutility from sharing in a dictator

game.3

3 Theoretical Model of Intertemporal Altruism

In this section we present a model of intertemporal altruism. The main innovation of the

model will be our assumptions about when utility flows. In particular, when an act of giving

transpires over several stages of decisions, perhaps revised decisions, and finally ending in

(potentially) a transfer of cash, a person can disassemble the full joy-of-giving into several

intermediate stages. At each stage, pieces of the utility that would flow in a single period

decision are instead broken apart and spread amongst the different points in time.

We model a situation in which someone has been asked to make a particular charitable

gift of g, to which they can say yes or no. At first we will discuss the case where the individ-

ual has been asked to pay for the donation right away. We will then analyze the case where

the individual is asked to pay for the donation in the future, with and without commitment.

We will therefore introduce a separation between the time at which the individual decides

to give and the moment at which the gift is transacted, which will allow utility from giving

to be experienced at different stages. This will generate new insights regarding dynamics

of giving.

Overall, we will examine the decision to donate to charity under four specific circum-

stances. These circumstances reflect the conditions we consider in our experimental anal-

ysis, hence we will talk about all four in the same language we use to discuss our experi-

3As discussed in further detail below, sharing in a dictator game may be perceived as unpleasant (e.g.,
Dana, Cain and Dawes (2006) show that subjects are willing to pay to avoid the task). If so, this could
explain the difference in dynamics between our experiment and theirs.
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mental design in the following sections.

All of the results are derived within a simple framework, in which the individual de-

rives a direct utility from the act of giving. However, the same results can also be generated

in a reproduction of important models of social-image signaling (Andreoni and Bernheim,

2009) or self-image signaling (Bénabou and Tirole, 2005) when giving.4 We view the sim-

ple approach here to be preferable, not simply because it is trivial to manipulate (although

that is a major advantage), but we also feel that it is a natural way to capture the fundamen-

tals of the cognition in such problems, and therefore be more flexible in its interpretations.

In the end, our extremely sparse model is surprisingly powerful in its predictions.

3.1 Condition 1: Give Now

We begin with the well-known case without a future. Here, as in our experiment, someone

has been asked to give immediately a particular charitable gift of g, to which they can say

yes or no. Several previous studies have established that people dislike saying no when

they are asked.5 Hence, we make the assumption that saying no yields utility of −n < 0.

We assume that the act of giving, however, yields positive utility. Since our gift is fixed at g

we will let w > 0 be the utility from the act of giving and −g the utility cost of the forgone

dollars. Thus, saying yes yields a net utility of w − g.

Combining these, one will say yes to the request to give if

w − g ≥ −n. (1)

3.2 Condition 2: Give Later

Imagine the same situation as above, except the person is asked now, at time t = 0, to

commit to giving at some point in the future, time t = 1. Again, w is the utility from

giving. However, we break with the prior literature here in a simple, natural, and perhaps

4The exact details of the models and the ensuing results can be obtained from the authors.
5See Dana, Cain and Dawes (2006), Dana, Weber and Xuang (2007), Andreoni and Rao (2011), DellaVi-

gna, List, and Malmendier (2012), and Andreoni, Rao, and Trachtman (2016), among others.
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surprisingly powerful way.

Simple introspection tells us that, just as the act of deciding not to give may make us

feel uncomfortable, the act of deciding to do something positive also brings its joys. Thus,

a giver might enjoy saying yes in the same way he would despise saying no. There is,

however, an important point of caution in this assumption. If we allow people to get joy

from deciding to give, we need to prevent the creation of wellsprings of utility that would

arise if people would constantly change their minds. Thus, we assume that the total utility

flowing from giving (w) cannot be expanded by the simple act of making a decision to give,

or from changing one’s mind. Rather, the utility at the time of deciding must, by necessity,

reduce the joy at the time of giving. For our purposes we will assume the tradeoff is one-

for-one.

Specifically, at the time of deciding we will assume that saying yes yields benefit y > 0.

Then, when the gift is actually transacted, the person will gain the utility remainder of w,

but also pay the cost of giving. This yields utility at the time of giving of w − y − g.6

Imagine deciding today, t = 0, on a binding promise to give g in period t = 1. Let δ be

the discounting parameter. Then, if the utility from saying yes today, plus the discounted

utility of giving later exceeds the utility of saying no today, an individual will say yes today:

y + δ(w − g − y) ≥ −n. (2)

Rearranging this we find a more convenient expression,

w − g ≥ −n− (n+ y)
1− δ
δ

. (3)

Since δ < 1, the expression −(n + y)(1 − δ)/δ < 0. This means that any individuals

satisfying (1) will also satisfy (3). Likewise, many who where unwilling to give when

the gift had to be paid immediately will now satisfy equation (3) and would be willing to

6Someone deciding and giving all in one period may have the same flow of utility, but they all simply
occur in close succession. Thus, the utility of giving now is y + w − y − g = w − g, which is the same as
shown in the last subsection. If deciding and giving are not synchronous, however, there may be opportunities
for this to affect decisions.
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commit in time 0 to giving later. Thus, total giving in Give-Later will exceed total giving

in Give-Now. This leads to the first prediction.

Prediction 1: Donation rates in Give-Later will be higher than in Give-Now, since those

who would be willing to give immediately, equation (1), now will also be willing to commit

now to giving later, equation (3), while some of those who were unwilling to give now will

be now be willing to commit today to giving later.

Interestingly, the result does not depend on temptation or self-control, but only on al-

lowing some of the utility from giving to be consumed at the moment of decision, while

delaying the the rest until the moment of the transfer. Notice as well that the prediction

here is exactly the opposite of that reached by Dreber, et al. (2014), in a dual-self model

of self-control. Their model predicts that the farther out into the future the giving occurs,

even though one commits to the gift today, the lower the gift.7 This contrast will allow us

to compare the two approaches.

3.3 Condition 3: Pledging

What if the pledge to give as just described in Give-Later were not binding? That is, a

person could pledge to give today, and then renege when the time comes to confirm that

pledge.

The opportunity for reneging has several interesting potential consequences. First, how

much utility flows to one at the time of saying yes to a pledge to give likely differs from

that flowing when one says yes to a commitment to give. Intuition would tell us that the

pledge is less valuable, so that the utility from pledging should be bounded above by the

utility of commitment. Let yp be the utility from a pledge. Then, we would expect yp ≤ y.

A second consequence of reneging is that, to the extent that others had expected a dona-

7The only way our model creates the effect predicted by Dreber et al. (2014), is if giving is an unpleasant
act and people instead choose to consume some of this negative utility in the present. Such an assumption
may not be out of place for a laboratory Dictator game, however, where we have seen significant numbers of
subjects willing to pay to avoid the task altogether (e.g. Dana, Cane, and Dawes, 2006). If the experimenter
demand effects are high and/or subjects feel pressure internally to conform to a norm or binding ethic, then
this could create giving that fully reduces utility.
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tion, reneging on a pledge is a form of deceit, or perhaps may not be fully distinguishable

from such. Several studies have shown, moreover, that breaking promises or lying about

intentions generates utility costs to individuals.8 It seems sensible, therefore, to allow for a

potential utility cost for individuals who make pledges and then renege. Let us denote this

cost of reneging r ≥ 0.

