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Abstract 

Recent world events have resulted in multiple intersecting world crises leading to 

increasing global inequalities and exacerbated disasters. As a result, nations, governments, 

and societies have become highly reliant on individuals responding positively through their 

ethical decision-making and prosocial behavior. This thesis investigates the multifaceted 

aspects of ethical decision-making and prosocial behavior through three comprehensive 

essays. The first essay provides a meta-analytical assessment (k = 316) of how moral 

evaluations affect ethical decision making. The analysis investigates across how 

deontological (rule-based) and teleological (consequence-based) evaluations influence ethical 

judgments and intentions. Whilst deontological evaluations generally have a stronger impact, 

they are influenced by various contextual factors such as the victim and beneficiary (personal 

vs. organizational). The second essay further explores this finding focusing on how to 

position the beneficiary through a meta-analysis (k = 235) of the effect of psychological 

distance in prosocial cause appeals. Results suggest that temporal distance is more effective, 

whereas spatial and social proximity are more impactful for prosocial responses. Although 

moderators highlight considerations for various communication factors, they largely favor 

psychological proximity and local causes presenting a large gap in current understanding of 

how to advance distant causes. The third essay examines the application of quantity requests 

(presenting donors with multiple options of how much to donate) in international 

humanitarian aid, which represent spatially distant causes for citizens in developed nations. 

Through six experimental studies (N = 4,243), findings suggest that quantity requests 

increase participation (number of people that donate), while also reducing donor magnitude 

(the amount the average donor gives). The observed effects have no consistent, predictable 

effect on total donations, equivalent to revenue, due to increased cognitive load which 

reduces the donors’ ability to feel empathy, which is already harder on behalf of distant 
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others. This thesis highlights a need for applied research approaches that focus and favor 

spatially distant causes amidst growing practical importance. Further, findings and 

discussions provide valuable insights for practitioners aiming to design effective ethical 

interventions and prosocial cause appeals tailored to the issue/cause that they represent.   
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Introduction 

Recent world events have largely brought to light the need for individuals to pull 

together to secure an ethical, safe, and successful society for all. Such that, in spite of the rise 

of corporate activism and philanthropy, recent and increasing world crises bring to light the 

power and importance of individual actions (Amnesty International 2023). For example, the 

global COVID-19 outbreak required compliance from all civilians to eliminate the spread of 

the virus (Kleitman et al. 2021). Whereas the worsening climate crisis is continually 

exacerbated as a result of human activity, which is often linked to consumer behavior and 

fulfilling its demand (Carrington 2021). Yet, as a percentage of total donors, across many 

developed countries, such as the United Kingdom, United States and Canada, individuals 

make up the biggest proportion of donors, outperforming corporations and foundations 

(Philanthropy Australia 2022, Lilly Family School of Philanthropy 2023). Taken together, 

individual actions are extremely impactful, but can be extremely detrimental in exacerbating 

existing crises. Consequently, governments, public policy makers and non-profits invest 

extensively in attempting to encourage consumers to engage in ethical and prosocial 

behaviors (Kaufman 2021). 

Academic interest in engaging these behaviors within a marketing context has 

accelerated amidst these increasing pressures. Such that many researchers regularly seek to 

apply and expand on existing interventions affecting other forms of consumer behavior (e.g., 

Chang and Lee 2009). Various seminal review papers exist that take stock of this growing 

literature (e.g., White, Habib, and Hardisty 2019; White, Habib, and Dahl 2020), in order to 

provide guidance to governments and non-profits who are tasked with communicating and 

engaging consumers towards these behaviors. However, it is notable that through extensive 

empirical application, some established effects can become contentious (i.e., have differing 

effects) or diluted (i.e., the effect is lost due to interacting factors). This thesis synthesizes 
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and evaluates this pattern through three essays, combined with supplementary information. 

These consist of two meta-analyses and six experimental studies which seek to cumulatively 

explore the findings from the prior essay in more depth to provide novel insights to aid future 

research and guide intervention design for practitioners in the public and non-profit sector. 

From an individual’s perspective, when they are confronted with an ethical dilemma, 

they form an ethical judgement and subsequent intentions and behaviors based not only on 

what is morally right (deontological evaluation), but also the consequences (teleological 

evaluation) (Hunt and Vitell 1986; 2007). These considerations can be referred to as moral 

evaluations, and despite that they have been tested across a broad array of contexts (e.g., 

Chan, Wong, and Leung 2008; DeConinck and Lewis 1997), there is no consensus for how 

deontological and teleological evaluations influence ethical judgments and intentions. The 

first essay explores this relationship through a meta-analytical review of 316 effect sizes 

obtained from 53 research articles on the effect of moral evaluations of ethical judgements 

and intentions. This analysis study examines the moderating role of (1) contextual elements 

of the ethical issue and (2) stakeholders. Results are aided with a discussion to provide 

insights into how marketers, managers and public policy makers that effectively design 

interventions to encourage ethical decision-making. This essay, titled “A Meta-Analytical 

Assessment of the Effect of Deontological Evaluations and Teleological Evaluations on 

Ethical Judgments/Intentions”, contains a copy of the manuscript1 that has since been 

published in the Journal of Business Ethics (FT50, ABDC A, impact factor = 6.10). 

The second essay advances the findings from the first essay, which highlights the 

importance of stakeholders involved in the ethical issue. Such that one of the key predictors 

 
 
1 Referencing in the main manuscript has been adapted for consistency with the other essays included in this 
thesis. The referencing in Appendix A table remains unaltered, as it is supplementary material of the published 
manuscript. 
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to ethical responses relates to the proximity of the victim (i.e., whether they are 

organizational vs. personal). According to construal level theory, these distinctions can 

theoretically relate to how psychologically distant the target might be in relation to the 

decision-maker (Trope and Liberman 2010). While there is a wealth of literature that 

explores the effect of psychological distance on ethical decision making (e.g., Eyal, 

Liberman, and Trope 2008), there is no consensus on whether or how it affects ethical 

decision making. Such that, even though various papers find that distant causes and events 

increase ethical responses (e.g., Touré-Tillery and Fishbach 2017), other studies find that 

proximal ones are more effective (e.g., Hopkins et al. 2007). The second essay seeks to 

explore this in a more practical, applied context that marketing practitioners in the relevant 

sectors can use to progress causes. Specifically, through a meta-analysis of 235 effect sizes 

derived from 132 empirical studies, this essay examines the effect of psychological distance 

on prosocial responses (intentions and behaviors) in contexts relevant to the non-profit sector. 

This analysis provides an overview of the main effect, but also examines the interaction of 

psychological distance with various established behavioral change factors that induce (1) 

social influence, (2) habit formation, (3) feelings and cognition and (4) tangibility. Discussion 

from the effects of these moderators provides tailored advice to practitioners on how to 

effectively design and tailor cause appeals. This second essay, named “Near, Far, Wherever 

You Are: Understanding Distance Effects in Prosocial Cause Appeals”, is a revised 

manuscript based on feedback received from, and an invitation to resubmit, to the Journal of 

Marketing (FT50, ABDC A*, impact factor = 12.90). It is currently under review for a 

second time at the Journal of Marketing. 

 Research gaps suggested in the second essay inform the motivation for the third essay 

in this thesis. Specifically, all significant summary averages (i.e., predicted values), that 

could be used to inform practitioners, are in favor of psychological proximity. Further, 
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robustness checks suggest that the observed effects are only relevant to decisions that involve 

participation (how many consumers behave prosocially) but not magnitude (how much 

consumers give to the cause i.e., number of hours, amount of money). This highlights a 

considerable gap in understanding, as it suggests that previous research has been redundant in 

informing researchers and practitioners how to advance psychologically distant causes, 

especially those that involve increasing magnitude decisions.  

The third essay provides an empirical assessment on donation behavior which 

requires individuals to engage in both decision processes, such that they must decide whether 

to participate and then what magnitude (Fajardo, Townsend, and Bolander 2018). Both these 

outcomes are important to understand in isolation to inform non-profit structure, resource 

allocation and strategy (Faulkner, Romaniuk, and Stern 2016; Khodakarami, Petersen, and 

Venkatesan 2015), but also because they the intertwined nature has an effect on total 

donations (Fajardo, Townsend, and Bolander 2018; Moon and VanEpps 2023). Across six 

experimental studies (N = 4,243), the third essay examines the effectiveness of quantity 

requests (presenting donors with multiple options of how much to donate) on donation 

participation, donor magnitude and total donations. Previous research has often only 

examined the effectiveness of quantity requests for national, causes and charities (e.g., Moon 

and VanEpps 2023; Weyant and Smith 1987). The context of international humanitarian aid 

selected for these experiments for two reasons. Firstly, they conceptually represent spatially 

(psychologically) distant causes for citizens in developed nations who make the samples 

used. Secondly, current world events have led to more people worldwide needing 

humanitarian instance than ever before (United Nations 2023) amidst various trends, such as 

in the United Kingdom, where individual donors’ contributions to these causes are decreasing 

(Charities Aid Foundation 2024). Thus, this research could have impactful suggestions that 

might increase knowledge in fundraising for these causes. This third essay, titled “Too Much 
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to Handle: How Quantity Requests in International Aid Diminish Empathy and Undermine 

Donations”, is currently under review at the Journal of Marketing (FT50, ABDC A*, impact 

factor = 12.90). 

Taken together, this thesis contributes substantially to informing practices for both 

future research and practice. We use an array of novel approaches within accepted, empirical 

methodologies to provide these. The first essay highlights the key role of competing moral 

philosophies which can be used by organizations to inform ethical practices for employees, 

consumers, and other relevant stakeholders. The second and third essays highlight the need 

for domain-specific research that focuses on spatially distant causes amongst developed 

consumers amidst its growing practical importance. Further, we provide further evidence (see 

Dickert, Sagara, and Slovic 2011; Fajardo, Townsend, and Bolander 2018) to suggest the 

importance of examining and considering participation and magnitude decisions as separate 

decision-making processes. Conversely, from a practical standpoint, all essays provide strong 

empirical evidence that can help guide non-profit and public sector marketing practitioners to 

design their appeals to increase ethical conduct or interventions and appeals that are more 

likely to result in ethical and prosocial responses.   
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Essay 1: A Meta-Analytical Assessment of the Effect of Deontological Evaluations and 

Teleological Evaluations on Ethical Judgments/Intentions 

Abstract 

Deontological and teleological evaluations are widely utilized in the context of consumer 

decision making. Despite their use, the differential effect of these distinct types of 

evaluations, and the conditions under which they hold, remains an unresolved issue. Thus, we 

conduct a meta-analysis of 316 effect sizes, from 53 research articles, to evaluate the extent 

to which deontological and teleological evaluations influence ethical judgments and 

intentions, and under what circumstances the influence occurs. The effect is explored across 

three categories of moderators: (1) contextual elements of the ethical issue, (2) stakeholders, 

and (3) methodological characteristics of primary studies. We find that the overall effect of 

deontological evaluations on ethical judgments and intentions is stronger than for teleological 

evaluations; however, the magnitude of the effect is contingent on several moderators. 

Deontological evaluations are weaker in offline consumer contexts and stronger when there 

are financial implications of the ethical issue. Conversely, the effect of teleological 

evaluations is relatively stable across ethical consumer contexts. Teleological evaluations are 

stronger from a utilitarian perspective than from an egoist one. Furthermore, the effect of 

deontological evaluations is weaker, but the effect for teleological evaluations is stronger, 

when the decision-maker has a personal relationship (as compared to an organizational 

relationship) with the victim of the unethical act. Findings validate the effect of both 

deontological and teleological evaluations on ethical judgments and intentions and highlight 

their importance in consumers’ ethical decision-making. Implications for developing 

programs to prevent consumer unethical behavior are discussed. 

Keywords: Teleological evaluations; Deontological evaluations; Consumer ethics; Meta-

analysis 
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Introduction 

Unethical consumer behavior is becoming an increasingly global issue, with recent 

data indicating a surge in such behavior. For example, in the United States, consumer return 

fraud is suspected to have increased by 76% since 2018 (National Retail Federation 2019). 

Similarly, increased consumption of counterfeits has resulted in such products accounting for 

3.3% of total world trade (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2019). 

More specifically, changes in the macro environment, characterized by increased Internet 

penetration rates, offer a unique array of misbehaviors and distinctive ethical considerations, 

which transcend national borders (Freestone and Mitchell 2004; Nawrotzki 2012). For 

example, digital piracy costs the US economy an estimated 29.2 billion to 71 billion USD 

each year (Jugović Spajić 2022). Meanwhile, improper sharing of passwords for streaming 

services leads to billions of dollars of lost revenue for streaming services (Anderson 2021). 

Unethical consumer behavior has a diverse range of negative effects for businesses 

and other stakeholders including direct and indirect financial losses, psychological impacts, 

and adverse consumption experiences for other consumers (Harris and Reynolds 2003). 

Additionally, such behavior presents costs and challenges for governments to effectively 

protect citizens, the environment, and impose adequate legislation. Thus, it is imperative for 

managers and policymakers to understand how consumers form ethical judgments, so that 

appropriate preventative measures can be developed to minimize the consequences of 

unethical consumer behaviors.  

Over the last three decades, researchers in consumer behavior and marketing have 

shown significant interest in understanding consumers’ ethical judgments, intentions, and 

behaviors. Frequently explored variables in consumer ethics are deontological and 

teleological evaluations, which are posited to directly affect ethical judgments (Hunt and 

Vitell 1986; 2006) and empirically shown to affect ethical intentions (e.g., Chan, Wong and 
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Leung 2008; DeConinck and Lewis 1997). Deontological evaluations relate to the perceived 

inherent rightness/wrongness of each course of action, whereas teleological evaluations refer 

to the perceived goodness/badness relative to the perceived consequences of each alternative 

(Hunt and Vitell 2006). For example, if a consumer receives too much change in a service 

encounter, their ethical judgment and subsequent intention may result from both a 

deontological evaluation and a teleological evaluation. In this example, a deontological 

evaluation will relate to how right/wrong they deem alternatives to be, such as keeping versus 

returning the surplus, whereas a teleological evaluation will assess the goodness/badness of 

the consequences, such as their gain, their loss, or the service provider’s loss.  

Previous studies provide a wealth of empirical validation for the effects of 

deontological and teleological evaluations on ethical judgments and intentions. However, 

each type of moral evaluation’s respective weighting and magnitude of effect remains a 

disputed topic. Several studies provide empirical support for the relative strength of 

deontological evaluations (Hunt and Vaśquez-Paŕraga 1993; Chang 2021; Vitell, 

Singhapakdi, and Thomas 2001), while other studies suggest the greater relative impact of 

teleological evaluations (Chan, Wong and Leung 2008; Mayo and Marks 1990). Accordingly, 

critical questions remain: To what extent do deontological and teleological evaluations 

influence ethical judgments and intentions? And under what circumstances?  

We conducted a meta-analysis of 316 effect size estimates from 53 research articles in 

an attempt to uncover the relative effect of deontological and teleological evaluations. 

Various moderators were identified to examine the circumstances under which these effects 

might differ. These moderators relate to: (1) the contextual elements of the ethical issue, (2) 

the stakeholders, and (3) the methodological characteristics of primary studies.  

Our study makes a number of contributions to the literature. From a theoretical 

perspective, since deontological and teleological evaluations are key variables in the ethical 
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decision-making literature, assessing their differential impact significantly contributes to our 

understanding of consumer behavior in ethical contexts. Findings allow for an empirical 

assessment of the distinct effects of deontological and teleological evaluations and the 

contingency factors related to these effects. Our research also has practical contributions in 

relation to preventative measures that can curtail unethical consumer behavior. Two distinct 

categories of preventative measures that have been proposed in prior studies. These include 

educational approaches, which impose moral constraints on consumers, which are consistent 

with a deontological approach to ethics (Fullerton and Punj 2004). Further, deterrence 

strategies, which communicate sanctions and consequences of harmful actions, consistent 

with a teleological approach to ethics (Dootson, Neale and Fullerton 2014). Thus, 

understanding the contexts and circumstances under which deontological or teleological 

evaluations are more/less impactful will allow managers and policymakers to effectively 

implement preventative measures to reduce unethical consumer behavior. Finally, our 

findings provide valuable insights for future research, as well as important managerial 

implications.  

 

Meta-analytical Framework and Conceptual Development 

Deontology and teleology are the two mainstream ethical theories that have 

predominated Western philosophical thought over the last three centuries. Deontology, or 

morality based on rules and obligations, is in the tradition of the philosophical works of 

Immanuel Kant (1785/1993), whereas teleology, or morality based on the consequences of 

actions, is in the tradition of the philosophical works of Jeremy Bentham (1789/1996). Both 

theories have been embedded in ethical decision-making theories. Specifically, Hunt and 

Vitell (1986; 2006) utilize these theories in their H-V theory of marketing ethics, which 

outlines the individual ethical decision-making process and provides the conceptual 
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foundation for our investigation. At the core of this process model, ethical judgments are 

determined by the joint impact of two types of moral evaluations derived from these theories: 

deontological and teleological evaluations (Hunt and Vitell 1986; 2006). 

Figure 1 represents the key relationships between the variables in the ethical decision-

making process adapted from Hunt and Vitell (1986; 2006). An individual enters the ethical 

decision-making process upon recognition of an ethical issue (Rest 1986). Subsequently, they 

may form a deontological evaluation, which relates to the inherent rightness/wrongness of 

each perceived alternative course of action. Concurrently, they may formulate a teleological 

evaluation, which refers to the goodness/badness relative to the perceived consequences of 

each alternative. For example, digital piracy is an evolving global issue that constitutes an 

example of unethical consumer behavior, which results in drastic losses for entertainment 

industries (Jugović Spajić 2022). Thus, when a consumer is confronted with the option to 

consume or download pirated digital content, their ethical judgment may be formed based on 

how right/wrong the perceived courses of actions are (i.e., to pirate vs. not pirate), as well as 

how good/bad the consequences of those actions are, potentially encompassing losses and 

gains to all relevant stakeholders. 

 
Figure 1: Key Variable Framework 
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Various interdisciplinary critics argue for the mutual exclusivity of deontological and 

teleological evaluations and often investigate individuals’ adoption of deontologically or 

teleologically favorable outcomes (e.g., Friesdorf, Conway, and Gawronski 2015). However, 

we focus on the ethical decision-making process for which the combined effect of 

deontological and teleological evaluations has received considerable conceptual and 

empirical validation (Conway and Gawronski 2013; Love, Salinas and Rotman 2020; 

Macdonald and Beck-Dudley 1994). Accordingly, we treat them as two independent 

variables that have distinct effects on ethical judgments and intentions. 

The relative influence of the two types of moral evaluations remains unexplored, 

which is the purpose our meta-analysis. Inconsistencies in previous findings could be 

attributed to circumstances where one type of moral evaluation has a greater impact than the 

other, as well as circumstances where one might have no effect at all. Regardless, both types 

of moral evaluations are relevant to consumer ethics and have important implications for 

marketing practitioners (Bateman and Valentine 2010; Vitell, Singhapakdi, and Thomas 

2001). Understanding the effect and magnitude of each moral evaluation and their 

contingencies provides insights and allows for the effective implementation of interventions 

to limit unethical behavior and associated negative consequences. In order to provide 

theoretical underpinnings for the meta-analysis, we first propose hypotheses regarding the 

direct relationships between each type of moral evaluation with ethical judgments and 

intentions. We then focus on the development of a framework that identifies several 

contingency factors that may moderate these relationships that are commonly explored in 

previous research. These factors relate to (1) the contextual elements of the ethical issue, (2) 

the stakeholders, and (3) the methodological characteristics of primary studies. The 

conceptual models of this research are in Figures 2a and 2b.
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Figure 2a: Conceptual Model 
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Figure 2b: Conceptual Model 
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Deontological Evaluations and Ethical Judgments/Intentions 

Deontological evaluations of an ethical issue are determined by the perceived 

alternative course(s) of actions available and deontological norms (Hunt and Vitell 1986), 

which are relative to one’s personal values or perceived behavioral norms (Hunt and Vitell 

2006). For example, if a consumer receives too much change after a service encounter, they 

may adopt a “finders’ keepers” approach based on their personal value system. Conversely, a 

different consumer might feel constrained by their personal values or the norms of their 

surroundings, which emphasizes the value of honesty from which they would form a different 

evaluation. Both these distinct deontological evaluations are likely to influence consumers’ 

ethical judgments and behavioral intentions.  

The effect of deontological evaluations on ethical judgments is well established in 

previous empirical work (Hunt and Vaśquez-Paŕraga 1993; Mayo and Marks 1990). 

According to the H-V theory of marketing ethics, deontological evaluations are proposed to 

directly impact only ethical judgments, which are posited to subsequently affect ethical 

intentions (Hunt and Vitell 1986; 2006). However, several studies suggest that there is a 

significant direct relationship between deontological evaluations and ethical intentions (e.g., 

Chan, Wong, and Leung 2008; DeConinck and Lewis 1997). We propose that the effect is 

warranted and worth investigating. We thus propose the following hypothesis: 

H1: Deontological evaluations will have a positive effect on (a) ethical judgments and (b) 

ethical intentions. 

 

Teleological Evaluations and Ethical Judgments/Intentions 

Teleological evaluations are determined by three psychological elements that in 

combination influence how good/bad one perceives the consequences of an action (Cole, 

Sirgy and Bird 2000). Firstly, the probability of consequences poses important 
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considerations. For example, if one is presented with an ethical issue and perceives that harm 

is more/less likely to happen, the worse/better their teleological evaluation will be, and the 

overall ethical judgment and intention to act ethically will be higher/lower. Secondly, the 

desirability of consequences is also considered, such that one will judge an action to be more 

ethical and intend to behave ethically if the consequences are more favorable for them doing 

so. Thirdly, they would consider the importance of stakeholders or namely those affected by 

the ethical issue. One’s judgment and intention might alter based on whether the individual 

cares for those who are negatively affected by the action. For example, if a consumer is 

confronted with the issue of receiving too much change, they might assess a negative 

consequence, such as getting caught after not owning up, relative to receiving a surplus of 

change. The consumer may also assess the possible negative consequences to the store or 

cashier in case they do not return the excess change. The teleological evaluation of the 

consumer would be determined by (1) the probability of these outcomes occurring, (2) the 

desirability of these outcomes occurring, and (3) how important the cashier/store is to the 

consumer and how negative the consequence of getting caught would be to the consumer. 

This assessment would likely affect the consumer’s judgment of which is the most ethical 

alternative (leaving without owning up to receiving excess change or returning the surplus 

change) and their behavioral intention. Empirical testing provides considerable support for 

the role of teleological evaluations in relation to both ethical judgments and intentions (Chan, 

Wong and Leung 2008; Mayo and Marks 1990). Thus, we propose the following hypothesis: 

H2: Teleological evaluations will have a positive effect on (a) ethical judgments and (b) 

ethical intentions. 
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Factors Moderating the Effects of Deontological and Teleological Evaluations on Ethical 

Judgments/Intentions 

Table 1 provides the definitions and some examples of the variables. We select 

theoretical moderators relative to the contextual elements of the ethical issue and 

stakeholders. The contextual elements of the ethical issue that we consider important include 

the specific ethical context (offline consumer ethics, online consumer ethics, or 

environmentally sustainable consumer ethics), the presence/absence of financial implications 

in the ethical issue, and cultural values. Furthermore, we take into consideration that 

theoretical models, which include deontological and teleological evaluations as key variables, 

originate in organizational ethics and have been developed and applied to consumer ethics 

(Hassan, Rahman, and Paul 2021; Vitell 2005). The majority of business ethics research has 

also focused on organizational contexts, often neglecting consumer ethics (Luca Casali and 

Perano 2020). Organizational ethics present a distinct ethical environment compared to those 

found in consumer contexts. Organizations generally prescribe codes of ethics that dictate 

situational deontological norms and include rewards and sanctions for compliance and 

violations of such codes. Hence, as noted earlier, the role of deontological and teleological 

evaluations in organizational contexts provide a useful reference point to compare these 

effects with those in consumer contexts. We incorporate original manuscripts in our study 

that offer effect sizes from organizational contexts to primarily serve as a reference model for 

our empirical findings in consumer contexts.  

However, relative to specific consumer contexts, Vitell, Singhapakdi, and Thomas 

(2001) find different patterns in the effect of moral evaluations on ethical judgments in 

consumer ethical issues that happen offline, mostly in retail contexts, such as switching price 

tags, compared to those that occur online, such as copying software. Given that our focus in 

the meta-analysis is on consumer ethics, these potential differences between offline and 
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online consumer ethics are deemed a worthy consideration and relevant for our investigation. 

Further, an additional consideration pertains to the fact that business exchanges frequently 

require monetary exchanges, which can be the source of many consumer and organizational 

ethical issues. For example, ethical issues such as consumers lying for discounts, not paying 

for software and employees padding expense accounts all have financial implications. 

Previous studies have identified relevant trends in individual decision-making in the 

presence/absence of financial implications (Vohs 2015). Thus, it is deemed a relevant 

variable to include in our meta-analytical framework. 

Table 1: Definitions and Operationalizations of Dependent Variable, Moderator 
Variables and Control Variables for Meta-Analysis 

 
Moderator Definition and Operationalization 

Contextual Elements of the Ethical Issue 

Ethical context Categorial variable representing the context in which the ethical issue takes 
place. Dummy coded. 

 Organizational 
Ethical issues that take place in business exchanges (= 0). 
E.g., Gray market procurement (Zhuang, Herndon, and Tsang 2014); 
Bribery into a foreign marketplace (Cherry and Fraedrich 2000)  

 Offline consumer 
Ethical issues that consumers experience in offline consumption (= 1).  
E.g., Switching price tags; Receiving too much change (Bateman and 
Valentine 2010; Vitell, Singhapakdi, and Thomas 2001)  

 Online consumer 

Ethical issues that consumer encounter in online consumption (= 2). 
E.g., Digital piracy (Vitell, Singhapakdi, and Thomas 2001); Computer 
aggression (Han and Vasquez 2020); C2C marketplace fraud (Leonard and 
Jones 2017) 

 
Environmentally 
sustainable 
consumer  

Ethical issues that pertain to the relationship between consumers and the 
natural, ecological environment (coded as victim = 2). 
E.g., Bike-sharing study (Yin, Qian, and Singhapakdi 2018); Bring your 
own bag (Chan, Wong, and Leung 2008)   

Financial implications Categorical variable denoting whether the ethical issue has financial 
implications. Dummy coded. 

 No 
The scenario does not mention financial implications related to the ethical 
issue (= 0). E.g., Bring your own bag (Chan, Wong, and Leung 2008); 
Food wastage (Chang 2021). 

 Yes 

The scenario mentions financial implications related to the ethical issue  
(= 1). E.g., Switching price tags, negotiating the price of a car (Bateman 
and Valentine 2010); Peer-to-Peer music sharing (Shang, Chen, and Chen 
2008). 
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Moderator Definition and Operationalization 

Traditional values 
Continuous variable accounting for a measure of traditional values for the 
sample’s nation in the year of presumed data collection (2 years prior to 
publication) obtained from the World Values Survey. Mean centered. 

Stakeholders 

Victim 
Categorical variable reflecting the relation that the most salient 
person(s)/entity that is negatively affected from the unethical alternative in 
the scenario has to the protagonist. Dummy coded. 

 

Organizational 

The scenario protagonist has a professional relationship with the perceived 
victim of the unethical alternative(s) implied by the scenario (= 0). 
E.g., The victim is the client (Akaah 1997) or the organization (Valentine 
and Rittenburg 2004) 

 

Personal 

The scenario protagonist has a personal relationship with the perceived 
victim of the unethical alternative(s) implied by the scenario (= 1). 
E.g., The victim is the protagonist (Akaah 1997), friend (Vitell, 
Singhapakdi, and Thomas 2001) or other consumers (Leonard and Jones 
2017). 

Beneficiary  
Categorical variable reflecting the relational level that the most salient 
person(s)/entity that is benefitting from the unethical alternative in the 
scenario has to the protagonist. Dummy coded. 

 

Organizational 

The scenario protagonist has a professional relationship with the perceived 
beneficiary of the unethical alternative(s) implied by the scenario (= 0). 
E.g., The organization benefits from unethical behavior (Lund 2001) or a 
colleague (Ayers and Kaplan 2005). 

 

Personal 

The scenario protagonist has a personal relationship with the perceived 
beneficiary of the unethical alternative(s) implied by the scenario (= 1). 
E.g., the protagonist benefits from unethical behavior (Bateman and 
Valentine 2010). 

Methodological Characteristics 

Ethical response Categorial variable outlining whether the outcome variable was an ethical 
judgment or ethical intention. Dummy coded. 

 Ethical judgment The effect size is a measure of one’s belief of how (un)ethical an 
alternative course of action is (= 0). 

 Ethical intention The effect size is a measure of the participants perceived likelihood to 
engage in an (un)ethical alternative course of action (=1). 

IV manipulation Categorical variable considering whether the researchers manipulated the 
independent variable or measured it. Dummy coded. 

 No 
Researchers used a scale-item measure to capture the independent variables 
(= 0). E.g., Leonard and Jones, 2017; adapt the Multidimensional Ethics 
Scale (Reidenbach, Robin and Dawson 1991). 

  
Yes 

Researchers used a 2 x 2 design to manipulate high deontology (teleology) 
and low deontology (teleology) (=1). E.g., Researchers create 
deontologically and teleologically (un)ethical scenarios as a point of 
comparison (Hunt and Vásquez-Párraga 1993; Han and Vasquez 2020). 
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Moderator Definition and Operationalization 

Social desirability bias Categorical variable considering whether the researchers accounted for 
social desirability bias in their research design. Dummy coded. 

 No Researchers have not mentioned any measures or interventions to reduce 
social desirability bias in the research design (= 0). 

 Yes 

Researchers have taken social desirability bias into account and mentioned 
it in the methodologies or incorporated in the research design (= 1). 
E.g., Researchers use social desirability bias measures adapted from the 
Marlowe-Crowne scale (Chan, Wong, and Leung 2008; Bateman and 
Valentine 2010). Social desirability was mentioned in considerations of 
research design (Zhuang, Herndon, and Tsang 2014). 

Publication status Categorical variable representing the publication status of the study. 
Dummy coded. 

 Unpublished The obtained data is not/ is yet to be published (= 0). 

 Published The obtained data was featured in published manuscript (= 1). 

Precision 
Continuous variable. The precision of the effect size, measured as the 
inverse of the standard error (Stanley and Doucouliagos 2012). Mean 
centered. 

Year of publication Continuous variable. The year that the manuscript was published (or 
submitted for unpublished works). Mean centered.  

Exploratory Moderators 

Teleological 
measurement  

Categorial variable representing whether the measurement/manipulation of 
teleological evaluations is relative to the greater good or one’s self interest. 
Dummy coded. 

 Egoist The measure reflects the magnitude and valence of consequences relative 
to one’s self interest (= 0). E.g., Vitell, Singhapakdi, and Thomas (2001) 

 Utilitarian The measure reflects the magnitude and valence of consequences relative 
to greater good (= 1). E.g., Chan, Wong and Leung (2008) 

Actor The scenario protagonist that is confronted with the ethical issue. Dummy 
coded. 

 Self 

The actor in the scenario is the participant (= 0). 
E.g., The scenario uses second-person wording (Bateman and Valentine 
2010); the data collection method asks participants about their response to 
inanimate stimuli such a piracy (Shang, Chen, and Chen 2008). 

 Other 
The vignette makes use of a third-person protagonist (= 1). 
E.g., The study uses third-person pronouns and/or an unknown protagonist 
(Vitell, Singhapakdi, and Thomas 2001; Han and Vasquez 2020) 

 

In addition, previous studies demonstrate that cultural differences moderate the ethical 

decision-making process through the lens of various cultural frameworks (e.g., Mitchell et al., 
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2009; Vitell, Nwachukwu, and Barnes 1993). Studies that examine the effect of deontological 

and teleological evaluations take place across various national cultures over a span of three 

decades. Hence, cultural values are an important variable for us to consider. We utilize 

Inglehart and Baker’s (2000) traditional versus secular-rational values framework as it 

provides a relevant conceptual explanation for the effects of deontological and teleological 

evaluations on ethical responses and accounts for temporal shifts in cultural values. 

An additional likely source of moderation is the role of stakeholders. According to 

stakeholder theory, there are various important people and entities that are affected by 

business activities that need to be accounted for (Freeman, Harrison, and Zyglidopoulos 

2018; Phillips, Freeman, and Wicks 2003). Thus, when ethical issues arise, stakeholders are a 

key consideration, which is also emulated in many ethical decision-making models (e.g., 

Ferrell and Gresham 1985; Hunt and Vitell 1986; Jones 1991). In our analysis, stakeholders 

are categorized in accordance with common conceptualizations of ethicality. Two important 

stakeholders — the agent and the patient — can be identified when an ethical issue arises, 

which corresponds to a common conceptualization of morality, the moral dyad (Gray, Waytz, 

and Young 2012). The moral dyad refers to individuals’ tendency to conceive ethical issues 

in a bidirectional dyadic fashion where one person/entity is harmed and falls victim while the 

other benefits (Gray, Waytz, and Young 2012). For example, in the case of not engaging in 

recycling, the environment is the victim, or the entity that is harmed as a result of the 

(in)action, whereas the individual or corporation is the beneficiary as they save time, 

resources or any effort associated with recycling. Thus, in our meta-analysis, we categorize 

stakeholders as the perceived victim and beneficiary of the ethical issue as a likely source of 

moderation of the effect of deontological and teleological evaluations on ethical judgments 

and intentions.  

Ferrell and Gresham (1985) posit that individuals do not learn (un)ethical behavior 
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from society but rather from the norms of and interpersonal exchanges with disparate groups. 

Relative to business exchanges, there is a clear distinction between the norms of exchanges 

with personal versus corporate entities. Therefore, in our meta-analysis, victims and 

beneficiaries are categorized based on the relational level they have with scenario 

protagonists relative to whether it is corporate or personal. 

However, a recent surge in environmentally sustainable consumer ethics research 

(Nova-Reyes, Muñoz-Leiva, and Luque-Martínez 2020) means that various studies are 

unable to meet the above-mentioned relational criteria as the victim is neither corporate nor 

personal. Environmentally sustainable consumer ethics is an important subset of offline 

consumer ethics, and a key commonality of these ethical issues is that the natural/ecological 

environment is the victim. Thus, we introduce environmentally sustainable consumer ethics 

as an additional ethical context that is operationalized as the environment being the victim. 

In addition to the theoretically relevant moderators related to the contextual elements 

and stakeholders, we also consider two other exploratory moderators (see Figures 2A and 

2B). Consistent with the moral dyad, the scenario actor (i.e., the agent) offers a source of 

potential moderation. In order to avoid potential social desirability bias, vignettes are often 

adopted in ethics research and include third-person protagonists (Wason, Polonsky, and 

Hyman 2002). Other studies differ in their research design and use first-person protagonists 

to heighten ecological validity (e.g., Yoon, 2012). Previous studies have suggested that third-

person perspective taking often increases ethicality (e.g., Eyal, Liberman, and Trope 2008; 

Žeželj and Jokić,, 2014), yet it is not clear how it may moderate the effect of deontological 

and teleological evaluations on ethical responses. Thus, we consider this to be an important 

exploratory variable and include it in our meta-analytical framework.  