Pledging to give thus means that a person can say “yes, probably” immediately, ex-

periencing yp. As before, if she confirms the pledge, in the future she will receive utility

w − g − yp. Instead, if she reneges she will receive −n − yp − r. Thus, an individual

confirms the pledge if w − g − yp ≥ −n− yp − r, or w − g ≥ −n− r.

To allow for reneging in our model, we must introduce some randomness to the future

period. A natural way to do this would be to assume that the values of yp, n, w and r

shift between the moment the pledge is made and the moment it has to be fulfilled. What

matters, however, is how these shift in relation to g, the cost of giving. Thus, to simplify

notation, we will assume that y, n, w and r are constant and that the utility cost of giving

in t = 1 is a random variable, say g̃, where g̃ is distributed f(g̃), −∞ ≤ g̃ ≤ ∞. We will

assume that the expected value of g̃ is g, the known cost today.

Individuals will confirm their pledges if w − g ≥ −n − r, that is, if g ≤ w + n + r.

Then we can write the utility of pledging as

UP =yp + δ

{∫ w+n+r

−∞
(w − g − yp)f(g)dg +

∫ ∞
w+n+r

(−n− yp − r)f(g)dg

}
=yp + δ

{∫ w+n+r

−∞
(w − yp)f(g)−

∫ w+n+r

−∞
gf(g)dg +

∫ ∞
w+n+r

(−n− yp − r)f(g)dg

}
=yp + δ {p(w − yp)− gP + (1− p)(−n− yp − r)} (4)

where gP is the conditional mean of g̃ and p = F (w + n+ r) is the probability of giving.

A person will choose to pledge if it is better than saying no today:

yp + δ {p(w − yp)− gP + (1− p)(−n− yp − r)} > −n.

8See Ellingsen and Johannesson (2004), Gneezy (2005), Charness and Dufwenberg (2006) and Serra-
Garcia et al. (2013).
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Since pg > gp, this expression can be shown to hold if

w − g ≥− n− (n+ yp)
1− δ
pδ

+ r
1− p
p

(5)

In order to make (5) comparable to (3) we add and subtract −(n+ y)(1− δ)/δ to the right

hand side of (5). Doing this and simplifying yields this expression:

w − g ≥− n− (n+ y)
1− δ
δ

+

[
(py − (1− p)n− yp)

1− δ
pδ

+ r
1− p
p

]
. (6)

If the bracketed term on the right side of (6) is less than zero, then there will be more

people pledging than there were giving in the Give-Later conditions.

To help evaluate (6), we illustrate the solutions one of the sensible ways to define yp.

When people are certain to give after pledging, so p = 1, we already assumed they experi-

ence y. In the same spirit, a pledge is a promise to give probabilistically, so it makes sense

that we weight y by that same degree of uncertainty, that is, we assume that yp = py.9

Substituting this into (6) we can write that condition for which a person will pledge as

w − g ≥− n− (n+ y)
1− δ
δ

+

[
(1− δ)(1− p)

pδ
(−n) + r

1− p
p

]
.

More individuals will pledge than say yes to giving in Give-Later if the amount in

square brackets is negative, i.e. if

r ≤ 1− δ
δ

n. (7)

Given this, how will actual donations in the Pledge condition differ from the Give-Later

condition? Consider first the simplest scenario where r = 0, and there are no utility costs

of reneging. We know from (??) that more individuals will pledge than in the Give-Later

condition. However, conditional on pledging, we know that only individuals with g ≤ w+n

9A similar definition that would have also gotten similar conclusions is to also allow a portion of −r to
come forward to period 0, that is yp = py + (1 − p)φr, there φ = y/w is the same portion of w that the
person can bring forward.
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will confirm the pledge. Therefore, in this case, pledging will lead to the same donations

as in Give-Now.

Now consider the case where r > 0 and condition (7) is satisfied. A first consequence

is that more individuals will pledge than give in Give-Later. A second consequence is that,

conditional on pledging, more people will actually give. At first this may seem counter-

intuitive, since higher r should discourage giving. Higher r does deter some pledging to

give, but conditional on pledging a higher r makes it more costly to renege on that pledge,

hence those who by chance experience higher costs of giving will now pay that cost rather

than absorbing the higher cost of reneging. This is shown early in this subsection when

we stated that donors will confirm pledges as long as g ≤ w + n + r. Thus, relative to

Give-Later, when r = 0 we will expect many more pledges but about the same number of

donors. As r increases, we expect the number of pledges to fall but the number of donors

conditional on pledging to rise. The net effect is unclear and will depend on the shape of

F (g). If this F (g) is symmetric around it’s mean, then it is likely that total donations will

change little by making pledges rather than commitments.

What if r is so high condition (7) is not satisfied. Then we will observe fewer pledges

than in the Give-Later condition and, a consequence, fewer donations. Based on the ex-

isting evidence on lying costs and costs of breaking promises, however, we anticipate that

that the costs of reneging on a promise will positive but not large and that condition (7) will

be satisfied. This leads to the second prediction.

Prediction 2: If condition (7) is satisfied, offering individuals the opportunity to pledge

will lead to an increase in individuals pledging to give in t = 0, compared to individuals

who commit to giving immediately or a week later in t = 0. However, individuals will also

renege on their pledges in t = 1, and therefore the amount of donations is may not increase

(if r = 0) or increase only slightly (with the costs of reneging, r).
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3.4 Condition 4: Pledge or Give Now

Imagine individuals are offered the opportunity to donate immediately, to say no immedi-

ately, or to pledge to give later. In this case, for those who pledge, the same considerations

apply as discussed above. However, just as some enjoyed the flexibility offered in the

Pledge condition, others will enjoy the commitment of the Give-Now condition.

Utility from pledging is as in (4). So a person in this condition will have utility

U = max{Up, w − g,−n} (8)

corresponding to pledging, giving now, and saying no now.

If condition (7) is satisfied, we know that the Up is greater than −n for those who

pledged in the Pledge condition, and so the identical set of people who will pledge in

the Pledge condition will either pledge or give now in the Pledge-or-Give-Now condition.

Stated differently, the fraction who say no today in the Pledge condition and in the Pledge-

or-Give-Now condition will be identical.

Will any subject give now, and why? To take an extreme example, imagine a person for

whom n = 0, that is, there is no cost in saying no and this person will surely give if she

pledges. But this person will give now if w − g > y. It is easy to see, therefore, that those

with higher values of w, p, −n and r, that is, those who gain less by the delay, will all be

more likely to move their giving up to the present.

What about final confirmed gifts? Since the set of potential donors is the same as in

Pledge, and some of those will commit to giving in t = 0, the expected number of pledges

will go up. However, since those who give now already had very high values of p in

pledging, the increase in final donations may actually be small. This leads to Prediction 3.

Prediction 3: If condition (7) is satisfied, the total number of people who in t = 0 pledge in

the Pledge condition will be equal to the number of people who either pledge or give now

in the Pledge-or-Give-Now condition. However, as some of those who can give now will do

so, pledges in the Pledge-or-Give-Now condition will be lower. Expected final donations

in Pledge-or-Give-Now will not be less than final donations in the Pledge condition, and

13



could possibly be higher.

3.5 Stepping into the Gap with Thank-You Notes

Because our Pledge-or-Give-Now conditions separates by time the many components of

the decision, and importantly also separates the utility experienced by these component

parts, it is natural to think of using the gap between the utility flows to attempt to affect

future choices. In particular, after the plegde to give has been made there is a gap until the

final confirmation of that pledge is made. Is there a way we can influence remaining utility

to enhance the likelihood of a pledge becoming a confirmed gift?