Furthermore, the importance of stakeholders poses additional considerations, and 

researchers and scholars frequently distinguish between, and exclusively measure, two 
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different branches of teleology: egoism and utilitarianism. Egoism is concerned with 

maximizing one’s self-interest, such that an egoist perspective of teleological evaluations 

focuses on the perceived goodness/badness of consequences relative to the decision maker’s 

interests. In the above example of receiving excess change, a potential gain for the consumer 

would be through not returning this financial surplus. A potential loss for the consumer 

would be the possibility of getting caught and being penalized. Conversely, utilitarianism 

centers on maximizing good for the greatest number of people. Thus, a utilitarian perspective 

of teleological evaluations would assess the magnitude and valence of consequences relative 

to greater good, and not solely oneself. In the above example of receiving excess change, a 

utilitarian perspective would include the potential loss to the store and any negative 

consequences to the cashier when making evaluations of the acceptability of the act of not 

returning the excess change.  

Another example can be provided in the context of digital piracy. In one’s teleological 

evaluation, an egoist perspective would assess the consequential outcomes relative to their 

own interests, such as: saving money versus the reduced quality of the product. Alternatively, 

one could take a utilitarian perspective and give weight to the destructive impact of their 

actions on the entertainment industry and related stakeholders. We argue that this consistent 

distinction, combined with the clear conceptual differences between egoism and 

utilitarianism, poses important considerations and is an interesting exploratory distinction 

worthy of incorporating into our meta-analytical framework. 

The following section offers a discussion of the hypothesized effects that our 

theoretical moderators (ethical contexts: offline consumer ethics, online consumer ethics, 

environmentally sustainable ethics; financial implications; cultural values; stakeholders) are 

expected to have on the effects of deontological and teleological evaluations on ethical 

judgments and intentions. 
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Offline Consumer Ethics 

Offline consumer ethics refer to the ethical issues like those arising in physical retail 

stores and servicescapes, such as receiving too much change (Bateman and Valentine 2010) 

and switching price tags (Vitell, Singhapakdi, and Thomas 2001). In many offline 

consumption environments, consumers are less bound to a code of ethics and the potential 

consequences of ethical actions have differing levels of clarity as compared to an 

organizational context. Individuals in organizations (see Table 1 for examples) are generally 

bound to an ethical code which dictates deontological norms. Further, these ethical codes 

often prescribe rewards and sanctions, which communicate respective positive and negative 

consequential information associated with ethical conduct. Conversely, in a retail 

environment, which is commonly featured in offline consumer ethics research, and is 

susceptible to great losses due to unethical consumer behavior, customer satisfaction is a 

higher priority (Gómez, McLaughlin, and Wittink 2004). Consequently, these codes of ethics 

are not pursued in the same vein as what is typically seen in organizational contexts to not to 

be seen as alienating for consumers (Fullerton and Punj 2004). However, previous studies 

have consistently uncovered the positive effect that these codes of ethics and 

rewards/sanctions systems have on ethical decision-making (Craft 2013). Thus, due to the 

established effect of these codes and systems that determine ethical climates and the 

differences between how they are applied in organizational and offline consumer contexts, 

we propose the following hypothesis: 

H3: Both the effect of (a) deontological evaluations and (b) teleological evaluations on 

ethical judgments and ethical intentions will be weaker in offline consumption contexts 

relative to organizational contexts. 
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Online Consumer Ethics 

Online consumer ethics relate to ethical issues that consumers encounter during online 

consumption activities. Examples of online consumer ethical issues include piracy (Yoon 

2012) and consumer cyber aggression (Han and Vasquez 2020). Research on online 

consumer ethics is a particularly relevant subset of ethics research due to the increase in 

global Internet penetration rates (International Telecommunication Union 2020) and the 

unique, dynamic unethical behaviors that are present in online interactions (Saban, 

McGivern, and Saykiewicz 2002).  

Johnson (1997) outlines three unique features of the Internet that pose different moral 

considerations. The internet’s extended scope, offered anonymity, and possibility of 

reproducibility allow for more immediacy, a broader reach, faceless crimes, endurance of 

information, and possibility of permanence unlike offline behaviors (Freestone and Mitchell 

2004; Johnson 1997). Chatzidakis and Mitussis (2007) propose that all three dimensions 

heighten unethical piracy intentions due to decreased negative consequences that are typically 

associated with such behaviors. Vitell and Muncy (2005) also categorize online unethical 

consumer actions like software piracy as “no harm, no foul” actions, implying that many 

consumers do not find these actions to be unethical as they are not viewed as having negative 

consequences. The lack or absence of perceived consequences will likely reduce the weight 

of teleological evaluations in an online consumption context compared to an organizational 

context where there are policies and procedures that outline what happens if there is a 

violation. Additionally, the uniqueness and dynamic nature of online behaviors, such as 

digital piracy, implies a lack of deontological norms, as there are less situational constraints 

and less familiarity with the moral stringency of the act. Thereby, we argue that online 

consumer ethics have distinct considerations for the role of deontological and teleological 

evaluations in relation to ethical judgments and intentions. Thus, we propose the following 
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hypothesis: 

H4: Both the effect of (a) deontological evaluations and (b) teleological evaluations on 

ethical judgments and ethical intentions will be weaker in online consumption contexts 

relative to organizational contexts. 

 

Environmentally Sustainable Consumer Ethics  

Environmentally sustainable consumer ethics pertain to ethical concerns regarding the 

relationship between consumers and the natural ecological environment. Examples include 

recycling, sustainable transport, or pro-environmental shopping practices, etc. (Chan, Wong, 

and Leung 2008; Yin, Qian, and Singhapakdi 2018). These ethical issues appeal to the greater 

good of humankind (and other species), whereas ethical issues in organizational and 

consumer contexts are often relative to a self-serving organization as opposed to all 

humanity. Therefore, environmentally sustainable consumer ethics relate directly to 

consequentialism and thus, teleological evaluations. Consequentialist ethics are flexible, as 

noted by Palmer, McShane, and Sandler (2014, p.431) “environmental ethicists have 

defended different forms of consequentialism, in particular, by proposing varying views of 

good outcomes.” Regarding the relationship between teleological evaluations and ethical 

judgment, Culiberg and Bajde (2013) find that the consequence-focused dimensions of 

Jones’s (1991) moral intensity theory serve as significant predictors of ethical judgment. In a 

specific environmentally sustainable consumer ethics context (i.e., bringing your own bag 

when shopping), Chan, Wong, and Leung (2008) find that teleological evaluations are a 

significant predictor of ethical judgments and intentions. Hence, we argue that an 

environmentally sustainable consumer ethical context will lead to significantly positive 

moderation of the relationship between teleological evaluations and ethical judgments and 

intentions. Thus, we propose the following hypothesis: 
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H5: The effect of teleological evaluations on ethical judgments and ethical intentions will be 

stronger when the environment is the victim relative to an organization. 

 

Financial Implications 

Financial gain or loss is a pivotal element in many ethical issues. For example, 

various ethical issues such a piracy and gray market procurement arise for individuals to 

undercut industry prices (e.g., Wan et al. 2009; Zhuang, Herndon, and Tsang 2014). A 

universal moral value is respecting property rights by honoring another’s possessions (Curry, 

Mullins, and Whitehouse 2019). Specifically, honoring one’s territory and possessions is a 

universal teaching that is integral to conceptualizations of deontology (Sandberg 2013). For 

example, various religious teachings and judiciaries condemn stealing and coveting another’s 

possessions. Although, studies suggest that money has a negative effect on ethical responses 

(e.g., Gino and Mogilner 2014; Kouchaki et al. 2013; Vohs 2015), they also reveal 

moderating conditions that directly relate to deontological fundamentals including property 

rights. These conditions include the legality of how it was obtained (Yang et al., 2013) and 

who it belongs to (Polman, Effron, and Thomas 2018). Thus, the deontological norm of 

respecting property rights is likely prompted when for consumers there are financial 

implications.  

Further, given the nature of some of the industries included for organizational effect 

sizes in our meta-analysis, such as: accountancy (Burns and Kiecker 1995; Shapeero, Koh, 

and Killough 2003), market research (Mayo and Marks 1990), and sales (Cherry and 

Fraedrich 2000; Lund 2001), it is likely that individuals that represent an organization act as 

surrogate shoppers who are empowered to act with others’ money. Systems that designate the 

role of surrogate shoppers rely heavily on reputation/trust and are susceptible to abuse; thus, 

in such scenarios individuals are bound to a structure that hosts a code of ethics and strong 
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deontological norms (Hollander and Rassuli 1999). We suggest that individuals’ 

deontological evaluations would be more influential in forming ethical responses when there 

are financial implications. Thus, we propose the following hypothesis: 

H6: The effect of deontological evaluations on ethical judgments and intentions will be 

stronger when there are financial implications.  

 

Cultural Values 

Empirical testing of the effect of deontological and teleological evaluations has been 

conducted across various national cultures, but most consistently the United States. Inglehart 

and Baker (2000) propose a cultural framework related to ethical decision-making. They state 

that nations differ on cultural values, which correlates with economic development. This 

suggests that traditional values, which are more prominent in less economically developed 

countries, are highly correlated with, thus reflected through, idealist responses to moral 

absolutes, which are rigid ethical beliefs regarding the universal rightness/wrongness of an 

action (Forsyth, O’Boyle, and McDaniel 2008). Conversely, individuals from more secular-

rational societies are more flexible and less punitive in response to such moral absolutes 

(Inglehart 2006). For example, in traditional societies, individuals are more likely to attend 

religious institutions and shun those who do not abide by their teachings, whereas the 

opposite is typically the norm in secular-rational societies (Inglehart 2006). Thus, individuals 

with stronger traditional values are more likely to be influenced by rigid beliefs when 

forming ethical judgments and intentions, which correspond with deontological evaluations 

(Mitchell and Chan 2002). Alternatively, those with higher secular-rational values are less 

likely to have inflexible moral beliefs and are more likely to consider the relative 

consequences of actions when forming ethical judgments and intentions. This distinction in 

the moral foundations of ethical decision-making between traditional values-based societies 
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and secular-rational values-based societies (i.e., western, educated, industrialized, rich, and 

democratic societies or WEIRD) was proposed by Haidt (2012). Thus, we propose the 

following hypotheses:  

H7a: The effect of deontological evaluations on ethical judgments and intentions will be 

stronger when traditional values are higher. 

H7b: The effect of teleological evaluations on ethical judgments and intentions will be 

stronger when secular-rational values are higher. 

 

Stakeholders 

The importance of stakeholders is often related to teleological evaluations but is not 

posited to be related to deontological evaluations (Hunt and Vitell 1986; 2006). However, 

based on research in stakeholder theory (e.g., Gibson 2000; Mansell 2013), we argue that this 

is a significant oversight. Stakeholders play an important role in the effects of deontological 

evaluations, particularly when they are victims of unethical actions. Gibson (2000) and 

Mansell (2013) argue that deontological claims offer strong moral bases for stakeholder 

theory. Businesses often stress moral obligations that internal actors have relative to external 

stakeholders (Gibson 2000). For example, moral duties that employees have to consumers to 

provide effective and safe products/services form a prevalent part of many organizational 

ethical environments. Thus, stakeholders play a crucial part in forming deontological norms 

in organizations. Deontological norms are more likely to be enforced in exchanges with 

professional entities compared to individual consumers. We anticipate that this will 

strengthen the impact of deontological evaluations when the victim or beneficiary of an 

unethical act is an organization related entity rather than a personal acquaintance. In other 

words, the relationship between deontological evaluations and ethical judgments/intentions 

will be weaker when the victim or beneficiary is a personal relation as opposed to an 
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organizational relation. Thus, we propose the following hypothesis: 

H8: The effect of deontological evaluations on ethical judgments and ethical intentions will 

be weaker when individuals have a personal relationship with (a) the victim and (b) the 

beneficiary relative to an organizational relationship. 

 

Additionally, stakeholders pose important considerations for the formation of 

teleological evaluations and their effects on ethical responses. Since stakeholders are those 

affected by, or those who bear the consequences of the (un)ethical act, they are important 

from the perspective of both organizational and personal relations. It is likely there are 

distinct effects for affective responses (such as empathy) to stakeholder outcomes depending 

on whether there is an organizational or personal relationship with the affected stakeholder. 

Empathy is triggered when the victim of an unethical act is identifiable (Bloom 2013) and is 

defined as “feeling what others feel” (Jordan, Amir, and Bloom 2016, p. 1107). Findings 

suggest that empathy is subject to in-group bias, and higher empathetic responses are 

exhibited when an in-group member falls victim to an unfavorable consequence (Bloom 

2017). We posit that one’s personal relationship to the victim is consistent with this view 

(i.e., being a member of a person’s in-group). Empathy has been consistently correlated with 

individuals’ ethical responses (e.g., Chowdhury and Fernando 2014; Mencl and May 2009). 

Thus, we expect that when the victim is a personal relation, a higher empathetic response will 

be triggered, which will strengthen the effect of the teleological evaluation. Thus, we propose 

the following hypothesis: 

H9: The effect of teleological evaluations on ethical judgments and ethical intentions will be 

stronger when individuals have a personal relationship with the victim relative to an 

organizational relationship.  
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Method 

Data Collection 

To conduct the meta-analysis, we conducted extensive literature searches of published 

and unpublished studies in March 2021 and February 2022. Data retrieval methods were 

consistent with previous meta-analyses published in consumer ethics research (see Eisend, 

2019; Pan and Sparks, 2012). First, we searched electronic databases [i.e., Scopus, Google 

Scholar, ScienceDirect, SSRN, ResearchGate, and OATD (Open Access Theses and 

Dissertations)] – with main keywords such as: “teleological”, “deontological”, “ethical”, and 

“moral”. Later searches also included words that are synonymous with deontology and 

teleology in the ethics literature such as: “egoism”, “utilitarianism”, consequentialism”, 

“formalism” and “contractualism”. Second, using the same keywords, we manually searched 

through archives of academic journals, including: Journal of Marketing Research, Journal of 

the Academy of Marketing Science, Journal of Business Ethics, Journal of Business 

Research, Journal of Macromarketing, etc. Third, conceptual articles and review papers were 

identified by relevance and citation count (e.g., Hunt and Vitell 1986; Pan and Sparks 2012; 

Reidenbach, Robin, and Dawson 1991). A backward and forward reference search of these 

papers was conducted to screen for potential studies. Fourth, references for all obtained 

manuscripts were examined to identify other articles for potential inclusion in our meta-

analysis.  

In Figure 3, we outline the PRISMA search flow (see Appendix A for full reference 

list). A study was eligible for inclusion in our meta-analysis if it met the following criteria: 

(1) the independent variables (deontological evaluations and teleological evaluations) are 

mutually exclusive constructs; (2) the dependent variable captures a measure of the 

participants’ ethical judgments and/or ethical intentions; (3) the scenario took place in a 

business context (either organizational or consumer); and (4) the study was empirical in 
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nature. In total, we screened 250 papers, 124 of which were excluded due to not fulfilling our 

criteria, leaving 74 eligible for inclusion. Although we contacted first authors whose papers 

did not contain the correct statistical information, a further 21 papers were still excluded due 

to lack of usable data. Thus, we coded the 53 eligible papers published between 1990 and 

2021 that were available during February 2022 from which we obtained 316 effect sizes. 33 

of the papers were related to organizational ethics and 20 were related to consumer ethics, 

which allowed for a relatively even split of organizational (k = 135) and consumer (k = 181) 

effect sizes in the final dataset.  

Figure 3: PRISMA Search Flow 
 

 

 

Adapted from Moher et al. (2009) 
¹ 60 articles had a dependent variable which did not meet the criteria, 64 had the incorrect 
operationalization of the independent variable. 
² 21 articles were excluded due to lack of statistical information. 
 

Effect Size Computation 

We chose Pearson’s r as our effect size metric. The size of r provides an estimate of 

the strength of association between two variables and its direction (Eisend 2019). If r was not 

available, t-values and Cohen’s d were obtained and converted following common meta-

  

250 records identified 
through search 

198 records screened 

74 full text articles 
assessed for eligibility 

53 articles included in the 
meta-analysis  

124 records excluded¹ 

21 records excluded² 
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analysis guidelines (see Appendix B for effect size calculations).2 Various studies employed 

2 X 2 experimental designs (e.g., Burns and Kiecker 1995; Vitell, Singhapakdi, and Thomas 

2001). In such cases, we obtained mean differences and standard deviations, and effect sizes 

were re-calculated when the study presented no alternative methods of interpreting the data. 

Once we obtained all correlations, the coefficients were disattenuated. Disattenuation 

considers the internal reliability of measurement items and accounts for the weakened effect 

of effect sizes due to measurement errors, thus it is necessary to obtain the true effect size 

(Zimmerman and Williams 1997). It is not uncommon for disattenuated coefficients to result 

in r > 1.00; effect sizes outside of -1.00 < r < 1.00 were determined as outliers and omitted 

from the analysis. We converted r into Fisher’s z-scores to avoid potential biases that could 

arise from the non-normal distribution of r. Fisher’s z-scores were then transformed back to r 

for predictive values, which report mean effect sizes.  

 

Moderator Coding 

We developed a coding system to identify any moderators (see Table 1). These 

moderators relate to: (1) the contextual elements of the ethical issue, (2) the stakeholders, and 

(3) the methodological characteristics of primary studies. Two exploratory moderators were 

also included. 

First, for the contextual elements of the ethical issue, we considered the ethical 

context, which delineated whether the ethical scenario was in an organizational context, 

offline consumer context, online consumer context, or environmentally sustainable consumer 

context. Second, we coded the financial implications of the scenario for whether monetary 

 
 
2 For studies that measured the effect of individuals’ moral evaluations on unethical behaviors, we reverse coded 
the relationship. 
 



 
 
 

 46 

exchanges or consequences were included in the scenario. Third, we included cultural 

indexes to account for sample differences that could be related to national culture. We 

obtained a continuous measure of each relevant nation’s traditional versus secular-rational 

values from the World Values Survey (Inglehart et al. 2014). The data were obtained from 

the most recent data collection relative to the year of presumed data collection (two years 

before the year of publication) and mean centered to provide an accurate metric. We assumed 

that the metrics from when the study’s data were collected was a more accurate 

representation of a nation’s economy, which like cultural values, fluctuates. Thus, the data do 

not reflect a fixed cultural trait, but rather a dynamic reflection on how cultural values evolve 

and fluctuate with national economies. Fourth, for stakeholders, we distinguished between 

the victim and beneficiary, which was operationalized at the relational level with the study 

participant (i.e., organizational, personal, or the environment).  

As mentioned above, we also investigated two exploratory moderators. The first was 

related to whether the teleological measurement was egoistic or utilitarian. The second was 

whether the actor (the scenario protagonist) was the self (first person perspective) or other 

(third person perspective). In addition, various variables that relate to methodological 

characteristics of primary studies were identified. These related to both study-level 

characteristics and publication bias controls. We controlled for study-level characteristics that 

related to two contrasting approaches in methodologies that reflected the measurement of 

deontological and teleological evaluations. First, we accounted for whether researchers 

directly manipulated or measured the independent variable. Second, we coded for whether 

researchers measured for, or considered, potential social desirability bias in their research 

design. Third, we coded to control for the outcome measurement or type of ethical response. 

Thus, we noted whether the ethical response was a judgment or an intention. We introduced 

publication bias controls to account for potential selective publication of studies (Ferguson 
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and Brannick 2012), which could be due to sample sizes, contradictory results, or null effects 

(Duval and Tweedie 2000). Thus, we included the status of publication (unpublished vs. 

published), year of publication [to ensure that there was no inflation of novel effects in earlier 

papers (Camerer et al. 2018)], and a precision measure. The precision measure was computed 

as the inverse of the standard error to account for the potentially negative relation between 

the effect size and the study’s sample size (Stanley and Doucouliagos 2012). All the 

categorical variables were dummy-coded, and the continuous variables were mean-centered. 

To increase the confidence in our coding, a sub-sample of effect sizes were double coded by 

an external researcher who was not part of the research team. The intercoder reliability was r 

= 0.72, and any disagreements were settled through discussion.  

 

Meta-analytic Procedures 

We employed a three-level model in our meta-analytic procedures. A multi-level 

approach would account for the dependencies and variation within the data that could be 

assumed from a multitude of effect sizes (Van den Noortgate and Onghena 2008). Each level 

was incorporated to account for biases that can occur due to effect sizes being derived from 

the same paper, the same study, and the same sample. We used a three-level, random-effects, 

maximum-likelihood model with the “metafor” package in R Studio to generate effects 

(Viechtbauer 2010). We ran influential case diagnostics to identify any potential outliers that 

could distort conclusions taken from the data (Viechtbauer and Cheung 2010). We found 

several effect sizes had high standardized residuals (> 2.57; Belli et al. 2021), so they were 

omitted from further analysis. Among remaining effect sizes, we correlated the variables to 

detect any potential multicollinearity (see Appendix C for correlation matrices). 

Multicollinearity was not detected, as all significant correlations were -0.70 ≤ r ≤ 0.70. 

Due to effect size computational procedures, we next separated effect sizes relevant to 
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each independent variable. We favored random effects models based on the assumption that 

true effect sizes vary among participants and treatments (Borenstein et al. 2009). The nature 

of the data is consistent with this assumption, and a random effects model also allows for “an 

explicit generalization beyond the observed studies'' (Hedges and Vevea 1998, p.487). We 

also analyzed H1-2 to provide an estimate of the Q-stat and its significance to assess the level 

of heterogeneity that would warrant running additional meta-regression models. We ran two 

multi-level, random-effects meta-regression models, which incorporated two-tailed 

significance testing, with the consideration that several papers include single-subject 

experimental designs (e.g., Burns and Kiecker 1995; Vitell, Singhapakdi, and Thomas 2001).  

 

Results 

Publication Bias 

We used three indicators to assess the susceptibility of our findings to publication 

bias. First, we performed both Rosenthal (1979) and Rosenberg’s (2005) fail-safe N, which 

respectively reveal how many null effect sizes would be needed to take results below a p < 

0.05 significance level and the number of studies needed to support the null hypotheses 

(Carrillat, Legoux, and Hadida 2018). Table 2a shows that our results passed both tests 

exceeding the recommended N > 5k + 10 (Zlatevska, Dubelaar, and Holden 2014). Second, in 

Figure 4, we provide funnel plots. Superficially, the funnel plots reveal multiple effect sizes 

outside of the funnel, thus we proceeded to apply a trim-and-fill approach (Duval and 

Tweedie 2000). Trim and fill tests revealed asymmetry for both the deontological and 

teleological evaluations analyses (21 and 29 missing studies on the right side respectively). 

Third, we conducted an Egger’s regression (Sterne and Egger 2005) in which a significant z-

value suggests the possibility of publication bias. The results reveal a significant score for 

deontological evaluations (z-value = -5.00, p < 0.01), but not for teleological evaluations (z-
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value = -0.25, p = 0.81). Various indicators suggest that models for teleological evaluations 

may be susceptible to publication bias. 

Table 2a: Publication Bias Indicators  
Model Fail-safe N 

(Rosenthal) 
Fail-safe N 
(Rosenberg) 

Trim-and-Fill Egger’s test  
(p-value) 

Deontological  948,138 858,528 21 right side -5.00 (< 0.01) 

Teleological   200,101 172,444 29 right side -0.25 (0.81) 

 
 

Figure 4: Funnel Plots 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Observed Heterogeneity  

For overall summary effect sizes, we used three metrics to assess heterogeneity; I² for 

between-effect size variance, τ² for sample estimates of between-effect size variance, and Q-

statistics for effect size dispersion (Carrillat, Legoux, and Hadida 2018). Tables 2b, 3a and 3b 

provide the results for the heterogeneity indicators. Significant Q-statistics, τ² > 0, and I² > 

50% highlight the between-study variance in the summary effect models, which warranted 

the running of conditional models. Heterogeneity indicators for meta-regression models also 

included R² as an additional metric for variance explained by the model. 
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Table 2b: Summary Values and Heterogeneity Indicators  
Model Univariate β Grand mean �̅� (s.e.) τ² (s.e.) I² Q-Statistic 

Deontological  0.69 0.60 (0.05) 0.28 (0.03) 98.59 % 10,696.55*** 

Teleological  0.38 0.37 (0.04) 0.13 (0.01) 96.73 % 5,200.07*** 

 

Main Effects of Deontological Evaluations and Teleological Evaluations 

Multi-level random effect analyses reveal significant summary effects of both 

deontological evaluations (β = 0.69, p < 0.01) and teleological evaluations (β = 0.38, p < 

0.01) on ethical judgments and intentions. Predicted values reveal that deontological 

evaluations had a stronger effect on ethical judgments (grand mean �̅� = 0.77) than intentions 

(grand mean �̅� = 0.51). This pattern was also observed for teleological evaluations of 

judgments (grand mean �̅� = 0.45) and intentions (grand mean �̅� = 0.23). Our analyses of 

conditional models further strengthened this claim. We found that for ethical intentions in the 

meta-regression models there was significant negative moderation for the effect of both 

deontological (β = -0.25, p < 0.001) and teleological evaluations (β = -0.17, p < 0.001). Such 

findings provide support for H1 and H2 and provide validation for the wider application of 

the effect of deontological and teleological evaluations on ethical judgments and intentions 

across various domains. We found a significant difference between the summary effect of 

deontological evaluations (r = 0.60, s.e.= 0.05) and teleological evaluations (r = 0.37, s.e. = 

0.04) through a Wald-type test (z-value = 3.60, p < 0.05). Thus, our findings suggest that 

deontological evaluations have a stronger overall effect on ethical responses. 

 
Moderator Analysis 

Tables 3a-b depict the meta-regression models for our moderators and control 

variables. The moderators account for substantial variance across both deontological and 

teleological models, identified through moderate residual heterogeneity (R² = 53.20% and 

33.78%, respectively), as well as significant Q-statistics (p > 0.001) and I² > 50%. 
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Table 3a: Meta-regression Model for Deontological Evaluations 
Variable k N β (s.e.) CI 95% Predicted value �̅� 

[CI 95%] 
Intercept1   1.14 (0.22)*** [0.71; 1.58]  

Ethical context: Offline consumer 53 7940 -0.16 (0.07)** [-0.30; -0.01] 0.56 [0.41; 0.71] 

Ethical context: Online consumer 30 2609 -0.11 (0.06) [-0.24; 0.01] 0.60 [0.47; 0.74] 
Ethical context: Environmentally 
sustainable consumer 12 4371 -0.28 (0.26) [-0.85; 0.15] 0.49 [0.04; 0.94] 

Financial implications: No 29 5777   0.40 [0.21; 0.58] 

Financial implications: Yes 116 10256 0.30 (0.09)** [0.11; 0.48] 0.69 [0.57; 0.82] 

Traditional values   -0.10 (0.08) [-0.27; 0.07]  

Victim: Organizational 99 10409   0.78 [0.66; 0.90] 

Victim: Personal 34 2907 -0.53 (0.05)*** [-0.64; -0.43] 0.25 [0.10; 0.40] 

Beneficiary: Organizational 41    0.82 [0.66; 0.99] 

Beneficiary: Personal 104  -0.26 (0.09)** [-0.44; -0.08] 0.56 [0.43; 0.69] 

Actor: Self 52 9210   0.81 [0.58; 1.04] 

Actor: Other 93 6508 -0.27 (0.16) [-0.58; 0.04] 0.54 [0.38; 0.70] 

Ethical response: Judgments 69 12175   0.77 [0.65; 0.88] 

Ethical response: Intentions 76 13885 -0.25 (0.01)*** [-0.28; -0.23] 0.51 [0.40; 0.63] 

IV manipulation: No 93 11682  
  0.50 [0.36; 0.64] 

IV manipulation: Yes 52 4036 0.37 (0.14)** [0.09; 0.65] 0.87 [0.65; 1.10] 

Social desirability: No 118 12794  
  0.56 [0.43; 0.70] 

Social desirability: Yes 27 2924 0.38 (0.16)* [0.07; 0.69] 0.94 [0.67; 1.22] 

Precision   0.06 (0.01)*** [0.03; 0.08]  

Publication status: Unpublished 30 1846   0.86 [0.57; 1.15] 

Publication status: Published 115 13872 -0.29 (0.17) [-0.61; 0.04] 0.57 [0.44; 0.70] 
 
Year of publication 

 
   

0.01 (0.01) 
 
[-0.01; 0.02]  

 τ² (s.e.) I² Q-Statistic R² 
 0.13 (0.02) 96.94% 4148.43*** 53.20% 

1 Average effect size on ethical judgments of individuals in organizational contexts with 
corporate stakeholders 
k = number of effect sizes; N= number of unique participants; CI 95%= 95% confidence 
intervals; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 
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Table 3b: Meta-regression Model for Teleological Evaluations 
Variable k N β (s.e.) CI 95% Predicted value �̅� 

[CI 95%] 
Intercept1   0.24 (0.19) [-0.16; 0.63]  

Ethical context: Offline consumer 50 5192 0.02 (0.07) [-0.12; 0.17] 0.37 [0.21; 0.53] 

Ethical context: Online consumer 48 2158 0.01 (0.06) [-0.12; 0.14] 0.36 [0.21; 0.51] 
Ethical context: Environmentally 
sustainable consumer 12 2977 0.59 (0.24)* [0.11; 1.07] 0.88 [0.43; 1.34] 

Financial implications: No 37 4745   0.31 [0.16; 0.46] 

Financial implications: Yes 134 9007 0.06 (0.05) [-0.04; 0.16] 0.37 [0.24; 0.50] 

Traditional values   0.05 (0.04) [-0.02; 0.13]  

Victim: Organizational 107 8449   0.29 [0.15; 0.42] 

Victim: Personal 52 3088 0.09 (0.04)* [0.01; 0.17] 0.38 [0.23; 0.53] 

Beneficiary: Organizational 47 4694   0.46 [0.31; 0.61] 

Beneficiary: Personal 124 9253 -0.14 (0.06)* [-0.26; -0.01] 0.32 [0.18; 0.46] 

Teleological measurement: Egoistic 95 6988   0.31 [0.29; 0.55] 
Teleological measurement: 
Utilitarian 76 8251 0.11 (0.02)*** [0.07; 0.16] 0.42 [0.29; 0.55] 

Actor: Self 51 5950   0.42 [0.25; 0.59] 

Actor: Other 120 7880 -0.09 (0.09) [-0.26; 0.07] 0.33 [0.19; 0.47] 

Ethical response: Judgments 75 8688   0.45 [0.32; 0.58] 

Ethical response: Intentions 96 13067 -0.17 (0.01)*** [-0.19; -0.15] 0.28 [0.15; 0.41] 

IV manipulation: No 111 9467   0.42 [0.26; 0.58] 

IV manipulation: Yes 60 4174 -0.19 (0.16) [-0.50; 0.13] 0.23 [-0.02; 0.49] 

Social desirability: No 141 11054   0.39 [0.25; 0.54] 

Social desirability: Yes 30 2507 -0.21 (0.16) [-0.53; 0.11] 0.18 [-0.11; 0.47] 

Precision   -0.05 (0.01)*** [-0.07; -0.03]  

Publication status: Unpublished 32 1870   0.04 [-0.28; 0.36] 

Publication status: Published 139 11765 0.39 (0.18)* [0.03; 0.74] 0.43 [0.29; 0.57] 
 
Year of publication    

0.00 (0.01) 
 
[-0.02; 0.01]  

 τ² (s.e.) I² Q-Statistic R² 
 0.08 (0.01) 95.01% 2854.82*** 33.78% 

1 Average effect size on ethical judgments of individuals in organizational contexts with 
corporate stakeholders 
k = number of effect sizes; N= number of unique participants; CI 95%= 95% confidence 
intervals; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001  
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Deontological Evaluations 

We next assessed the moderation effects of the relation between deontological 

evaluations and ethical responses. The results are in Table 3a. We find that ethical context is 

a strong source of moderation, consistent with H3a but not with H4a. The results reveal that 

in offline consumer contexts, the effect of deontological evaluations is weaker on ethical 

responses in comparison to organizational contexts (β = -0.16, p = 0.03). The results also 

reveal that in online consumer contexts, the effect of deontological evaluations is not 

significantly weaker on ethical responses in comparison to organizational contexts (β = -0.11, 

p = 0.08). Thus, H3a is supported, but H4a is not. The presence of financial implications in 

the ethical scenario positively moderated the effect of deontological evaluations, such that 

they had a stronger effect (β = 0.30, p < 0.01). Thus, H6 is supported. Consistent with our 

predictions, there was significant negative moderation when the victim (β = -0.53, p < 0.001) 

and the beneficiary (β = -0.26, p < 0.01) of the scenario was a personal relation in comparison 

to an organizational relation. Thus, H8 is fully supported. Our findings also highlight that 

traditional values exert no significant effect (p = 0.24). Hence, H7a was not supported. 

Additionally, moderation from the actor was not significant (β = -0.27, p = 0.08), but 

various methodological characteristics of primary studies that were incorporated in the model 

as controls reached a p < 0.05 significance level. The findings indicate that when the 

independent variable was manipulated and not measured, the effect of deontological 

evaluations on ethical judgments and intentions was stronger (β = 0.37, p < 0.01). We also 

observed this pattern when researchers accounted for social desirability bias in their research 

design (β = 0.38, p = 0.02). The other identified methodological characteristics were not 

statistically significant. 
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Teleological Evaluations 

Our analysis of the moderation for the effect of teleological evaluations on ethical 

responses revealed fewer significant effects. No significant moderation was found for ethical 

context, such that no difference was uncovered between offline consumer ethical issues (p = 

0.77) and organizational ethics. Similarly online consumer ethical issues (p = 0.88) did not 

show any difference compared to organizational ethics. This was further demonstrated by the 

similarly weighted predicted values across organizational (�̅� = 0.35), offline consumer (�̅� = 

0.37), and online consumer ethical issues (�̅� = 0.36). However, we found significant 

moderation in the case of environmentally sustainable consumer ethics (β = 0.59, p = 0.02). 

Therefore, neither H3b nor H4b were supported while H5 was supported. 

Victim type exerted significant moderation, and teleological evaluations were 

stronger when the protagonist had a personal relationship with the victim (β = 0.08, p = 0.03). 

Thus, H9 is supported. Conversely, we also find that when the protagonist had a personal 

relationship with the beneficiary, there was a significant negative effect in comparison to an 

organizational beneficiary (β = -0.14, p = 0.03). Further, there was no significant moderation 

for financial implications (p = 0.32) nor cultural values (p = 0.18). Thus, H7b was not 

supported.  

Finally, our exploratory moderators reveal interesting findings, such that actor did not 

have a significant effect (p = 0.27), but utilitarianism had a significant effect compared to 

egoism (β = 0.11, p < 0.001), and the relation between teleological evaluations on ethical 

responses was stronger when the teleological evaluation measured or manipulated 

consequences related to the greater good. The findings from the meta-regression also suggest 

publication bias for the effect of teleological evaluations on ethical responses, which is 

consistent with the previous publication bias diagnostics. Specifically, the effect of 

teleological evaluations was stronger in published paper than from unpublished sources (β = 
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0.39, p = 0.03) and there was a significant negative moderation of the effect size precision (β 

= -0.05, p < 0.01). Table 4 provides a summary of the results in relation to the hypotheses 

that we examined.  

 

Discussion 

Main Findings and Contributions 

We conducted an empirical assessment to validate the effects of deontological and 

teleological evaluations on ethical judgments and intentions. Our meta-analytical findings 

provide two key contributions. First, we provide a summary effect that clarifies the impact of 

two well-established types of moral evaluation in the consumer ethics literature. We add to 

the ethical decision-making models (Hunt and Vitell 1986; 2006) by highlighting the strength 

and weighting of such evaluations. Second, we posit a range of contingency factors that 

moderate such effects. Our findings pinpoint distinct patterns of effects for deontological and 

teleological evaluations relative to ethical contexts (offline consumer ethics, online consumer 

ethics, environmentally sustainable consumer ethics, organizational ethics), the presence of 

financial implications, and different types of stakeholders (based on their relationships with 

the decision-maker). All these factors suggest important implications for researchers and 

practitioners alike.  