Looking to the world of charitable giving, a thank you note from the charity has often

been found to be an effective tool for cultivating repeat givers. How would such a tool work

in our model to convert more pledges into gifts? To have an effect, the thank you would

have to come after the pledge, but before the confirmation of that pledge. How would a

thank-you note change the confirmation decision?

Recall that the pledge will be confirmed if w − g ≥ −n − r. This means there are

four free parameters that could all be effected by the thank you, w, n, r and yp. Intuitively,

the thank you many make a person feel better about giving, thus increasing w. It may also

make the person feel better about saying yes, thus increasing yp, or more guilty if they end

up saying no, thus increasing n or r. All of these effects of the thank-you note lead to the

same conclusion.

Let ∆w,∆n, and ∆yp be non-negative values that are added to w, n, and y after the

thank-you. Since a thank you note has a very similar effect on the cost of saying no,

as on reneging, let us set ∆r = 0. Now the pledge will be confirmed if w + ∆w − g̃ ≥

−n−∆n−y−∆yp−r. Rearrange this, and we see the condition isw−g̃ ≥ −n−yp−r−∆,

where ∆ = ∆w + ∆n + ∆y > 0. Thus, for any realization of g̃, donations are more likely

to be confirmed after the thank you note if any one of our free parameters is increased (or

all are on on net increased) after the thank-you note.10

10Notice that it is also possible that the donor had given with the anticipation of a thank-you note. Thus,
not getting a note would have the opposite effect: w, y and n would all fall and we could interpret ∆ above
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Prediction 4: Individuals who pledge in the Pledge and Pledge-or-Give-Now conditions

and subsequently receive a thank-you note will be more likely to convert their pledges to a

gift than those who do not receive the thank-you note. Thus, the donation rate among those

individuals who receive thank-you note in these conditions will be higher than the donation

rate among those who did not.

3.6 Empathy, Impulsivity, and Self-Control

A number of papers have recently uncovered interesting aspects of intertemporal altruism.

In particular, if one sees an opportunity to give may be arriving in the future, people have

been observed to avoid such opportunities (DellaVigna, List, Malmendier, 2012, Andreoni,

Rao, & Trachtman, 2016, and Trachtman, et al., 2015). On the other extreme, when people

are confronted with an opportunity to give and put under time pressure to decide, some

researches have observed that people seem to more reflexively opt to give (Rand et al.,

2012, 2014a, and 2014b), although many have also failed to find this effect (see Recalde,

Riedl, & Vesterlund, 2014, for a review and discussion). Our model and analysis avoids

both of these fault lines, but the model could inform them nonetheless.

First, we are describing a case that follows being asked. The model, however, allows

that avoiding may be desirable by noting that someone who says no after being asked can

actually be worse off than had the person never been asked.11 In fact, we do not need

to assume that giving yields positive utility to make giving desirable after being asked.

Giving only requires that w − g > −n, but both sides of this equation could be negative.

If so, then avoiding the ask would be the right choice and is indeed a moment for emotion-

management as a means of self-control.

What about impulsive or reflexive giving? Our experiment differs in two ways from the

literature on impulsivity and giving. First, we make a lengthy presentation about the charity,

as a negative number for those not receiving a thank you and 0 for those who do. Again, we would predict
that those who are thanked will be more likely to confirm their pledges.

11More generally, assume utility from giving is produced with a function w(g)− g, which may be discon-
tinuous at 0, but for all g > 0 we have w(g)′ > 0 while w(g)− g remains negative. Then we are considering
a case where an individual has been asked to give g has to choose between a menu of all negative outcomes.
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GiveDirectly, that gives subjects ample time to reflect, and we apply no time pressure.

Second, our subjects give to a charity and do not participate in a game with other subjects.

As such giving to charity can be seen as a public goods game, i.e. a positive sum game,

that is often thought to yield extra psychic rewards from mutual cooperation. A dictator

game, by contrast, is constant sum without any reciprocal altruism, and much less likely to

have positive net utility than a public goods game. Indeed, public goods games more often

support the hypothesis of impulsive giving than dictator games.12

Second, the financial costs of giving in our experiment are realized when they are re-

ceived. The longer the delay in getting paid, the more likely one is to appear “impulsive.”

If subjects are from Mechanical Turk, they must go online to transfer credits from their

payment account to an Amazon gift card, and if they are outside the US they are limited to

one such transaction a day. Lab subjects, by contrast, typically have their payments in cash

within a few minutes of their decisions. As expected, lab subjects are less likely to appear

impulsive than Mechanical Turk subjects. While more investigation is needed, our model

appears to capture the conflicting findings in this area.

3.7 Hypotheses

The predictions of our model lead to three central hypothesis, which we test experimentally.

The first hypothesis concerns the decision at t = 0, while the second and third hypothesis

regard the decisions made at t = 1.

Hypothesis 1 (Committing to giving at t = 1): The fraction of people who give will be

higher in the Give-Later condition than in the Give-Now condition.

Hypothesis 2 (Pledging vs. Donations at t = 0): The fraction of people who pledge

to give in Pledge and Pledge-or-Give-Now conditions will be higher than the fraction of

people who give in the Give-Now condition.

Hypothesis 3 (Reneging): Individuals who pledge in Pledge and Pledge-or-Give-Now and

12On dictator game tests, see Piovesan and Wengström (2008) and Fiedler, Glöckner, Nicklish and Dickhert
(2013).
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receive a thank-you note will be less likely to renege than individuals who do not receive a

thank-you note.

Hypothesis 4 (Final Donations): Compared to Give-Now, final donations will increase in

Give-Later, and in Pledge and Pledge-or-Give-Now when individuals receive a thank-you

note. Without thank-you notes, final donations will increase only slightly in Pledge and

Pledge-or-Give-Now compared to Give-Now.

Next we present the details of the experimental design and then turn to our findings

regarding these three hypotheses.

4 Experimental Design

The experiment consisted of two sessions, t = 0 and t = 1 sessions. The sessions were

always spread exactly one week apart from each other.

In t = 0 of the experiment subjects were presented with the opportunity to donate $5

to GiveDirectly, a charitable organization. The work of the charitable organization was

presented at the beginning of the session and subjects were asked for a donation out of

their experimental payment. The timing of the donation varied across treatments. In the

Give-Now treatment, subjects were asked to donate $5 today. In the Give-Later treatment,

subjects were asked to commit to donating $5 in t = 1. In the Pledge treatment, subjects

were asked to donate $5 in t = 1, subject to final confirmation in t = 1. In the Pledge-or-

Give-Now treatment, subjects were asked whether they would like to donate $5 today, or

$5 in t = 1, subject to final confirmation.

More specifically, the pledge was formulated as follows: “Yes, I’d like to donate $5 next

week. Ask me again next week and I will make my final decision.” We chose to formulate

a pledge as a statement of an intention to give, subject to final confirmation for several

reasons. First, we chose not to use the word “pledge”, as it can be interpreted differently

across individuals, that is, while some may interpret it as non-binding promise, others may

interpret it as a commitment to give. Second, to make clear that the decision was not final,
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we explicitly wrote that subjects would be making their final decision in t = 1. Further, by

formulating the statement in this way we kept the first sentence (“Yes, I’d like to donate $5

next week”) the same as in the Give-Later treatment. Third, we chose to include a statement

of an intention to give. Although it was not formulated as “I promise to contribute $5

next week”, it may have been viewed by subjects as a promise (see Hanfling, 2008, for a

philosophical argument). Thus, the effects of pledging measured in the experiment can be

considered a lower bound of the effect of pledging more generally.

In t = 1 all subjects were shown their donation decision in t = 0. In the Pledge and

Pledge-or-Give-Now treatments, if subjects had pledged to give in t = 1, they were asked

to make their final decision.

4.1 Thank-You Note

Thank-you notes were sent randomly to subjects who pledged to give in t = 1, in the

treatments Pledge and Pledge-or-Give-Now. The note was sent via e-mail by 5:00 p.m. on

the same day of the session in t = 0. It is also important to note here that all subjects

received an email 24 hours prior to their t = 1 session simply reminding them to attend.

To examine the sources of the effect behind the thank-you note we designed a “weak”

and a “strong” version. In the “weak” thank-you note subjects were thanked for their

participation and their decision to pledge. They were told that their contribution would

make an important difference in the life of recipients. The note closed with a reminder of

next week’s session, where they could complete the study and collect their payments. The

“strong” thank-you note had the same opening sentence. Instead of telling subjects about

the general importance of their donation, the text emphasized that the donation would go to

a family in Kenya “like this one”, and a picture of a family was shown. Both notes closed

with a reminder of next week’s session. Due to limitations in the sample size, we compare

the effect of “weak” versus “strong” thank-you note in the Pledge-or-Give-Now treatment

only. In the Pledge treatment only thank-you notes in the weak version were sent.

To examine the impact of the thank-you note on attitudes toward the charity, we also

sent the thank-you note to individuals who made a final decision to give in t = 0. More
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specifically, the thank-you note in its weak version was sent to randomly among individuals

who decided to give immediately in the Give-Now condition and Pledge-or-Give-Now, as

well as individuals who decided to commit to giving later in Give-Later. Such a thank-you

note cannot have an impact on donations, as these were already final, but it may impact

attitudes towards the charity in the long run. We thus investigate its effect on attitudes

collected in t = 1 at the end of Section 4.

4.2 Experimental Procedures

The experiment was conducted at UC San Diego. There were 501 participants: 86 in the

Give-Now treatment, 82 in the Give-Later treatment, 118 in the Pledge treatment and 215

in the Pledge-or-Give-Now treatment. We purposely recruited more subjects in the latter

two treatments to have enough observations when examining the effect of a “thank you”

note on giving.

Subjects received a show-up fee of $6 in t = 0 and a show-up fee of $20 in t = 1.

Participants were informed in the recruitment email about the two parts of the experiment.

An important concern in an experiment that is spread over time is attrition after the first

session. To counter this, we chose to concentrate the payment in t = 1, paying a show-

up fee of $20. This, in combination with the reminder email the day before the second

session led to very high show up rates of 92% on average. Across treatments, there is an

95% show-up in the Give-Now treatment, 88% in the Pledge-or-Give-Now treatment, 93%

in the Pledge treatment and 92% in the Pledge-or-Give-Now treatment (Chi-squared test,

p = 0.493). The same experimenter – out of two who conducted the experiment – always

ran week 1 and 2 sessions.13

We collected several additional measures of individual characteristics. In t = 0, we

asked subjects to complete the Cognitive Reflection Test (CRT), developed by Frederick

(2001). We also asked subjects for their gender, age, ethnicity, major, and fluency in En-

glish. In t = 1, we asked several questions regarding their impulsivity and empathy, as

13Experimenter fixed effects are included in our analysis below.
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well as their perception of the experiment.14

5 Results

In what follows we first analyze decisions in t = 0. We then examine decisions in t = 1 and

compare final donation rates across treatments. We end with an analysis of the relationship

between empathy, impulsivity and giving.

5.1 Decisions at t = 0

Figure 1 displays donation decisions in t = 0. In the Give-Now treatment, 32% of the

subjects choose to donate $5. Giving increases to 43% in the Give-Later treatment. As

shown in Table 1, the increase in giving is statistically significant (Z = 2.31, p = 0.02).

The effect is also economically significant: we observe a 12 percentage point increase

in the donation rate, which indicates a 37% increase relative to donations in the Give-

Now treatment. This result reveals that allowing individuals to commit to donating later

increases giving. It is consistent with our model of giving, whereby individuals derive a

joy of giving at the moment the decision to give is made. In consequence, when payment

of the gift is delayed into the future, the likelihood of giving increases.

Providing individuals with the opportunity of pledging leads to significant drop in

the likelihood with which individuals will immediately refuse to donate to charity. In

the Pledge treatment 65% of the subjects state an intention to donate. In the Pledge-

or-Give-Now treatment, 21% of the subjects choose to donate immediately, while 47%

state an intention to donate. The magnitude of the decrease in the frequency of immediate

“No” replies is between 32 and 40 percentage points compared to the Give-Now treatment

(Z = 9.11 in Pledge and 8.80 in Pledge-or-Give-Now, p < 0.01). The drop in immediate

refusals is also significantly larger than the drop observed in the Give-Later treatment, as

14Precisely, students were asked questions from the Barrat Impulsiveness Scale (Barrat, 1959), a psycho-
logical measure for impulsivity and questions from the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Davis, 1980), which
measures different aspects of empathy. We also elicited students’ general attitude towards charitable giving,
the charity GiveDirectly for which donations were collected and their perception of the experiment.
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Figure 1: Donation decisions in t = 0

indicated by the Wald tests in Table 1. At the same time, no significant difference between

Pledge and Pledge-or-Give-Now is observed.15

While pledging significantly decreases the frequency at which individuals immediately

refuse to give to charity, there is a substantial proportion of individuals, between 32% and

35%, who choose to say “No” in t = 0. This consistent with the assumption in our model

that, for some individuals, it is costly to pledge with the intention to renege on the pledge.

Thus, individuals who anticipate they will renege on a pledge with a high probability prefer

to say “No” immediately.

Overall, two results are obtained from decisions in t = 0:

Result 1: Allowing individuals to commit to giving in the future, significantly increases

giving.

Result 2: Allowing individuals to pledge, significantly decreases the likelihood with which
15The results remain qualitatively similar if individual characteristics, such as age, gender, ethnicity,

English-language skills and a measure of cognitive reflection (through the Cognitive Reflection Test by Fred-
erick (2002)) are added as controls, as shown in column (2) of Table 1. Individual characteristics do not affect
giving decisions in t = 0, except for a marginally positive effect of English-language skills on giving.
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Table 1: Treatment effects in t = 0

(1) (2)
Likelihood of not donating in t = 0 (choosing ”No”)

Give-Later -0.120** -0.129**
(0.052) (0.051)

Pledge -0.340*** -0.320***
(0.037) (0.039)

Pledge-or-Give-Now -0.373*** -0.401***
(0.042) (0.045)

Wald-test: p-value p-value
Give-Later vs. Pledge 0.000 0.000
Give-Later vs. Pledge-or-Give-Now 0.000 0.000
Pledge vs. Pledge-or-Give-Now 0.388 0.109

Observations 501 500
Individual characteristics No Yes

Notes: This table presents the marginal effects (calculated at the means of all variables) from probit regressions
on the likelihood of choosing not to donate in t=0 (selecting “No” in t=0). The variables Give Later, Pledge and
Pledge-or-Give-Now are dummies that take value one in the corresponding treatment, zero otherwise. The regression
model in column 2 also includes individual characteristics (asian ethnicity, gender, English-language skills, cognitive
reflection score). Robust standard errors, clustered at the session level, are shown in parentheses. *** p<0.01, **
p<0.05, * p<0.1

individuals immediately refuse to donate to charity.