 

The Role of Contextual Elements of the Ethical Issue 

We identify distinct patterns of the effects of deontological evaluations between 

organizational and offline consumer contexts. The ethical environment, which in part 

predetermines deontological norms (Singhapakdi and Vitell 1991), is likely to be less 

enforced in offline consumer contexts. Although our study includes data from both 

organizational and consumer contexts, the ethical environments have been explored less in  
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Table 4: Summary of Hypotheses Testing 
Hypotheses Result 

Hypothesis 1 – Deontological main effects 

(a) DE → EJ (+) Supported 

(b) DE → EI (+) Supported 

Hypothesis 2 – Teleological main effects 

(a)  TE → EJ (+) Supported 

(b) TE → EI (+) Supported 

Hypothesis 3 - Offline consumer ethical contexts 

(a) DE → EJ & EI (-) Supported 

(b) TE → EJ & EI (-) Not supported 

Hypothesis 4 - Online consumer ethical contexts 

(a) DE → EJ & EI (-) Not supported 

(b) TE → EJ & EI (-) Not supported 

Hypothesis 5 – Environmentally sustainable consumer contexts 
 

TE → EJ & EI (+) Supported 

Hypothesis 6 - Financial implications 
 

DE → EJ & EI (+) Supported 

Hypothesis 7 - Cultural values 

(a) DE → EJ & EI (+) traditional Not supported 

(b) TE → EJ & EI (+) traditional Not supported 

Hypothesis 8 - Personal relationship 

(a) DE → EJ & EI (-) victim Supported 

(b) DE → EJ & EI (-) beneficiary Supported 

Hypothesis 9 - Personal relationship  
 

TE → EJ & EI (+) victim Supported 
DE = Deontological evaluation; TE = Teleological evaluation;  
EJ = Ethical judgements; EI = Ethical intentions 
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the context of consumers than in organizations (Craft 2013). We propose that the 

difference in ethical environments could be responsible for the weaker effect of deontological 

evaluations in offline consumption. Conversely, the findings reveal no contextual differences 

regarding teleological evaluations, apart from a stronger effect when the issue relates to the 

environment. However, the predicted grand means were still significant, which suggests that 

teleological evaluations have a general application across the organizational and consumer 

contexts we explored.  

Further, financial implications resulted in stronger deontological evaluations. For 

consumers, these material consequences likely prompt property rights concerns, which are 

central to established deontological teachings and judiciaries. On the other hand, for 

individuals in organizations, this can be due to ethical climates that foster ethical decision 

making when money is involved. 

 

The Role of Stakeholders 

Deontological evaluations had a weaker effect in personal relationships (i.e., greater 

social proximity) involving anticipated victims, yet teleological evaluations had a stronger 

effect. Previous studies that explore the effect of proximity on ethical responses report mixed 

results, such that some find that increased social proximity results in stronger ethical 

judgments (e.g., Eyal, Liberman, and Trope, 2008; Lo, Tsarenko, and Tojib 2019), while 

others find the opposite effect (e.g., Choi et al. 2017). However, our results suggest that this 

could be due to the differing effect that proximity with the victims may have on the moral 

evaluations that form ethical responses: stronger (weaker) effects for teleological 

(deontological) evaluations.   
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Practical Implications  

The effect of deontological evaluations has practical managerial relevance in 

consumer contexts, as they correspond to preventative measures, namely educational 

approaches. Educational approaches stress the moral constraints of an act or provide 

contextual cues on normative ethical behavior expectations (Fullerton and Punj 2004). For 

example, the use of visual communications in a servicescape that stress the inherent 

rightness/wrongness associated with an action appeal directly to a deontological evaluation. 

Our findings complement extant literature that stresses the role of an ethical environment 

(e.g., Craft 2013) by suggesting that in consumer settings, educational approaches that stress 

deontological norms may help foster stronger ethical climates. This also has important public 

policy implications in terms of developing and supporting normative standards for online and 

offline consumer behavior. 

On the other hand, teleological evaluations are more likely to relate to deterrence 

strategies (Dootson, Neale, and Fullerton 2014). Some previous studies examine the impact 

and effectiveness of various deterrence methods (Dawson 1993; Saine et al. 2021). Dootson, 

Neale, and Fullerton (2014) show that varying the size of a corporate victim did not influence 

the perceived acceptability of unethical consumer behavior. Our results advance this finding, 

as we show that relational levels with the victim have varying effects on both types of moral 

evaluations that influence ethical responses. Teleological (deontological) evaluations’ effect 

on ethical responses is stronger (weaker) when there is a personal relationship with the 

victim. Thus, efforts to accentuate the victim on a relational level in a deterrence strategy 

could be more effective. For example, when communicating consequential information about 

fines or procedures following an episode of unethical behavior, management could relate the 

personal relationship the victim of the unethical behavior has with the perpetuator. 

An additional consideration pertains to the stronger effect of teleological evaluations 
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from a utilitarian perspective as opposed to an egoist one. Teleological evaluations are 

stronger when individuals consider the consequences relative to the greater good rather than 

to their own self-interest. Thus, managers can signal collective sanctions or the harm/benefit 

of (un)ethical behavior to the greater good to encourage consumers to behave ethically. For 

example, to stop people smoking in hospitality venues, visual communications that portray 

the negative consequences to others (e.g., showing the dangers of second-hand smoke) could 

be utilized. 

In a similar vein, our findings have relevance for sustainability practices and 

ecological organizations. Given that consumers rely substantially on teleological evaluations 

in forming ethical responses in environmentally sustainable consumer contexts, marketing 

efforts can be employed as a means of encouraging environmentally sustainable behavior. 

Such efforts could focus on deterrence strategies, such as imposing sanctions for behaving 

unethically in relation to the environment or by presenting beneficial consequences of doing 

well by it. 

 

Limitations and Future Research Opportunities 

Our study adopts the common assumption in a meta-analysis relating to research 

integrity and relevant disclosure of the original authors (Van Laer, Feiereisen, and Visconti 

2019). We focused on accounting for methodological differences that could skew/impact the 

results as control variables. In addition, due to insufficient statistical information, we were 

unable to obtain the potential effect sizes of all previous empirical studies. An approximate 

30% exclusion is not uncommon in marketing and consumer behavior meta-analyses (Eisend 

2009), to which our 28% exclusion rate corresponds adequately. However, our results should 

still be interpreted with caution. 

It should be noted that due to the nature of meta-analysis, researchers are only able to 
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account for contingencies with information provided in published papers or supplemented by 

the original authors. Therefore, there are various potential confounding variables that are 

unable to be accounted for. For example, due to the large range of scenarios included across 

studies, moderation due to differences in moral seriousness is neglected. Previous studies 

reveal differences in the ethical responses to different ethical issues (e.g., see Vitell and 

Muncy 2005) that may vary in moral seriousness. For example, in our dataset, ethical issues 

that relate to shoplifting (e.g., Vitell, Singhapakdi, and Thomas 2001) are likely to be 

perceived as more serious than issues such as improper bike-sharing (e.g., Yin, Qian, and 

Singhapakdi 2018).  

 

Potential Research on Stakeholders 

We argue that categorizing stakeholders on a relational level is a valid means of 

addressing their role in moderating the effects of ethical evaluations. This approach is 

consistent with arguments from existing ethical decision-making models that formed the 

conceptual basis for our study. For example, Hunt and Vitell’s (1986) importance of 

stakeholders and Ferrell and Gresham’s (1985) contingency framework. Such relational 

categorizations arguably alter psychological distance. Commonly, there is greater observed 

social distance between individuals in organizational relationships than in personal ones and 

differentiating between entities on a relational level is a frequently adopted psychological 

distance manipulation in experimental research (e.g., Lo, Tsarenko, and Tojib 2019). 

However, relational differences are only one way of establishing social distances (see 

Karakayali 2009; Trope, Liberman, and Wakslak 2007) and due to the nature of meta-

analysis, relational properties are speculative. For example, one could have a personal 

relationship with their boss or colleague that is not disclosed in the paper. Thus, future 

research could further explore the moderating role of social distance on the relationship 
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between moral evaluations and ethical responses in relation to the perceived victim and/or 

beneficiary. 

 

Potential Research on Offline Ethical Consumer Climates and Preventative Measures 

Another key consideration worthy of future examination is the ethical climates in 

offline consumer contexts. We propose that the differences revealed in the effects of 

deontological evaluations are due to a weaker ethical climate in consumer contexts as 

compared to organizational contexts. However, to our knowledge, this has not yet been 

explored. The findings from such research would uncover the feasibility, effectiveness, and 

conditional restraints of preventative measures.  

Although we posit the relevance that each moral evaluation (deontological and 

teleological) has regarding Fullerton and Punj’s (2004) and Dootson, Neale, and Fullerton’s 

(2014) conceptualization of preventative measures (educational approaches vs. deterrence 

strategies), there is no empirical evidence to substantiate these claims. Various measures have 

been studied in isolation, mainly deterrence strategies; for example, the use of CCTV 

(Dawson 1993), employee vigilance (Esmark, Noble, and Breazeale 2017), and manipulating 

victim size (Dootson, Neale, and Fullerton 2014). However, previous studies point out 

contentions in the literature about the effectiveness of preventative measures (Sidebottom et 

al. 2017) and argue that their implementation can have negative effects (Dawson 1993). We 

support Mitchell and Chan’s (2002) argument that preventative measures are necessary, as 

they prevent associated losses a priori. We contest that for it to be effective, the correct 

approach must be adopted. Moral evaluations (deontological and teleological) offer a strong 

exploratory basis that is relevant to selecting the most effective preventative measure for 

encouraging ethical consumer behavior. Future research could explore the moderating role of 

moral evaluations regarding the effectiveness of different preventative measures on 
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consumers’ ethical responses. 

 

Potential Research on Actual Behavior 

An additional potential future research path pertains to the effect of deontological and 

teleological evaluations on ethical behavior. The relation between judgments and intentions is 

theoretically (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975; Hunt and Vitell 1986) and empirically established 

(Albarracín et al. 2001; Madden, Ellen, and Ajzen 1992). These types of measures in ethics 

research are susceptible to social desirability bias (Randall and Fernande 1991). Self-reported 

data is also a common methodological approach (Lewandowski and Strohmetz 2009) and has 

been criticized in terms of validity concerns, from which business ethics research is no 

exception (Randall and Fernandes 1991). We focused on ethical judgments and ethical 

intentions, but not specifically on ethical behavior. Most of the prior studies on the effects of 

deontological and teleological evaluations have also examined ethical judgments and 

intentions, rather than behavior as the dependent variable. Although Vitell and Hunt (2015, 

p.32) argue that there is a strong consistency between intentions and behavior, others (see 

Fishbein and Ajzen 1975) note that there can be discrepancy between behavioral intentions 

and actual behavior. Future research should examine the link between deontological 

evaluations and teleological evaluations with actual consumer behavior. 

 

Conclusion 

Our meta-analytical study validated the effects of deontological and teleological 

evaluations on ethical judgments and ethical intentions. We also identify several contingency 

factors that moderate these relationships. In addition, we identify useful practical implications 

and fruitful avenues for future research. Overall, the findings further the understanding of 

consumer ethics. 
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Appendix: A Meta-Analytical Assessment of the Effect of Deontological Evaluations 

and Teleological Evaluations on Ethical Judgments/Intentions 

 
The materials below are provided to aid the understanding of Essay 1. These are referred to at 

various points in the manuscript in reference to the relevant discussion. 
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Appendix B: List of Effect Size Calculations 
 
 

1. If the study statistics were means and standard deviations of a between subject design, 
Cohen’s d was calculated by, 𝑚1−𝑚2

𝑆pooled
, where m1 and m2 = are the means relative to the 

condition, and Spooled = 
√(𝑛1−1)𝑆𝐷1

2+(𝑛2−1)𝑆𝐷2
2

(𝑛total−2)
 where n1 and n2 = total sample size for 

the relevant condition, ntotal = n1+ n2 and SD1 and SD2= standard deviation for each 
condition (Borenstein et al. 2009). 
 

2. Once Cohen’s d was obtained, 𝑟 =  
𝑑

√𝑑2+4
 and Vr = (1−𝑟2)2

𝑛−1
 where n = sample size 

(Borenstein et al. 2005). 
 

3. If the study statistic was a t-statistic, 𝑟 =  √
𝑡²

𝑡2+(n−2)
  (Borenstein et al. 2005). 

 
4. In order to disattenuate r, ru = 

𝑟

√𝛼1𝛼2
 where α1 = internal reliability of the independent 

variable and α2 = internal reliability of the dependent variable and Vru = 𝑉𝑟

(𝛼1𝛼2)2  

(Schumacker 1996). 
 

5. In order to calculate Fisher’s z, z = 0.5 x ln
(1+𝑟𝑢)

(1−𝑟𝑢)
 and Vz = 1

𝑛−3
 (Borenstein et al. 

2005; 2009), for conversion of z back to r =  𝑒2𝑧−1

𝑒2𝑧+1
 (Borenstein et al. 2009). 
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meta-analysis (Version 2.2.027) [Computer software]. 11. 188-191. 
 
Schumacker, R. E. (1996). Disattenuating correlation coefficients. Rasch Measurement 
Transactions, 10(1), 479. 
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Appendix C: Correlation Matrices 
 

Deontological evaluations 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Ethical context (1) 1            

Financial implications (2) -0.04 1           

Traditional values (3) 0.36** 0.36** 1          

Victim (4) 0.22 0.55** -0.40** 1         

Beneficiary (5) 0.56** -0.03 0.08 0.06 1        

Actor (6) 0.01 -0.16 -0.15 -0.16 -0.02 1       

Ethical response (7) -0.10 -0.01 -0.09 0.06 -0.14 0.02 1      

IV manipulation (8) 0.16 0.34** 0.29** 0.18* 0.11 -0.44** 0.04 1     

Social desirability (9) -0.07 -0.25** -0.18* -0.12 -0.14 -0.38** -0.07 -0.32** 1    

Precision (10) 0.10 0.01 0.24** 0.37** 0.08 0.14 0.06 0.01 0.13 1   

Publication status (11) 0.16* -0.04 -0.35** -0.08 0.06 -0.04 0.06 -0.03 0.24** 0.22** 1  

Publication year (12) 0.45** 0.19* 0.66** 0.38** 0.20* 0.19* 0.00 0.37** -0.35** -0.22** 0.14 1 

** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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Teleological evaluations 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

Ethical context (1) 1             

Financial implications (2) -0.06 1            

Traditional values (3) 0.43** 0.42** 1           

Victim (4) 0.24** 0.42** 0.42** 1          

Beneficiary (5) 0.60** -0.09 0.06 0.06 1         

Teleological measurement (6) -0.08 0.30** 0.42** 0.17* -0.14 1        

Actor (7) 0.19* -0.37** -0.01 -0.11 0.09 -0.37** 1       

Ethical response (8) -0.04 0.04 0.03 0.01 0.06 0.06 -0.04 1      

IV manipulation (9) 0.28** 0.27** 0.48** 0.17* 0.21** 0.49** -0.27** 0.09 1     

Social desirability (10) 0.05 -0.28** -0.20** -0.12 -0.04 0.10 0.30** -0.04 -0.21** 1    

Precision (11) -0.10 0.16* 0.06 0.34** -0.03 0.11 -0.40** 0.15* 0.01 0.11 1   

Publication status (12) 0.24** 0.00 -0.05 -0.02 0.14 -0.05 -0.31** 0.03 0.02 0.21** 0.24** 1  

Publication year (13) 0.48** 0.30** 0.67** 0.41** 0.25** 0.17* 0.01 0.07 0.56** -0.33** -0.08 0.10 1 

 
** p<0.01, * p<0.05
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Appendix D: Link to Datasets 
 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/vwwzmlg5lktn48x/AAAJOYeNRLYb5LCIFis_5a_wa?dl=0  
  

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/vwwzmlg5lktn48x/AAAJOYeNRLYb5LCIFis_5a_wa?dl=0
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Essay 2: Near, Far, Wherever You Are: Understanding Distance Effects in Prosocial 

Cause Appeals. 

 

Abstract 

Increasing global inequalities and resource disparities across the world have intensified the 

pressure on non-profit organizations to increase prosocial responses from consumers towards 

distant causes – those removed from the consumer's immediate context. Despite 16 years of 

research, it is unclear how marketers in this sector can effectively encourage consumers to act 

prosocially on behalf of distant causes compared to proximal ones. We conduct a 

comprehensive meta-analytical review of 235 effect sizes obtained from 132 empirical 

studies, findings suggest that neither distant nor proximal cause appeals are inherently more 

effective. Instead, effectiveness depends on how the appeal's distance is established, and the 

level of construal fit among elements included in the appeal. Specifically, appeals depicting 

temporally distant events demonstrate greater efficacy, while socially and spatially proximal 

causes evoke higher prosocial responses. Despite the increasing importance of addressing 

distant causes, few results favor distance, suggesting that existing research only aids in 

understanding how to increase participation for proximal causes. While these findings 

provide valuable insights for practitioners, guiding them on how best to optimize the 

effectiveness of prosocial appeals, further research is needed to understand how we can 

effectively tailor distant cause appeals to increase prosocial responses. 

Keywords: Prosocial; Non-profit; Psychological distance; Meta-analysis 
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Introduction 

“One in 22 people around the world are now in need of humanitarian assistance – 

that’s a staggering 362 million people, which is a record high […] Conflicts, climate change 

and financial turmoil are increasing the need for aid.” – United Nations (2023a). 