Results 1 and 2 are in line with Hypotheses 1 and 2. The large decrease in immediate

refusals to giving when pledging is possible suggests that allowing individuals to pledge

is a promising venue to increase donations. However, an important question is how often

individuals follow through with their pledges, a behavior we discuss next.

5.2 Decisions at t = 1

Figure 2 displays the frequency with which individuals renege on their pledge in t = 1.

For this purpose, we focus on the treatments Pledge and Pledge-or-Give-Now.16 We first

16In the Pledge treatment 77 subjects pledged to donate in t = 0. Among pledgers, 47 received a thank-
you note in the weak version via email, while 30 received no thank-you note. In the Pledge-or-Give-Now
treatment 102 subjects pledged to donate in t = 0. Among these subjects, 49 who received a thank-you note
in the strong version via email, 27 who received the weak version of the thank-you note and 26 who received
no note.
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describe reneging in the absence of thank-you notes and then turn to the effect of thank-you

notes on reneging.

A majority of the individuals who pledge in t = 0 renege on their pledge in t = 1. In the

Pledge treatment, if subjects receive no thank-you note, 54% renege on their pledge. In the

Pledge-or-Give-Now treatment, this proportion increases to 73%. The change is marginally

significant, as shown in Table 2 column (4) (Z = −1.79, p = 0.07). The higher frequency

of reneging in the Pledge-or-Give-Now treatment is consistent with selection. Individuals

who preferred to give right away, selected into doing so in Pledge-or-Give-Now, while these

individuals only had the option to pledge in the Pledge treatment. Therefore, those who

decided to pledge in the Pledge-or-Give-Now treatment exhibited had higher likelihood of

reneging in the first place.

Figure 2: Reneging in t = 1

The thank-you note led to a decrease in reneging among pledgers. In the Pledge treat-

ment, individuals who receive a weak thank-you note renege in 43% of the cases. The

drop in reneging (from 54%) is however not significant, as shown in Table 2 column (1).

In contrast, the effect of the thank-you note in the Pledge-or-Give-Now treatment is larger
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and significant. Pledgers who receive a weak thank-you note renege 52% of the time, while

those who receive a strong thank-you note renege 51% of the time. The drop in reneging is

significant when considering both versions of the thank-you note jointly, as shown in Table

2 column (2), and marginally significant for each version of the thank-you note separately,

as shown in Table 2 column (3).17

Table 2: Effect of thank-you note on reneging in t = 1

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Likelihood of reneging in t = 1

Pledge and
Treatment: Pledge Pledge-or-Give-Now Pledge-or-Give-Now

Thank-You -0.081 -0.282** -0.111
(0.154) (0.135) (0.125)

Thank-You: Weak -0.251*
(0.152)

Thank-You: Strong -0.314*
(0.165)

Pledge-or-Give-Now 0.264*
(0.148)

Pledge-or-Give-Now * Thank-You -0.116
(0.182)

Observations 76 102 102 178
Individual characteristics Yes Yes Yes Yes

Notes: This table presents the marginal effects (calculated at the means of all variables) from probit regressions on
the likelihood of reneging on a pledge in t = 1. The variable Thank You is a dummy variable if the individual
received a thank you note (weak or strong version), zero otherwise. The variables Thank You: Weak and Thank
You: Strong are dummy variables that take value one if the thank you note was weak or strong, correspondingly.
Pledge-or-Give-Now is a dummy that takes value one in the Pledge-or-Give-Now treatment, zero otherwise. All
specifications include individual characteristics (asian ethnicity, gender, English-language skills, cognitive reflection
score). Experimenter fixed effects included in all specifications. Robust standard errors, clustered at the session level,
are shown in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Result 2: A majority of individuals renege on their pledge in t = 1. However, sending

individuals a “thank you” note decreases the probability that the individual reneges on her

pledge. The effect is significant in the Pledge-or-Give-Now treatment, implying that thank-

you notes have the largest effect on individuals who have explicitly chosen not to donate

17The same result from column (4) in Table 2. The effect of the thank-you note is not significant in the
Pledge treatment (based on the coefficient of Thank-You). In contrast, it becomes significant in the Pledge-or-
Give-Now treatment, when jointly testing the coefficients for Thank-you and Pledge-or-Give-Now*Thank-
You (χ2 = 3.00, p = 0.08)
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immediately, but to finalize their donation at a later point in time.

5.3 Donations

Donations made in the treatments Give-Now and Give-Later are final in t = 0. However,

as we have seen, donations in treatments Pledge and Pledge-or-Give-Now are only final

when they are confirmed in t = 1. Pooling all thank you conditions together, we observe

that 34% of individuals donate in the Pledge treatment, while 41% donate in the Pledge-

or-Give-Now treatment, as shown in Figure 3 Panel A. Donations increase significantly in

the Pledge-or-Give-Now treatment, but they do not in the Pledge, relative to Give-Now, as

shown in Table 3 columns (1) and (2).

An important question is what is the combined effect of offering the option to pledge

and sending a thank-you note. In other words, can donations be increased when pledging

is introduced together with thank-you notes? This requires examining the effect of the

Pledge treatment combined with that of the thank-you note from an ex-ante perspective,

i.e. considering all subjects and not only focusing on those who pledged to give, as we

have done in Section 2.2. To measure this effect, it is important to note two facts. First,

thank-you notes were assigned randomly across those individuals who pledged to donate

in t = 0. Second, those who said “No” in t = 0 made a final decision, which could not

be influenced by the thank-you note. Let us denote a final donation as d ∈ {0, 1}. The

probability of observing a final donation conditional on having sent a thank-you note (in its

weak version) in the Pledge condition can be written as follows: P (d = 1|Thank− you) =

P (Pledge)P (d = 1|Thank− you & Pledge) + P (No)P (d = 1|Thank− you & No) =

0.6525 × 0.575 + 0.3475 × 0 = 0.38. Using the same conditional probability calculation

for both the Pledge and Pledge-or-Give-Now treatments we obtain the results displayed in

Figure 3 Panel B.

Figure 3 Panel B reveals that final donations in the Pledge and Pledge-or-Give-Now

treatment differ by thank you condition. In the Pledge treatment, the likelihood of observ-

ing a final donation if an individual has not received a thank-you note is 0.3. When they

receive a weak version of the thank-you note, this likelihood is 0.38. In the Pledge-or-
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(a) Simple treatment effects

(b) Treatment and thank-you note effects

Figure 3: Final Donations

Give-Now treatment, the likelihood of observing a final donation if an individual has not

received a thank-you note is 0.34, while it is 0.44 if she receives a thank-you note, in its

weak or strong version.

To obtain significance tests based on donations by treatment and thank-you condition,
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we use a bootstrapping method. In the experiment, individuals in a session were randomly

assigned to receive a weak or strong version of the thank-you note (or no thank-you), con-

ditional on pledging. Individuals who made a final decision in t = 0 were not assigned

to a thank-you condition, as their decision was final. To examine the effect of pledging

combined with thank-you notes, we randomly assign those individuals who made a final

decision in t = 0 to one of the thank-you conditions. Intuitively, if 50% of individuals

who pledge to donate in t = 0 received a weak thank-you note, 50% of the individuals

who decided not to donate in t = 0 are randomly assigned to the weak thank-you note

condition. To control for session and individual effects, we run a bootstrap analysis with

1,000 replications. We report the average regression coefficients and bootstrapped standard

errors in Table 3 columns (3) and (4). We do not include the Give-Later treatment as there

was no variation in thank-you conditions, but if we include it, results remain unchanged.18

The results in Table 3, columns (3) and (4), indicate that, without a thank you note,

donations do not increase relative to the Give-Now condition. This result is in line with

our model, by which no to small effects of pledging were expected without a thank-you

note. By contrast, pledging combined with thank-you notes significantly increases dona-

tions. The average marginal effect of the weak version of the thank-you note is to increase

donations by between 8.9 and 11.4 percentage points. The average marginal effect of the

strong version of the thank you note is to increase donations by ca. 16 percentage points,

relative to the Give-Now treatment. The difference between the effect of the weak and

strong version of the thank-you note is not significant, though (χ2-test, p = 0.4244 and

p = 0.3136 for columns (2) and (3) respectively). This leads to Result 3.

Result 3: Donations increase in the Give-Later treatment, and in the Pledge and Pledge-

or-Give-Now treatments, if pledges are accompanied by a thank-you note.

At the end of t = 1 sessions, we elicited subjects’ attitudes towards the charity as

18In the Pledge treatment we aimed to send a thank-you note to 50% of the individuals, while in the
Pledge-or-Give-Now condition we aimed to send a weak thank-you note to 25% of the individuals and a
strong thank-you note to 50% of the individuals, in each session. The realized random assignment varied
according to this distribution within each session. This randomness is also reflected in our analysis through
the use of the bootstrap method.

27



Table 3: Treatment effects on final donations

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Donation

Give-Later 0.117** 0.128*** - -
(0.050) (0.049)

Pledge 0.022 0.037
(0.054) (0.051)

Pledge + No Thank-You -0.042** -0.026
(0.017) (0.018)

Pledge + Thank-You:Weak 0.089*** 0.098***
(0.020) (0.020)

Pledge-or-Give-Now 0.097*** 0.097**
(0.035) (0.043)

Pledge-or-Give-Now + No Thank-You -0.043 -0.046
(0.043) (0.043)

Pledge-or-Give-Now + Thank-You:Weak 0.114*** 0.109***
(0.040) (0.041)

Pledge-or-Give-Now + Thank-You:Strong 0.160*** 0.169***
(0.024) (0.029)

Observations 501 500 418 417
Individual characteristics No Yes No Yes
Standard errors Robust Robust Bootstrapped Bootstrapped

Notes: This table presents the average marginal effects (calculated at the means of all variables) from probit regressions on final
donation decisions. Columns 1-2 present the marginal effect from simple probit regressions on the treatment. Columns 3-4
present results from bootstrapped regressions, with 1000 repetitions. The variables Give-Later, Pledge, Pledge+No Thank-
You, Pledge+Thank-You:Weak, Pledge-or-Give-Now, Pledge-or-Give-Now+No Thank-You, Pledge-or-Give-Now+Thank-
You:Weak, Pledge-or-Give-Now+Thank-You:Strong are dummies that take value one in the corresponding treatment or treat-
ment+thank you condition, zero otherwise. Columns 2 and 4 also include individual characteristics (asian ethnicity, gender,
English-language skills, cognitive reflection score), and experimenter fixed effects. Robust standard errors, clustered at the
session level, were used in each individual regression. Columns 1-2 display regular robust standard errors in parentheses,
columns 3-4 present bootstrapped standard errors in parentheses. Normal-based confidence intervals are used to determine sig-
nificance, but results remain qualitatively the same with percentile and bias-corrected confidence intervals. ***,**,* indicates
significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels, respectively.

well as their perceptions about their decisions in the experiment (e.g., whether they regret-

ted their donation decision). The aim of these non-incentivized questions was to examine

whether there are spillover effects of the treatments and the thank-you notes on subjects’

attitudes towards the charity and their own decisions. As we detail in Appendix B, the

thank you notes had no systematic effects on subjects’ attitudes towards the charity or their

own perceptions about their donation decisions. We do not observe systematic effects of

the treatments on attitudes either. A potential explanation is that these questions were not

incentivized and hence cannot precisely measure spillover effects. However, the data sug-
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gests that such effects, if present, were not large. Further, at the end of t = 1 sessions we

elicited subjects’ willingness to sign up to the charity’s newsletter. There were no system-

atic spillover effects of delay and commitment on this decision either. Overall, these results

suggest that introducing delay and changing commitment changes individual’s incentives

to donate, but does not directly affect the image of the charity. Such a result can be espe-

cially relevant for practitioners, who do not only worry about increasing donations in the

short run, but also about potential long-term effects of any intervention.

5.4 Empathy and Impulsivity

Motivated by the growing literature on giving and impulsivity, we elicited survey measures

of impulsivity and examine their relationship to giving decisions. In our context, where

decisions are made without time pressure and cognitive load, we would expect such cor-

relations to be weak, but strongly suggestive, if existent. At the same time, we elicited a

measure of empathy with the aim of examining whether empathy, which could be part of

the utility of giving (w), is related to giving decisions.

To elicit empathy we used the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) developed by Davis

(1980), which measures empathy as the “reactions of one individual to the observed expe-

riences of another” (Davis, 1983). To elicit impulsivity we used Barratt’s Impulsiveness

Scale (BIS; Barratt, 1959) and the Cognitive Reflection Test (CRT; Frederik, 2005).19 In

the BIS impulsiveness is defined as “as a predisposition toward rapid, unplanned reactions

to internal or external stimuli without regard to the negative consequences of these reac-

tions to the impulsive individuals or to others” (Moeller et al., 2001). The BIS has been

widely used in psychology to assess the personality construct of impulsiveness. The BIS

differs from the CRT in that the latter is a behavioral measure of impulsivity while the

former is a self-reported personality trait. Behavioral and personality measures are typ-

ically uncorrelated (Stanford et al., 2009), as is the case in our sample. The number of

19The IRI and BIS were elicited at the end of t = 1 sessions, since these were lengthy questionnaires that
discuss feelings regarding others and impulsivity in everyday decisions. The CRT was elicited at the end of
t = 0 sessions, since it only consists of three simple and short math questions, which do not refer to others
or to impulsive behaviors, and hence we did not expect an influence in t = 1 behavior.
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correct answers in the CRT and the BIS score are not significantly correlated (Spearman’s

ρ = 0.0203, p = 0.6648). At the same time, the average BIS total score in our sample is

59.51 (SD = 9.01), which is not significantly different from the BIS total score obtained in

other studies (62.3 with SD = 10.3; Stanford et al., 2009).

We analyze the relationship between empathy and impulsivity and donation decisions.

The results are presented in Table 4. Columns (1) focuses on the decision to not donate

in t = 0, while column (2) examines final donation decisions. BIS and IRI scores are

standardized.