Individual consumer behaviors have contributed to this catastrophe and increasing 

inequalities, but it also presents one of the only solutions. This is a task that the non-profit 

sector is challenged with communicating. For example, human consumption is unequivocally 

responsible for the climate crisis and increasing global inequalities (Carrington 2021). Such 

that while a vast amount of carbon emissions are generated by developed nations, many 

developing nations are most vulnerable to the consequences with limited resources to 

counteract it (International Rescue Committee 2023; Ritchie 2019). Further, wealth 

disparities limit essential consumption for millions, with one third of the global population 

facing food insecurity (United Nations 2023b). In response, non-profit organizations attempt 

to engage relevant consumers to participate in voluntary actions to benefit those most 

affected by these causes, namely engaging in prosocial behavior. Prosocial behavior 

represents a unique facet of consumer behavior. Unlike conventional notions, where 

consumers exerted behaviors associated with a pursuit of satisfying their unmet need and 

wants, prosocial behaviors require consumers to give up resources, time, and effort in pursuit 

of the welfare of others (Penner et al. 2005; White, Habib, and Hardisty 2019). This reality 

necessitates inevitable trade-offs for consumers, particularly given existing inequalities and 

escalating global disparities. Non-profit organizations must grapple with unique complexities 

to effectively communicate and spur prosocial responses. 

Accordingly, non-profit organizations use their cause appeals to target consumers that 

are distant from the cause, as they often have the resources required to engage in prosocial 

initiatives. These initiatives include communications which urge consumers to donate, 
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engage in behavioral change, or advocate on behalf of the cause that they represent. 

Examples of these cause appeals include Oxfam's Unwrapped (Australia) and Comic Relief's 

Red Nose Day (UK), which encourage consumers to gift their donations and participate in 

projects, respectively on behalf of international causes (Oxfam Australia 2023; Comic Relief 

2023). These appeals focus on distant causes rather than proximal ones, as they target 

consumers who are further removed from the issue. Thus, given the current demand for 

engagement with prosocial initiatives and the complexity associated with it, it becomes 

integral to ask: are individuals inherently more likely to be prosocial on behalf of distant (vs. 

proximal) causes? And, in the case of distant causes, how can the non-profit sector 

effectively increase consumer prosocial responses? 

Previous research has explored the effectiveness of cause appeals for distant causes 

on consumer prosocial responses through the lens of psychological distance, which pertains 

to the perceived distance of the cause to the consumer in terms of similarity, location, and 

time (Trope, Liberman, and Wakslak 2007). A common approach used by researchers to 

understand the effect of psychological distance on prosocial responses involves comparing 

individuals’ responses to psychologically distant (vs. proximal) cause appeals (e.g., Ein-Gar 

and Levontin 2013; Habib, White, and Hoegg 2021). However, despite this, there remains 

little consensus regarding whether consumers are more likely to act prosocially towards 

either distant or proximal causes. Instead, researchers frequently focus on how established 

behavioral change factors interact with psychological distance, such as the visibility of 

behavior (White and Peloza 2009). Yet, it remains unclear which of these factors are most 

effective and where practitioners should concentrate their efforts to maximize donations, 

advocacy, and behavioral change for the distant causes that they represent. 

To provide an overview of the relationship between psychological distance and 

prosocial responses, our research looks at the dimensions of psychological distance 
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individually to synthesize the existing literature on the effectiveness of distant (vs. proximal) 

cause appeals. Specifically, we examine distant (vs. proximal) framing in cause appeals of 

non-profit campaigns that have been established through a form of social, temporal, and 

spatial distance. We conduct a meta-analysis of 235 effect sizes obtained from 132 

experimental studies in 75 research articles. Results represent 677,768 independent 

observations between 2006 and 2024. In addition to examining the main effect of 

psychological distance on prosocial responses, we also examine whether the effectiveness of 

specific key drivers of behavioral change, identified in the SHIFT framework, are reduced or 

enhanced in a distant (vs. proximal) cause appeal (White, Habib, and Hardisty 2019). 

Specifically, we use construal fit theory to motivate differences in prosocial responses due to 

the interaction between psychological distance and established behavioral change factors that 

induce (1) social influence, (2) habit formation, (3) feelings and cognitions, (4) tangibility. 

Our study makes several contributions. First, we consolidate an extensive and 

growing literature of the effect of psychological distance on prosocial responses. Second, we 

determine the effectiveness of established behavioral change drivers, identified in the SHIFT 

framework, that are available to marketers, identifying whether they enhance or limit the 

effectiveness of distant (vs. proximal) cause appeals. Third, we examine the isolated effect of 

spatial distance as a form of distance least controllable to marketers. Fourth, we assess the 

effectiveness of construal fit theory in predicting effective interactions between other 

behavioral change factors. We identify important research gaps for future researchers and 

provide specific guidance to non-profit marketers on how to optimize cause appeals. 

 
Conceptual Framework  

Prosocial Behavior 

Prosocial behavior involves voluntary actions that prioritize the welfare of others over 

self-interest and personal gain (Penner et al. 2005). It encompasses a range of behaviors, 
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including donation, volunteering, and consumer advocacy (White, Habib, and Dahl 2020). 

Prosocial behavior is a crucial and distinct facet of the wider notion of consumer behavior. 

Essentially, consumers make a trade-off between their own resources, such as time, money, 

and effort, to pursue goals such as helping others (Toure-́Tillery and Fishbach 2017). 

Encouraging prosocial behavior is also often seen as the domain of the non-profit sector, 

further complicating matters (Goh, Pappu, and Chien 2021). While various meta-analyses 

have incorporated prosocial behavior in broader consumer behavior contexts, they often fail 

to fully address its complexity (e.g., Melnyk, Carrillat, and Melnyk 2022; Schomburgk, Belli, 

and Hoffmann 2024). 

Previous meta-analyses have delved into understanding the influence of various facets 

of prosocial behavior, such as exploring specific contexts, donor characteristics, and 

campaign elements (see Appendix A). Some meta-analyses have focused on specific 

contexts, such as cause-related marketing (e.g., Schamp et al. 2023), and blood donation 

(e.g., Bednell et al. 2013), whereas others focus on donor characteristics (e.g., Thielmann, 

Spadaro and Balliet 2020). Other meta-analyses examine the impact of campaign elements 

like gain versus loss framing (e.g., Xu and Huang 2020). Despite an increasing number of 

review papers on prosocial behavior and the growing importance of advancing distant causes, 

there remains limited insight into the specific effects of cause-related factors, such as the 

effect of psychological distance, on prosocial behavior3 .   

 

Psychological Distance  

Psychological distance refers to how far removed an event, object, or person is from 

the consumer’s present state (Trope and Liberman 2010). Thus, when a cause and its focal 

 
 
3 This limitation further extends, as out of the 6,510 effect sizes analyzed in previous meta-analyses on prosocial 
behavior, only 23 of these effects overlap with those included in this research. 



 
 
 

 98 

stakeholders are further removed from (immediately in) the consumer’s direct experience, 

they are psychologically distant (proximal). For example, a ‘No Child Hungry’ campaign 

soliciting donations will be psychologically distant (proximal) to U.S. consumers if it depicts 

children in Uganda (the U.S.), as these children are more removed from (immediately in) the 

consumers’ direct experience. Psychological distance is a favored framework due to its 

established effect on an individual’s construal level and mental representation (Soderberg et 

al. 2015). According to construal level theory, this is due to the way that individuals can 

mentally represent the same entity at varying levels of abstraction (Trope and Liberman 

2010). In a cause appeal, when the cause and its focal stakeholders are far removed from 

(immediately relevant in) a consumer’s direct experience, consistent with psychological 

distance (proximity), it induces a higher (lower) level construal which the consumer will 

mentally construe as more abstract (concrete) (Liberman, Trope, and Stephan 2007).  

Many differences in consumer behavior have been attributed to distinctions between 

psychological distance and proximity (e.g., Kim and John 2008; Lee and Aaker 2004). While 

an extensive amount of these differences has been uncovered in and across prosocial 

behaviors, there is no consistent consensus on whether consumers inherently display greater 

prosocial tendencies toward distant or proximal causes. Some studies suggest an innate 

preference for proximal causes (e.g., Habib, White, and Hoegg 2021), while other studies 

suggest that consumers favor distant causes (e.g., Rogers and Bazerman 2008; see full 

literature summary in Appendix B) with many studies suggesting that the effect is contingent 

on other factors (e.g., White and Peloza 2009; Chang and Lee 2009).  

Psychological distance can often be established in three distinct ways: spatially, 

socially, and temporally (Trope and Liberman 2010; see Appendix C for examples). In the 

context of cause appeals, spatial distance refers to the physical location of the action or its 

impact relative to the consumer, often operationalized by the geographic distance between the 
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cause and/or focal stakeholders and the consumer's residence or current location. For 

example, an anniversary disaster relief campaign for the Indian Ocean Tsunami (Hurricane 

Katrina) targeted at U.S. consumers represents a spatially distant (proximal) cause 

(Winterich, Mitall, and Ross 2009). Social distance, on the other hand, relates to the level of 

identification the consumer has with the focal stakeholders depicted in the cause. Social 

distance (proximity) is often represented by the low (high) level of identification that the 

consumer has with the focal stakeholder(s) depicted in the cause. Examples of social distance 

can relate to other-benefit (vs. self-benefit) fundraisers (White and Peloza 2009), the 

differences (similarities) in ethnicity (Duclos and Barasch 2014), behavior (Fajardo, 

Townsend, and Bolander 2018), and features (Munz, Jung, and Alter 2020). Temporal 

distance concerns how far in the future an action or consequence will occur relative to the 

present (Kim and John 2008). For instance, an event or consequence is considered temporally 

distant (proximal) if it is projected to occur four years from now compared to today (Rogers 

and Bazerman 2008).  

Despite these nuances between the different types of distance, there remains little 

evidence to suggest that these different dimensions are more effective than one another 

(Maglio, Trope, and Liberman 2013). Specifically, Zhang and Wang (2009) found that all 

forms of psychological distance (social and temporal distance) were represented and mapped 

onto spatial distance. Further, spatial distance is often integral to the cause and less flexible to 

marketers. For example, a relief program for Uganda aimed at U.S. consumers cannot be 

moved geographically closer to the consumer. Conversely temporal and social distance can 

be manipulated by marketers within reason. For example, the same prosocial cause can be 

framed for effect as temporally proximal “Stop world hunger now”, or temporally distant “by 

2030”. Similarly, social distance can be flexible, as focal stakeholders can be discussed 

through similarities or differences directly or through nuanced language. For example, a 
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domestic violence appeal targeted at female-identifying consumers could be discussed 

through a religious lens (distant) or gender similarities (proximal). Given the increasing 

competitiveness of the non-profit market and the increasing need to understand how to 

advance distant causes (United Nations 2023a; Waller and Morgan 2022), understanding the 

effect of psychological distance (especially spatial) poses crucial considerations for 

effectively designing cause appeals to maximize prosocial outcomes (Gu and Chen 2021).  

 To address this gap and provide an overview of the relationship between 

psychological distance and prosocial behavior, our research synthesizes the existing literature 

on the effectiveness of psychologically distant (vs. proximal) cause appeals. We focus on 

whether individuals are inherently more likely to engage in prosocial behavior on behalf of 

psychologically distant (vs. proximal) causes and explore strategies for effectively increasing 

consumer prosocial responses towards distant causes. 

 

Construal Fit 

 Psychological distance isn't the sole determinant influencing the level at which 

consumers construe the cause. Various communication factors included in the cause appeal 

will also shape the way that consumers will construe the cause. For example, Amit and 

Greene (2012) find that words (pictures) induce a high (low) level construal, and MacDonnell 

and White (2015) find that time (money) are similarly construed at a high (low) level. 

Previous studies suggest that when there's a fit between the induced construal level and 

various elements within an appeal, known as construal fit (Lee, Keller, and Sternthal 2010), it 

enhances the consumer’s processing fluency, which subsequently increases engagement and 

participation (Lee and Aaker 2004). For instance, Amit and Greene (2012) find increased 

response rates when words (pictures) are used to depict distant (proximal) events, and 
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MacDonnell and White (2015) find higher donation amounts for time (money) and distant 

(proximal) causes, due to construal fit. 

Although construal fit provides a great theoretical basis, due to the wealth of existing 

and emerging research, the established effects of various appeal elements have been diluted. 

For example, White and Peloza (2009) find that distant (proximal) causes are more effective 

when the behavior is public (private). This finding is well explained, as making the behavior 

public (i.e., seen by others) can make it more likely for individuals to behave in a socially 

desirable way, as it places it in a wider societal context which is more abstract and construed 

at a higher level. Conversely, with private (non-visible) behavior a consumer focuses more on 

the feasibility of their own behavior and its direct implications, which are inherently more 

concrete, and thus construed at a lower level. While other research has similar findings (e.g., 

Tong and He 2021), the effect becomes diluted within private donation requests. For 

instance, Garbinsky and Aaker (2012) find that a promotion (prevention) frame is more 

effective for temporally distant (proximal) causes. Meanwhile, this effect is contended when 

Chang and Lee (2009) find the opposite effect in their experiment. Consequently, there's little 

consensus and considerable contention regarding which elements marketers can leverage to 

enhance prosocial consumer behavior toward psychologically distant (vs. proximal) causes. 

Thus, we use construal fit as the theoretical framework to hypothesize various moderating 

effects on the relationship between psychological distance and prosocial behavior. 

 

SHIFT Framework  

To identify meaningful moderators that can help us better understand how non-profit 

marketers can enhance consumer prosocial responses towards psychologically distant (vs. 

proximal) cause appeals, we utilize the SHIFT framework proposed by White, Habib, and 

Dahl (2019). This framework offers a structured approach to categorizing meaningful 
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interventions for prosocial consumer behaviors. Based on established research and reviews, 

the SHIFT model identifies key drivers of behavioral change, including: social influence, 

habit formation, individual self, feelings and cognition, and tangibility (White, Habib, and 

Hardisty 2019; White, Habib and Dahl 2020). In our meta-analysis, we select meaningful 

moderators from all elements in the SHIFT framework apart from ‘individual self’, due to 

lack of observed variables in previous research. Rather, we focus on factors that marketers 

can directly control to optimize their appeals. See Figure 1 for a visual representation of our 

conceptual framework.  

We hypothesize the directional effect of these moderators based on the level of 

construal that they are noted to evoke from previous research, and the likely construal fit with 

psychological distance. Thus, our rationale for the effectiveness of these various moderators 

is grounded in construal fit theory, which conceives that the alignment between appeal 

elements and consumers' construal levels will motivate behavioral responses. With this 

comprehensive approach, our aim is to offer actionable, practical insights for non-profit 

marketers to amplify the influence of distant cause appeals on prosocial behavior. 

 

Hypothesis Development 

Social Influence  

Cause appeals are inherently social, as they seek to persuade individuals to engage in 

voluntary positive actions for the benefit of others. Social influence has a strong positive 

effect on prosocial behavior (White, Habib, and Dahl 2020), and non-profit marketers can 

directly and indirectly manipulate this variable in cause appeals (see Melnyk, Carrillat, and 

Melnyk 2022 for review). Common approaches to exercising a positive social influence 

through communications includes utilizing social norms and increasing the social desirability 

of the behavior (White, Habib, and Dahl 2020; Ryoo, Hyun, and Sung 2017). 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Model 
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Descriptive Norms Descriptive norms refer to beliefs about how others tend to behave in 

certain situations (Melnyk et al. 2011). For example, an individual may believe that most 

other people engage in the prosocial behavior, such as recycling, which may consequently 

influence their decision to recycle (Cialdini, Reno, and Kallgren 1990). Non-profit marketers 

can influence these beliefs by explicitly informing consumers about the salience of the target 

prosocial behavior which can impact the way the behavior is construed. When behaviors are 

perceived as common or typical, consistent with the majority behavior which descriptive 

norms depict, individuals construe them at a lower level of abstraction, focusing on the 

specific details and immediate context. For example, Goldstein, Cialdini, and Griskevicius 

(2008) found that in spatially proximal contexts, when a descriptive norm was used, hotel 

guests were more likely to reuse their towels. Ryoo, Hyun, and Sung (2017) found the same 

result with consumers engaging with sustainable programs when further combined with low-

construal messages, which further highlights the effectiveness of construal fit with 

descriptive norms. Thus, given that there is likely a construal fit between the use of a 

descriptive norm and proximal causes, we expect that: 

H1a: Proximal (distant) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial 

intentions and behavior when descriptive norms are present (vs. absent) in the appeal. 

 

Injunctive Norms Injunctive norms, on the other hand, are beliefs about what individuals 

ought to be doing, and serve as explicit guidelines for behavior within one's immediate 

context (Melnyk et al. 2011). When people are aware of the explicit expectations or rules 

regarding behavior, consistent with injunctive norms, it prompts them to focus on the specific 

actions and tangible outcomes that align with those norms (Lu, Liang, and Hong 2024), 

suggesting a construal fit between injunctive norms and proximal causes. Previous literature 

has found that the presence of injunctive norms is successful when the issue is made 
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psychologically proximal for the target consumer. Specifically, Habib, White, and Hoegg 

(2021) find that when psychological proximity was induced (through the issue affecting a 

close other), injunctive norms were effective at increasing organ donor register intentions. As 

such, we expect that: 

H1b: Proximal (distant) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial 

intentions and behavior when injunctive norms are present (vs. absent) in the appeal. 

 

Social Desirability Social desirability relates to subscribing to deontological ideals, which are 

global and inherently abstract beliefs that prescribe what is “ethical” or “right” (i.e., should 

not steal) (Carrera, Fernandez, and Caballero 2020). To trigger socially desirable responses, 

consistent with the goal of prosocial cause appeals, previous literature has shown that the 

public visibility of an action is an important factor (White, Habib, and Dahl 2020). Non-profit 

marketers are often able to develop appeals that reflect different levels to which the prosocial 

behavior is visible to others. In some cases, consumers engage with appeals in private 

settings (e.g., virtual, digital campaigns) whereas other initiatives are inherently more public 

(e.g., charity drives, public donation campaigns). When the consumers’ actions are seen, they 

form part of a bigger picture, which induces a higher construal (Trope, Liberman, and 

Wakslak 2007). Conversely, with private (non-visible) behavior, a consumer focuses more on 

their own behavior and its feasibility relative to the direct implications, which is inherently 

more concrete, and thus construed at a lower level. White and Peloza (2009) found that when 

a campaign was other (self) focused, consistent with the notion of psychological distance 

(proximity), public (private) settings for prosocial behavior were more effective for 

encouraging prosocial behavior. Tong and He (2021) also found a similar effect for social 

crowding such that the presence of more individuals, i.e., an increased social desirability, 
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increased prosocial intentions for distant others. Thus, we expect that there is likely a 

construal fit between public behavior and distant causes. Hence, we expect that: 

H2: Distant (proximal) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial intentions 

and behavior when the behavior is public (private). 

 
Social Distance Social distance (proximity) is represented by the low (high) level of 

identification that the consumer has with the focal stakeholder(s) depicted in the cause. The 

more (less) that an individual can identify or relate to the focal stakeholder(s), the more 

psychologically proximal (distant) they are said to be. Thus, the concept of “social identity” 

is a crucial consideration. Previous research has consistently shown that individuals prefer 

engaging in prosocial behavior that benefits others who are similar or identifiable (socially 

proximal) to themselves (e.g., Duclos and Barasch 2014; Habib, White, and Hoegg 2021, see 

Appendix B for overview). This is because when individuals identify strongly with ingroup 

member(s) (proximal) compared to outgroup member(s) (distant), they feel more accountable 

to them as they share a similar social identity, which in turn prompts them to act more 

prosocially on their behalf (Duclos and Barasch 2014; Kardos et al. 2019). Thus, we expect 

that: 

H3: Socially proximal cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial intentions 

and behavior.  

 

Habit Formation  

Many prosocial campaigns require consumers to engage in the behavior multiple 

times and form a habit (e.g., recycling, monetary donation) in order for the behavior to have 

any impact on the greater good (White, Habib, and Hardisty 2019). Accordingly, there are 

often behavioral change factors the change agents and non-profit marketers employ 

specifically to encourage repeat behaviors, which we will refer to as habit formation factors. 
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Similarly to social influence factors, various habit formation factors are likely induce a 

construal level that could interact with the psychological distance of the cause. We discuss 

how the use of suggested donation amounts and existing donor samples could interact with 

this.  

 

Suggested Donation Amounts Encouraging consumers to form prosocial habits hinges on 

simplifying their ability to engage in them (White, Habib, and Dahl 2020; White, Habib, and 

Hardisty 2019). Accordingly, non-profit marketers often try to form these habits by making 

the task easier and intuitive. Suggested donation amounts (SDAs) are a common way in 

which this is done. SDAs are mechanisms that present consumers with “suggestions” to aid in 

choosing whether, and how much to participate in response to a cause appeal. These 

suggested amounts reduce the cognitive effort associated with a prosocial cause appeal as 

they do not have to think about whether, or how much, to give, making it easier for 

consumers to decide (Moon and VanEpps 2023). SDAs differ from social norms, because 

their normative guidance is more implicit than social norms, which more directly exert social 

influence (Sher and McKenzie 2006). However, SDAs do give consumers concrete 

information about how they should engage in the desired behavior, instead of abstract 

information about why, which is a consistent way of eliciting a low construal (Soderberg et 

al. 2015). Specifically, when consumers focus on how to conduct an action, they focus on the 

granularity of their actions which is consistent with a low construal, whereas when 

consumers focus on why, they pay more attention to the bigger picture consistent with a high 

construal (Trope and Liberman 2010). We expect that because SDAs induce a low construal, 

there will be a construal fit when they are paired with proximal causes. Therefore, we predict 

that: 
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H4: Proximal (distant) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial intentions 

and behavior when there is a suggested donation (open-ended) amount. 

 

Donor Sample Many papers use existing donor samples from non-profit databases (e.g., 

Breman 2011; Damgaard and Gravert 2017). Existing donors are defined as consumers that 

have already notably engaged in the behavior before and are affiliated with the non-profit 

organization. Although this is often viewed as a sample characteristic, these consumers pose 

relevant considerations for our understanding of habit formation and how it may moderate the 

effect of psychological distance on prosocial responses. Among these consumers, there is an 

innate level of familiarity implied by using this consumer group. Familiarity and association 

are a common way of inducing psychological distance (e.g., Park and Lee 2015). Such that 

when individuals are more familiar (acquainted or experienced) with an object, organization, 

or person, they are more likely to construe it at a lower level (Liberman, Trope, and Stephan 

2007). Given that there is a likely construal fit between existing donors and proximal causes, 

we expect that: 

H5: Proximal (distant) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial intentions 

and behavior when it uses an existing (new) donor sample. 

 

Feelings and Cognition  

The inclusion of feelings and cognition takes into account how individuals make 

decisions. Often consumers use an affective (feelings/emotional) or a cognitive 

(informational/rational) route (White, Habib, and Hardisty 2019), which has a direct 

implication for construal fit (Amit and Greene 2012). Thus, in the following section, we 

hypothesize the moderating effects of messaging strategy and regulatory focus.   
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Messaging Strategy Marketers often face the challenge of selecting the most effective 

messaging strategy when developing campaigns or appeals, particularly regarding whether to 

use a rational or emotional approach. Previous research indicates that construal fit plays a 

significant role in determining the most appropriate messaging strategy. Specifically, studies 

have shown that when individuals are primed with concrete mindsets (i.e., exposed to a 

proximal event or cause), they tend to rely on rational decision-making processes (Amit and 

Greene 2012). In such cases, consumers will actively seek concrete information such as 

statistics and facts to help them make their decisions, consistent with a rational appeal 

(Maurer Herter et al. 2022). Conversely, emotions are inherently more abstract, varying in 

intensity and reception among consumers, making them subjective and challenging to 

quantify (Crawford 2009). Emotional appeals, often associated with high construal, are 

expected to align well to distant causes. Thus, we predict that:  

H6: Distant (proximal) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial intentions 

and behavior when an emotional (rational) appeal is used. 

 

Regulatory Focus Regulatory focus distinguishes between two approaches for goal 

attainment. Specifically, when an individual adopts a promotion focus, their aim is to 

maximize positive outcomes. In contrast, those with a prevention focus strive to minimize 

negative outcomes (Pennington and Roese 2003). Marketing messages often implicitly prime 

consumers’ regulatory focus (e.g., Jain, Agrawal, and Maheswaran 2006). For instance, the 

same cause can be communicated as “keeping children full” or “stopping children from going 

hungry”. The former emphasizes maximizing a positive outcome, specifically the wellness of 

children, aligning with a promotion focus. On the other hand, the latter reflects a prevention 

focus, where consumers seek to minimize a negative outcome, such as preventing hunger. 

Positive outcomes are linked to a promotion focus and prompt individuals to achieve a 
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higher-order schema, which is more abstract (Eyal et al. 2004). In this case, consumers fixate 

on happiness, wellbeing, and achievement, all of which are inherently abstract in nature and 

consistent with a high construal level. Conversely, negative outcomes consistent with a 

prevention focus, present consumers with imminent issues and sources of threat, which 

represent a low construal level (Park and Morton 2015). Therefore, we predict that: 

H7: Distant (proximal) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial intentions 

and behavior when there is a promotion (prevention) regulatory focus. 

 

Tangibility  

The tangibility of associated outcomes of a cause is a crucial consideration for 

psychologically distant appeals, as it directly influences how an object, cause, or event is 

construed (White, Habib, and Hardisty 2019). When the outcome of an appeal is more 

tangible, it tends to be construed at a lower, more concrete level. This relates to the different 

operationalizations of psychological distance relative to the cause’s outcome, as well as the 

focal stakeholder (beneficiary), and what the outcome (behavior) is.  

 

Temporal Distance Prosocial outcomes are inherently future focused as many of them seek to 

contribute to long-term or sustainable change that may not have an immediate or tangible 

impact (White, Habib, and Hardisty 2019). For example, prosocial outcomes associated with 

behaviors such as recycling, donation, and volunteering are rarely immediate and in order to 

be effective must be sustained long-term (White, Habib, and Dahl 2020). Thus, in many 

cases, temporal distance is more valid, and representative of the outcomes associated with the 

majority of prosocial behavior. Although in various situations marketers may use urgent 

appeals, that are temporally proximal, (e.g., following a natural disaster or a falter in world 

peace), consumers are often familiar with the limited impact that this might have given that 
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most countries and organizations align prosocial goals to ensure long-term sustainable impact 

and development (United Nations, n.d.). Waites et al. (2023) uncovered that consumers are 

more likely to donate towards longer-term causes (vs. immediate aid), due to a higher 

perceived impact. This link is further validated through the association that one’s innate long-

term temporal orientation, which is an identified personality trait operationalization of 

temporal distance, has a positive effect on prosocial responses (Hafer and Rubel 2015). Thus, 

given the nature of prosocial behavior and its outcomes, we expect there will be a construal 

fit with temporal distance, such that: 

H8: Temporally distant cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial 

intentions and behavior. 

 

Cause Location Cause location refers to where the cause and its beneficiaries are located, 

which is directly associated with how individuals perceive and construe prosocial behaviors 

(White, Habib, and Hardisty 2019). Interestingly, relative to cause location, there is a 

consistent trend suggesting that national causes receive more positive consumer responses 

than international equivalents (Charities Aid Foundation 2021; Giving USA 2022). We 

define a national cause as one that is situated within the target consumer's residing nation, 

and an international cause is one situated outside of the consumer's residing nation. 

Consumers are targeted with appeals from non-profit organizations or causes both inside and 

outside of national barriers. For example, a US consumer may receive cause appeals about 

poverty in the US and in other developing countries.  

Cause location is particularly relevant, as it is commonly how spatial distance is 

established. For instance, Xu, Rodas, and Torelli (2020) compare responses to national forms 

of spatial distance, using donation appeals for homelessness amongst residents of California 

for beneficiaries based in San Francisco (proximal), or New York City (distant). Whereas 
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Winterich, Mittal, and Ross (2009) explore responses across international borders among US 

participants to natural disaster anniversary funds in New Orleans (proximal), or Indonesia 

(distant). As aforementioned, in practice, national causes receive more prosocial responses 

than international, and previous research often validates this main effect (Wang, Kirmani, and 

Li 2020; Winterich, Mittal, and Ross 2009). This could largely be due to that fact that some 

of the established main drivers of prosocial responses, i.e., impact and empathy, are harder to 

access for spatially distant causes (Touré-Tillery and Fishbach 2017; Vanman 2016). For 

example, Touré-Tillery and Fishbach (2017) found that consumers perceive the equivalent 

amount of money (e.g., $1.00) to have a lesser impact when it is geographically further away 

from the consumer. While many studies have validated that it is harder to feel empathy on 

behalf of individuals in different countries (Lee and Li 2023). Thus, we expect that when the 

spatial distance is manipulated across international barriers, the spatially proximal causes will 

be more effective at increasing prosocial responses. Therefore, we expect that: 

H9a: Spatially distant cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial intentions 

and behavior when it is manipulated within national boundaries. 

 

However, cause location can also interact with other forms of psychological distance, 

which likely influences the consumer’s construal. Specifically, social, and temporal distance 

can exist in an international context. For example, Breman (2011) and Damgaard and Gravet 

(2017) examined the effect of temporal distance on donation behavior in an international 

humanitarian aid context among Swedish and Danish consumers respectively, whereas Yin 

and Lee (2023) conduct studies looking at social distance for U.S. consumers’ donation 

behavior in Zimbabwe. International causes are, as previously described, inherently distant, 

and although consumers are increasingly recognizing themselves more as global citizens (CS 

Global Partners, 2023), they are often more aware of, exposed to, and thus psychologically 



 
 
 

 113 

proximal to, issues that take place in their country of residence. This psychological proximity 

is strengthened by the individuals’ national identity which is an integral identifier often 

officialized in the form of concrete descriptors (e.g., address, nationality) used in 

marketplaces, transactions, and affiliations. Conversely, one's global citizenship is inherently 

more abstract, and not officially identifying or distinguishing individuals from one another 

(Wakslak and Trope 2009). Wang, Kirmani, and Li (2020) consolidate this link and find that 

individuals that are more residentially mobile, i.e., global citizens, are more likely to donate 

money to distant beneficiaries. Thus, since engagement with international causes likely 

fosters a sense of global citizenship, which is consistent with a high construal level, there is 

likely to be a construal fit with distant cause appeals. Therefore, we anticipate that: 

H9b: Distant (proximal) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial 

intentions and behavior when it is an international (national) cause. 

 

Focal Stakeholder Non-profits have several options to consider when designing an appeal, 

particularly how they define the focal stakeholder, which has implications for how 

individuals perceive the beneficiaries. Specifically, non-profit cause appeals can focus on an 

individual, a collective, or the organization itself. For example, Children International 

campaigns involve sponsoring a single vulnerable child (Children International 2023), while 

SOS Children’s Villages focus on sponsoring an entire village (i.e., multiple individuals) 

(SOS Children’s Villages 2023). Other appeals highlight the impact of their organization, like 

the Ronald McDonald House Red Show Day (Ronald McDonald House Charities 2023).  

 

Individual Consumers are more likely to construe individual victims at a lower level than 

other typical focal stakeholders, namely, collectives and organizations (Ein-Gar and Levontin 

2013). Specifically, when the individual is named and described, which is typical in non-
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profit appeals, consumers are more directly able to construe the specifics and understand their 

reality (Small, Loewenstein, and Slovic 2013), implying a construal fit. Previous research has 

validated the positive effect of this construal fit on consumer prosocial responses. 

Specifically, Kogut and Ritov (2007) find that when a single victim is identified as part of 

their in-group (out-group) they are more willing to contribute. Ein-Gar and Levontin (2013) 

consistently find this effect across several studies for donations and volunteering. Hence, we 

expect that the construal fit between an individual victim and psychological proximity will 

result in increased prosocial responses. Therefore, we expect that: 

H10a: Proximal (distant) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial 

intentions and behavior when the focal stakeholder is an individual. 

 

Collective When the focal stakeholder of a charitable appeal is a collective (e.g., a village, a 

school, or a community), they are construed at a higher level. Specifically, when individuals 

make judgments about another individual, they are often able to do so spontaneously, relying 

on traits and information provided, whereas with groups, this process is not spontaneous, and 

they often rely on abstract notions and stereotypes to establish this (Menon et al. 1999). Often 

when an individual is depicted as part of the group they become “depersonalized”, and the 

granular differences between members become diluted, taking on and representing shared 

traits and issues (McCrea, Wieber, and Meyers 2011). Therefore, collectives are inherently 

abstract, and in the cause appeal context, perceptions of these collectives are shaped by 

broader, global issues rather than specific, granular concerns. We expect that because this 

aligns with high construal, it will fit well with appeals for distant causes. Gong (2014) 

supports this expectation by validating the effect for construal fit on prosocial behavior for 

this moderator. They demonstrate, through various manipulations of psychological distance, 
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that average donations towards distant beneficiaries are higher when there are multiple 

stakeholders, consistent with the collective notion. Thus, we hypothesize that: 

H10b: Distant (proximal) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial 

intentions and behavior when the focal stakeholder is a collective.  

 

Organization Similarly, organizations are often concerned with representing and 

communicating issues faced by collectives. Yet, as a result, they are even further removed 

from the granular elements of the cause than those affected and tend to address higher-order 

issues such as impact or outcome, rather than focusing on the specific individual(s) (Gu and 

Chen 2021). Thus, they are often perceived as an abstract donation target and a likely fit with 

distant causes. Ein-Gar and Levontin (2013) also find that, across multiple manipulations of 

psychological distance, consumers are more likely to donate money/time when the 

organization is the focal stakeholder and psychologically distant. Therefore, we expect that: 

H10c: Distant (proximal) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial 

intentions and behavior when the focal stakeholder is an organization. 

 

Volunteering and Monetary Donation The tangibility of an outcome can also be impacted by 

what the consumer must give to the cause to reach the intended benefit (i.e., time, money, 

expertise, behavioral change, and/or effort). Cause appeals often look to solicit different 

outcomes from consumers based on their organizational needs, which most often relate to 

labor or capital. Thus, to fill these organizational gaps, they focus promotional efforts on 

recruiting volunteers or donations respectively. Both money and time are finite concepts of 

which each consumer has a limited amount of, yet according to previous research, they are 

both construed differently (Song and Kim 2019). Individuals are generally less aware of the 

finiteness of time unless time constraints are induced. Comparatively, consumers are often 
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aware of the exact amount of money they have assigned to a specific task (e.g., budgeting), or 

within a time cycle (e.g., renumeration). Thus, money and time activate different goals. For 

instance, money drives consumers towards the goal of utility maximization, which is a 

concrete goal (Liu and Aaker 2008). Such that one is often aware of the monetary resources 

that they have access to across specific periods of time and for various purposes, and which 

they often seek to maximize. Conversely, individuals may be less aware of time compared to 

money, which leads consumers to seek to optimize abstract concepts such as happiness and 

wellbeing consistent with a high construal (Liu and Aaker 2008). MacDonnell and White 

(2015) found evidence to substantiate the role of construal fit in the context of donation 

campaigns. Specifically, they found that for monetary (time) campaigns consumers donate 

more when exposed to a concrete (abstract) message. Thus, we expect that: 

H11a: Distant (proximal) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial 

intentions and behavior when they are (not) soliciting volunteering. 

H11b: Proximal (distant) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial 

intentions and behavior when they are (not) soliciting monetary donation. 