Table 4: Empathy, Impulsivity and Donation Behavior

(1) (2)
Likelihood of not donating in t = 0 Donation (in t = 1)

Empathy:
Interpersonal Reactivity Index -0.095** 0.144***

(0.037) (0.035)
Impulsivity:
Trait: Barratt Impulsiveness Scale 0.001 0.019

(0.021) (0.031)
Behavioral: Cognitive Reflection Score -0.034 0.018

(0.025) (0.020)

Give-Later -0.121* 0.124*
(0.066) (0.068)

Pledge -0.320*** 0.054
(0.035) (0.050)

Pledge-or-Give-Now -0.400*** 0.105**
(0.042) (0.042)

Observations 459 459

Notes: This table presents marginal effects from probit regressions on the decision not to donate in t = 0 (column (1)) and
donation decisions (column (2)) over the two time horizons. Empathy (IRI) is the standardized mean score in the Interpersonal
Reactivity Index (Davis, 1980). Impulsivity is measured using the trait impulsivity measure developed by Barratt (1959) though
the Barratt Impulsiveness Scale (BIS) and a behavioral impulsivity measure, the Cognitive Reflection Test (Frederick, 2002).
The Baratt Impulsiveness Score is measured as the standardized total score of the Barratt Impulsiveness Scale (Stanford et al.,
2009). The Cognitive Reflection Score is the total number of correct answers obtained in the cognitive reflection test. The
variables Give-Later, Pledge and Pledge-or-Give-Now are dummies that take value one in the corresponding treatment, zero
otherwise. All specifications include individual characteristics (asian, gender and native english speaker) as defined in Table
1. Experimenter fixed effects included in all specifications. Robust standard errors, clustered at the session level, reported.
***,**,* indicates significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels, respectively.

We observe a strong positive relationship between donation decisions and empathy. A

higher IRI score is related to a lower likelihood of choosing not to donate and a higher
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likelihood of finally donating. In contrast, the impulsivity measures are not significantly

related to donation decisions. This suggests that, within the context of donation decisions

made without time pressure or cognitive load, impulsivity plays a limited role in giving

decisions.

6 Conclusion

It is well known that when the flow of utility is out of synch with the flow of consumption,

interesting things can come of it. Here we build a nearly trivial model of intertemporal

altruism around a simple, intuitive, yet extremely powerful observation. Whether a com-

mitment to give is irrevocable, like putting money into a Donor Advised Fund, or a promise

that can be broken, like a pledge to give $100 to Public Radio, at the moment the person

decides on their intention they feel some of the joy of giving to come from the full giv-

ing experience. If the gift is made at the same time as the decision is made, there is no

consequence of our assumptions. But if giving is to transpire in the future, then this as-

sumption can mean that more dollars will be committed, more pledges will be made, and

potentially more money will collected by charities who allow the collection of dollars to be

later than the collection of intentions of the donors. All of these predictions rely only on

well-understood and easily manipulated models of discounted utility.

We test our model and predictions with a laboratory experiment on giving to a real

charity. In a study that lasts two weeks, subjects are asked in the first week if they would

like to give $5 from their experimental earning to a charity called Give Directly. They are

given a 15 minute presentation about the charity, including evidence of its effectiveness,

and then are shown the photo of a household in Kenya that they could be helping with their

donations. They are then given several minutes to make their giving decision.

In the Give-Now condition, subjects pay $5 from their first week’s payment. In the

Give-Later condition they make the same binding decision, but the $5 comes from their

second week’s payments. We find theoretically and experimentally that giving should rise

by delaying the payment.
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The third condition is called Pledge. The subject expresses that, yes, they will donate

$5 to GiveDirectly in the second week of the study, and will confirm that decision “next

week.” Both theory and the experiment show that the number pledging should exceed the

number committing to give in Give-Later, but that the final number of donations should be

about the same or only slightly higher than in Give-Now.

The final condition is Pledge-or-Give-Now. This offers subjects either commitment by

giving in the first week of the study, or flexibility by pledging to give in the second week

of the study. Both the theory and experiment show that the number of people saying no to

giving in the first week will be the same in both conditions, but many people will in fact

choose commitment. According to our model, neither giving immediately nor pledging to

give later are signs of dynamic inconsistency or its remedies, but are signs of individuals

with different preference profiles choosing the timing of giving that suits them best.

Since our key assumption is in stark contrast to models of self-control and altruism, we

also elicited subjects’ attitudes about their experience in the experiment, as well as admin-

istered psychological scales for empathy and impulsivity. While these measures are noisy,

there were clear aspects that supported our behavioral assumptions, while assumptions of

impulsivity that would be necessary for a self-control problem were not predictive.

In sum, the model presented here is extraordinarily simple, and we see this as a strength.

Not only are its assumptions natural, intuitive, and appealing, the model is easy to under-

stand and to manipulate for generating predictions. Most importantly, the model’s assump-

tions and its predictions are both validated by experimental data.
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Appendix A: Instructions

Note: the text in square brackets was not read aloud.

Welcome

Thank you for participating in this experiment. During the experiment you and the other

participants are asked to answer a series of questions. Please do not communicate with

other participants. If you have any questions please raise your hand and an experimenter

will approach you and answer your question in private.

This experiment consists of two parts.

• Part 1: Today we will ask you to answer a series of questionnaires.

• Part 2: A follow up survey that you will be asked to fill out a week from today.

Payment

You receive for the participation in this experiment $26. Please note that in order to

obtain you all payments you need to answer both parts of the experiment.

• Today you receive $6 for showing up to the experiment and answering the first part

of the experiment. You can collect the $6 from the experimenter after the session is

finished.

• The remaining $20 you will receive at the end of the next week?s session.

[GiveDirectly Pitch

Slides of GiveDirectly are shown on the screen. Experimenter reads the slides]

[At the end of the pitch:]

• [Condition Give-Now]: We would like to ask you whether you would like to donate

$5 of your show up fee for today’s session to GiveDirectly. You will be asked to

answer this question on your screens in a minute. If you answer “YES, I’d like to

donate $5 today,” $5 of your show up fee today will be donated. If you say “NO,” no

donation will be made. Your decisions are final today.
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• [Condition Give-Later]: We would like to ask you whether you would like to donate

$5 of your show up fee for next week’s session to GiveDirectly. You will be asked

to answer this question on your screens in a minute. If you answer “YES, I’d like to

donate $5 next week,” $5 of your show up fee next week will be donated. If you say

NO, no donation will be made. Your decisions are final today.

• [Condition Pledge]: We would like to ask you whether you would like to donate $5

of your show up fee for next week’s session to GiveDirectly. You will be asked to

answer this question on your screens in a minute. If you answer “YES, I’d like to

donate $5 next week,” we will ask you again next week and you can make your

decision final at that time, then $5 of your show up fee next week will be donated. If

you say “NO,” no donation will be made, and that decision will be final today.

• [Condition Pledge-or-Give-Now]: We would like to ask you whether you would like

to donate $5 of your show up fee to GiveDirectly. You will be asked to answer this

question on your screens in a minute. If you answer “YES, I’d like to donate $5

today,” $5 of your show up fee today will be donated. This decision will be final. If

you answer “YES, I’d like to donate $5 next week,” we will ask you again next week

and you can make your decision final at that time, then $5 of your show up fee next

week will be donated. If you say “NO,” no donation will be made, and that decision

will be final today.
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Appendix B: Additional results

B.1. Analysis of attitudes toward the charity and happiness

At the end of the experiment, we elicited subjects’ attitudes towards the charity as well as

their perceptions about their decisions in the experiment. In a series of questions that were

answered on a 5-item Likert scale from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5), we

elicited whether subjects liked GiveDirectly (“I like the work of GiveDirectly”); whether

they planned to donate in the future to GiveDirectly (“I plan to donate to GiveDirectly in the

future”); whether they regretted their donation decision (“I regret my donation decision”),

or felt pressured to donate (“I felt pressured to donate”). We also elicited their happiness

in general, regarding their participation in the study, about the opportunity to donate, and

about their donation decisions. We examine in detail the latter two dimensions of happiness

as these are the most closely related to the decisions in the experiment.20 Additionally, we

include in the analysis the willingness to sign up to an e-mail newsletter from the charity.

This decision is costly to the recipient, if he actually does not wish the newsletter, and can

therefore be contrasted with self-reported attitude measures.

We start by examining whether the different treatments had spillover effects on atti-

tudes. Table B.1.1 displays the regression results when examining the impact of each treat-

ment on attitudes. For five out of six attitude measures, as well as for the newsletter signup,

we observe no spillover effects of the treatments. The only effect observed from delaying

the donation (with and without commitment) is on happiness with the opportunity to do-

nate (column (5) to Table B.1.1. The results suggest that individuals in these treatments are

happier with the opportunity to donate. A possible interpretation of this effect is that in the

treatments where donations are paid in t = 1, the decision to donate is more salient, as they

just paid their donation, than in the Give Now treatment, where all donations occurred in

t = 0.

Table B.1.2 displays the impact of thank-you notes on attitudes and newsletter signup.

20Happiness in general and with participation in the study are not significantly affected by the thank-you
note.
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Table B.1.1: Treatment effects on attitudes

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
Future Regret Pressure Happy opportunity Happy

Like charity donation decision to donate to donate donation Newsletter

Give-Later -0.100 -0.269 0.137 0.031 0.284** 0.070 -0.049
(0.106) (0.166) (0.144) (0.153) (0.103) (0.150) (0.053)

Pledge -0.228* -0.255 0.183 -0.285 0.156* -0.093 0.011
(0.130) (0.159) (0.140) (0.221) (0.076) (0.122) (0.051)

Pledge-or-Give-Now -0.130 -0.349** 0.117 0.041 0.259*** -0.031 0.025
(0.115) (0.153) (0.101) (0.141) (0.072) (0.109) (0.052)

Constant 4.059*** 3.401*** 1.814*** 3.083*** 3.598*** 3.637***
(0.166) (0.267) (0.121) (0.220) (0.116) (0.123)

Observations 458 459 458 458 458 457 453
R-squared 0.616 0.061 0.600 0.036 0.026 0.023

Notes: this table presents the OLS regression results on the attitude questions regarding the charity and the donation decision (columns 1-6) and on
marginal effects from probit regressions on sign-up to the charity newsletter (column 7). The questions in columns (1) to (6) were answered on a
5-item Likert scale from ”strongly disagree” (1) to ”strongly agree” (5). The variable Like charity measures the strength of agreement/disagreement
with the statement ”I like the work of GiveDirectly”. The variable Future donationmeasures the strength of agreement/disagreement with the statement
”I plan to donate to GiveDirectly in the future”. The variable Regret decision measures the strength of agreement/disagreement with the statement ”I
regret my donation decision”. The variable Pressure to donate measures the strength of agreement/disagreement with the statement ”I felt pressured
to donate”. The variable Happy opportunity to donate measures the strength of agreement/disagreement with the statement ”I feel happy about having
the opportunity to donate”. The variable Happy donation measures the strength of agreement/disagreement with the statement ”I feel happy about
my donation decision”. Newsletter takes value 1 if the participant indicated that s/he wanted to be added to the charity’s newsletter. The variables
Give Later, Pledge, Pledge-or-Give-Now are dummies that take value one in the corresponding treatment, zero otherwise. All specifications include
individual characteristics (asian, gender, native english speaker, cognitive reflection score) as defined in Table 1. Experimenter fixed effects included
in all specifications. Robust standard errors, clustered at the session level, reported. ***,**,* indicates significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels,
respectively.

The results reveal that the weak version of the thank-you note had no significant effects

on any of the attitudes elicited, both in the Pledge and Pledge-or-Give-Now treatments.

Similarly, the strong version of the thank-you note only led to a marginally significant

increase in happiness with the donation. These results suggest that the strong version of the

thank-you note did not have large effects on attitudes either. Hence, thank-you notes do not

appear to have had strong spillover effects on attitudes. The effects of the thank-you note

on newsletter signup are mixed. While we observe a negative effect of the weak thank-you

note on signups in the Pledge treatment, this effect disappears in the Pledge-or-Give-Now

treatment, where thank-you notes do not affect signups.
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Table B.1.2: The impact of thank-you notes on attitudes

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
Future Regret Pressure Happy opportunity Happy

Like charity donation decision to donate to donate donation Newsletter

Panel A: Pledge Treatment
Thank-You: Weak -0.140 0.028 -0.039 0.145 0.010 -0.117 -0.207**

(0.091) (0.184) (0.167) (0.139) (0.157) (0.251) (0.086)
Constant 3.885*** 3.103*** 1.887*** 2.348*** 3.961*** 3.976***

(0.108) (0.347) (0.209) (0.272) (0.337) (0.243)

Observations 72 71 71 71 71 71 72
R-squared 0.613 0.099 0.409 0.058 0.022 0.054

Panel B: Pledge-or-Give-Now Treatment
Thank-You:Weak 0.038 -0.003 -0.117 0.026 0.158 0.282 0.162

(0.141) (0.225) (0.182) (0.187) (0.207) (0.210) (0.109)
Thank-You:Strong -0.029 -0.168 0.268 0.383 -0.024 0.271* 0.081

(0.149) (0.230) (0.180) (0.345) (0.202) (0.136) (0.073)
Constant 3.752*** 2.945*** 2.240*** 3.033*** 3.430*** 2.955***

(0.272) (0.282) (0.360) (0.249) (0.239) (0.170)

Observations 95 95 95 95 95 95 73
R-squared 0.475 0.031 0.635 0.107 0.066 0.085

Notes: this table presents the OLS regression results on the attitude questions regarding the charity and the donation decision, among those individuals
who pledged to give, by email condition. The questions were answered on a 5-item Likert scale from ”strongly disagree” (1) to ”strongly agree” (5).
The variable Like charity measures the strength of agreement/disagreement with the statement ”I like the work of GiveDirectly”. The variable Future
donationmeasures the strength of agreement/disagreement with the statement ”I plan to donate to GiveDirectly in the future”. The variable Regret deci-
sion measures the strength of agreement/disagreement with the statement ”I regret my donation decision”. The variable Pressure to donate measures the
strength of agreement/disagreement with the statement ”I felt pressured to donate”. The variable Happy opportunity to donate measures the strength of
agreement/disagreement with the statement ”I feel happy about having the opportunity to donate”. The variable Happy donation measures the strength of
agreement/disagreement with the statement ”I feel happy about my donation decision”. Newsletter takes value 1 if the participant indicated that s/he wanted
to be added to the charity’s newsletter. Since there is no variation in newsletter signup for one experimenter, in Panel B column (7), 22 observations are
dropped. The variables Thank-You:Weak and Thank-You: Strong are dummies that take value one in the corresponding condition, zero otherwise. All
specifications include individual characteristics (asian, gender, native english speaker, cognitive reflection score) as defined in Table 1. Experimenter fixed
effects included in all specifications. Robust standard errors, clustered at the session level, reported. ***,**,* indicates significance at the 1%, 5% and 10%
levels, respectively.
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