 

Tangible Donation Labor and capital are not the only form of donation that non-profits aim to 

receive. Rather, marketers can frame a donation as an “item” or even a “gift” (Wang, Wang, 

and Jiang 2022), or explicitly mention what the donation will provide e.g., iPads for teachers 

(Munz, Jung, and Alter 2020). These appeals are inherently more tangible as the outcome of 

the action is clear and not abstract (White, Dahl, and Hardisty 2019). Thus, consumers are 

likely to construe these requests more concretely, implying it will be construed at a lower-

level and will fit with proximal cause appeals. Gu and Chen (2021) identified a strong 

construal fit with proximal causes and what the money will be used towards, which 

ultimately resulted in higher donation intentions. Therefore, we predict that: 
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H12: Proximal (distant) cause appeals will be more effective at increasing prosocial 

intentions and behavior when the donation is (not) tangible. 

 

 
Method 

Data Collection – Inclusion Criteria  

To conduct the meta-analysis, we ran multiple rounds of searches for published and 

unpublished experimental studies between July 2022 – February 2024. First, a computerized 

search of various widely used databases and specific journals (see comprehensive search 

terms and databases in Appendix D). Second, we conducted backwards and forwards 

searches of relevant conceptual and eligible manuscripts. Third, we published a call for 

unpublished work from scholars on relevant academic discussion boards.   

Our dataset includes 77 published and unpublished manuscripts which consist of 132 

empirical studies and 677,768 independent observations. To be included in the meta-analysis, 

the study had to meet the following inclusion criteria: First, estimates captured a measure of 

the effect of psychological distance on a participant’s prosocial behavioral or intentional 

response to a cause appeal that represented a non-profit sector cause or issue. We define 

prosocial as a voluntary action which comes at a cost to the consumer and primarily benefits 

others (White, Habib, and Dahl 2020). In accordance with this definition, we include 

behaviors that relate to prosocial consumption change (e.g., Rogers and Bazerman 2008), 

monetary donation for cause (e.g., White and Peloza 2009), and volunteering (e.g., Ein-Gar 

and Levontin 2013). Thus, we excluded effect sizes obtained from studies in for-profit 

contexts, as the primary objective of these marketing efforts is not prosocial (Schamp et al. 

2023). Second, distance was only operationalized through the cause appeal e.g., cause 

location (Winterich, Mittal, and Ross Jr 2009), or observable consumer characteristic e.g., 
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location from the institution (Khodakarami, Petersen, and Venkatesan 2015); ethnicity is 

same vs. different to target consumers (Duclos and Barasch 2014), rather than a personality 

or latent variable. This decision was made to ensure the feasibility of findings to 

practitioners, and the role of various meta-analyses examining the effect of these variables on 

prosocial behavior (see Appendix A for overview). Third, eligible effect sizes were only 

distant (vs. proximal) through one dimension of psychological distance (i.e., social, temporal, 

or spatial), to accurately include them as moderators and provide accurate implications and 

recommendations for future researchers and practitioners. Such that where a paper included a 

combined measure of multiple distinct distance dimensions (e.g., temporal and social), it was 

excluded from the meta-analysis. Fourth, the study had to provide the necessary statistical 

information in order to accurately compute or convert the effect size. These papers capture 

data between the years 2007–2024, when the first eligible paper was available to the present. 

For a full overview of all screened papers and reasons for exclusion see Appendix E. 

 

Effect Size Computation  

Cohen’s d was selected for the proceeding analysis, as it describes the standardized 

difference of the effect between two conditions (Lakens 2013). This is particularly relevant as 

effect sizes capture variations in consumer responses between distant and proximal causes. 

The directionality of estimates informs whether a distant (positive) or proximal (negative) 

cause has a significant differential effect. We calculated Cohen’s d through standardized 

mean differences where the data was provided in the manuscripts or appendices. If the 

author(s) did not provide means and standard deviations, they were converted from other 
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statistics (e.g., t-values, Pearson’s r, p-values, F-values) using common effect size conversion 

procedures4, which can be seen in Appendix F.  

Further, we ran influential case diagnostics to identify outliers and inflated effect sizes 

that could distort any conclusions derived from the dataset. We determined reason for 

exclusion from the meta-analysis if effect sizes reported high studentized residuals that 

exceeded 2.57 (Viechtbauer and Cheung 2010). We then visually assessed the sample size 

and whether the variation could be due to the small sample sizes, and removed them 

accordingly (Melnyk, Carrillat, and Melnyk 2022). In the main dataset, this resulted in nine 

outliers being removed, and three in the spatial distance spotlight, leaving 235 and 100 effect 

sizes respectively in each model. Further discussion about the excluded effect sizes is 

available in Appendix G. 

 

Data Coding  

A coding system was created to account for the effect of the hypothesized moderators 

included in the conceptual framework5. A full table of these moderators, examples, and their 

operationalization can be seen in Appendix H. Moderators are categorized according to the 

SHIFT framework as: (1) Social influence, (2) Habit formation, (3) Feelings and cognition, 

and (4) Tangibility. We also incorporate various methodological controls, sample 

characteristics and publication bias controls to account for differences across studies’ designs 

and sampling methods. These include the dependent variable (intentions vs. behavior), 

engagement (participation vs. magnitude), the use of student samples, national giving index 

 
 
4 Where the original researcher(s) had used multi-item measures to capture the dependent variable (often 
relating to prosocial intentions), we disattenuated the effect sizes. By disattentuating estimates, we account for 
the possibility that the true effect size is diluted due to weak internal reliability of measurement items, which is 
necessary to obtain the true effect size (Zimmerman and Williams 1997).  
5 In order to ensure accuracy in coding and reduce any subjectivity from the research team, all coding was 
checked by an independent research assistant blind to the hypotheses. Inter-rater reliability was high (к > 90%) 
and any disagreements were resolved through discussion among the research team (Motyka et al. 2014). 
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for the year of publication, publication status (unpublished vs. published), a precision 

estimate, and year of publication. Various exploratory moderators that relate the type of 

causes depicted in the original studies are also included. That is, whether the cause was 

relevant to a beneficiary or organization that represented (1) children, (2) homelessness, (3) 

health, (4) education, and (5) the environment. 

Meta-Analytical Procedures  

We adopted a three-level model for all analyses to account for potential biases and 

variances due to the nested structure of data (Van den Noortgate and Onghena 2008). 

Random-effects, maximum-likelihood models were selected under the assumption that true 

effect sizes vary among participants and treatments (Borenstein et al. 2009). Estimates were 

generated using the “metafor” package in R Studio (Viechtbauer 2010). We ran two models 

to account for the overall effect of the concepts of psychological distance, and then a 

spotlight analysis on spatial distance. The results in a main model account for the 

effectiveness of all three dimensions together and provide contingent effects for the concept 

of psychological distance. The spotlight analysis on spatial distance was to provide tailored 

recommendations to practitioners faced with soliciting prosocial responses on behalf of the 

least controllable dimension of psychological distance.  

From the model outputs, we calculated the predicted values to provide grand mean 

estimates for each level in the model. These estimates were calculated based on the 

moderators’ proportions in the dataset, and for continuous variables one standard deviation 

minus/plus from the average (see Melnyk, Carrillat, and Melnyk 2022). Meta-regression 

coefficients provide a comparative significance across levels, whereas predicted values reveal 

the absolute significance for each level in the model. Model specifications for both models 

can be found in Appendix I. Moderators were removed from this model if they had less than 

10 effects on either level, as this is not representative of the levels that they reflect (Palmatier 
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et al. 2006). Further, predictors were removed if the correlation > .70 with other variables, or 

variance inflation factors over the recommended threshold (< 10). Correlation matrices and 

variance inflation factors can be seen in Appendix J and K respectively. We also perform 

robustness checks with 16 additional models (see Appendix L).  

Results 

To allow for interpretation of the meta-regression model, we provide publication bias 

diagnostics and heterogeneity indicators for the model. These indicators reveal, respectively, 

how susceptible effect sizes in the dataset are to publication bias, and the amount of 

heterogeneity in the main effect models. Second, we discuss meta-regression coefficients and 

predicted values for the main model of psychological distance and provide results from a 

spotlight of spatial distance. We include various moderators that relate to cause 

characteristics in the models. These results are discussed in Appendix M. 

 

Publication Bias  

Diagnostics suggest that there is a potential susceptibility for publication bias in favor 

of psychological proximity. Results pass both Rosenthal (1979) and Rosenberg’s (2005) fail-

safe N, which predict how many effect sizes are needed to change results’ significance level 

and to support the null hypotheses respectively (Carrillat, Legoux and Hadida 2018, as 

estimates exceed the recommended N > 5k + 10 (Zlatevska, Dubleaar, and Holden 2014). 

Second, we find superficially through funnel plots that there are multiple effect sizes outside 

of the funnel (see Appendix N). Trim and fill tests revealed asymmetry (54 studies missing 

from the right side). Third, we conducted an Egger’s regression where a significant z-value 

suggests publication bias (Sterne and Egger 2005). Our results reveal this is not significant (z-

value = -.55, p = .58).  

Table 2: Publication bias diagnostics and heterogeneity indicators 
k d (SE) Q-statistic τ² I² Failsafe N 
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CI 
95% Rosenthal Rosenberg Trim and 

fill 
Egger’s 

test 

235 
-.05 

(.05) 

[-.15; 

.04] 
32,744*** 

.28 

(.03) 
99.14% 4833 447,620 

54 missing 

(right) 
-.55 

k = number of effect sizes; d = Cohen’s d estimate; SE = standard error; CI 95% = 95% 
confidence interval; ^ = p < .10; * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001. 

 

 

Main Effect and Heterogeneity Indicators  

The main effect of psychological distance on consumer prosocial responses was not 

significant (d = -.05, p = .27). We used three indicators to assess heterogeneity in our model. 

These included τ² for sample estimates of between-effect size variance, I² for between-effect 

size variance, and Q-statistics for effect size dispersion (Carrillat, Lequox, and Hadida 2018). 

Table 3 shows the summary (main) effect. We observed a significant Q-statistic (p < .001), τ² 

> 0, and I² > 50%. These indicators highlight high between-study variance, which warranted 

the running of a meta-regression model.  

Table 3: Results from the main meta-regression 
  Meta-regression Predicted values 

Variable k β (SE) d CI [95%] 
Intercept  .20 (0.33)   

Social influence 
Descriptive norm: no 218  -.08 [-.20: .04] 
Descriptive norm: yes 17 -.22 (.15) -.30* [-.59: -.02] 
Injunctive norm: no 178  -.08 [-.21: .04] 
Injunctive norm: yes 57 -.06 (.13) -.14 [-.37: .08] 
Social desirability: no 152  -.13* [-.25: -.00] 
Social desirability: yes 83 .08 (.08) -.04 [-.19: .11] 
Social distance: no 173  -.06 [-.18: 0.05] 
Social distance: yes 62 -.13*** (.03) -.20** [-.32: .07] 

Habit formation 
Suggested donation amount: no 191  -.13* [-.25: -.01] 
Suggested donation amount: yes 44 .16 (0.12) .03 [-.19: .25] 
Donor sample: new  213  -.12* [-.23: -.00] 
Donor sample: existing  22 .21 (0.18) .10 [-.25: .44] 

Feelings and cognition 
Messaging strategy: rational 186  -.14* [-.27: -.01] 
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Messaging strategy: emotional 49 .19 (.14) .05 [-.19: .29] 
Regulatory focus: prevention 78  -.27*** [-.43: -.12] 
Regulatory focus: promotion 157 .26** (.08) -.01 [-.14: .11] 

Tangibility 
Temporal distance: no 164  -013* [-.25: -.02] 
Temporal distance: yes 71 .12*** (.03) -.01 [-.13: .10] 
Cause location: national 137  .01 [-.10: .13] 
Cause location: international 98 -.26*** (004) -.25*** [-.37: -.13] 
Focal stakeholder individual: no 193  .03 [-.12: .19] 
Focal stakeholder individual: yes 42 -.72** (.27) -.69** [-1.10: -.25] 
Focal stakeholder collective: no 168  -.03 [-.22: .16] 
Focal stakeholder collective: yes 67 -.23 (.26) -.26 [-.63: .10] 
Focal stakeholder organization: no 160  -.03 [-.24: .16] 
Focal stakeholder organization: yes 75 -.19 (0.24) -.23 [-.56: .10] 
Volunteering: no 208  -.13* [-.25: -.01] 
Volunteering: yes 27 .25 (0.16) .13 [-.18: .43] 
Monetary donation: no 97  -.04 [-.24: .15] 
Monetary donation: yes 138 -.09 (0.14) -.14^ [-.29: .02] 
Tangible donation: no 207  -.07 [-.18: .06] 
Tangible donation: yes 28 -.27 (.18) -.34^ [-.67: .00] 

Methodological controls 
Dependent variable: intentions 158  -.11^ [-.23: .01] 
Dependent variable: behavior 77 .03 (.06) -.08 [-.22: .06] 
Engagement: participation 155  -.15* [-.26: -.03] 
Engagement: magnitude 80 .15*** (.04) .00 [-.13: .13] 

Sample characteristics 
Student sample: no 150  -.07 [-.21: .08] 
Student sample: yes 85 -.09 (.12) -.15 [-.34: .04] 
Giving index: low - 1SD  -.02 [-.18: .14] 
Giving index: high + 1SD -.49 (.41) -.17^ [-.35: .00] 

Publication bias controls 
Publication status: unpublished 51  .17 [-.12: .47] 
Publication status: published 184 -.34^ (.18) -.17^ [-.31: -.04] 
Year of publication 2018 .01 (.02)   
Precision 1/SE .00** (.00)   

Exploratory cause characteristics 
Children cause: no 191  -.08 [-.21: .05] 
Children cause: yes 44 -.08 (.16) -.16 [-.44: .11] 
Homelessness cause: no 191  -.14* [-.27: -.02] 
Homelessness cause: yes 44 .25 (.17) .10 [-.19: .40] 
Health-related cause: no 154  -.14* [-.28: .01] 
Health-related cause: yes 81 .12 (.13) -.02^ [-.22: .18] 
Educational cause: no 196  -.12* [-.24: .00] 
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Educational cause: yes 39 .14 (.17) .02 [-.28: .31] 
Environmental cause: no 168  -.11* [-.28: .07] 
Environmental cause: yes 67 .03 (.23) -.07 [-.41: .27] 

 Q-statistic τ² I² R² 
 2732.62*** .24 (0.03) 94.92% 15.43% 

k = number of effect sizes; SE = standard error; CI 95% = 95% confidence interval 
^ = p < .10; * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001. 
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Social Influence  

Results from the meta-regression reveal no significant effect of psychological 

distance when a descriptive (p = .14) or injunctive norm (p = .63) is used. Thus, we do not 

find support for H1a–b. However, predicted values suggest that when the cause uses 

descriptive norms, proximal causes are effective (d = -.30, p = .04). We find a similar effect 

for social desirability in the meta-regression (p = .27), but predicted values suggest that when 

the behavior is private, proximal causes are effective (d = -.13, p = .05). Thus, we do not find 

support for H2. We find that social distance has a significant negative effect in the meta-

regression (β = -0.13, p < .001) which is validated by a small, negative summary effect (d = -

0.20, p < .01). Thus, we find support for H3. Taken together, the significant effects of 

predicted values, suggests that construal fit is an effective predictor for the moderating effect 

of social influence mechanisms, but only for proximal cause appeals. 

 

Habit Formation  

Results from the meta-regression reveal no significant differences for using suggested 

donation amounts (p = .16), nor when targeting existing donor groups (p = .24). Thus, we do 

not find support for H4 nor H5. However, similarly to social influence, we find that predicted 

values suggest that not using a suggested donation amount (d = -.13, p = .04), and new 

donors (d = -.12, p = .05), is effective for proximal causes. Although these are very small 

summary effects, they are in opposite directions to H4 and H5, which suggests that, unlike 

for social influence, construal fit is not explanatory for habit formation moderators. 

 

Feelings and Cognition  

Results in the meta-regression show no significant moderation for messaging strategy 

(p = .19), but a significant positive moderation of regulatory focus (β = .26, p < .01). Thus, 
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we find no support for H6, but we do for H7. Predicted values show significant negative 

summary effects for rational appeals (d = -.14, p = .04) and prevention focused appeals (d = -

.27, p < .001). These results reveal a similar pattern to social influence moderators and vouch 

for the predictive power of construal fit for factors used in psychologically proximal causes. 

 

Tangibility  

We find positive significant moderation when the cause is temporally distant (β = .12, 

p < .001). Thus, we find support for H8. Further, results from the meta-regression show 

significant negative moderation when the cause location is international (β = -.26, p < .001), 

which is in the opposite direction to H9b. This suggests that when the distant cause is 

international, positioning the cause as proximal to the consumer is effective. Relative to the 

focal stakeholder, we find a significant negative effect in the meta-regression when the focal 

stakeholder depicted in the cause is an individual (β = -.72, p < .01), but not when it was 

collective (p = .37) or organization (p = .43). We also find that the predicted value for the 

focal stakeholder being an individual also has a large, significant summary effect (d = -.69, p 

< .01) (Cohen 1992). Therefore, we find support for H10a, but not H10b nor H10c. We find 

no significant moderation for volunteering (p = .12), monetary donation (p = .49), nor when 

the donation is tangible (p = .14). Thus, we do not find support for 11a–b nor H12.  

 

Methodological Controls  

We find no significant effect of the dependent variable (p = .70), revealing no 

differences between intentions and behaviors. We perform robustness checks (see Appendix 

L) and find that our results are more robust for intentions, which make up a larger subset of 

the data (67.23%). However, we do find a very robust significant effect of the different types 

of engagement (β = .15, p < 0.001), and predicted values reveal a significant negative 
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summary effect for participation (d = -.15, p = .01), which suggests that proximal causes 

increase participation (the number of consumers engaging), but not magnitude (the amount 

each consumer gives). Interestingly, robustness checks suggest high robustness when we 

spotlighted participation and higher explained variance (R² = 25.37%), but low robustness 

and explained variance for magnitude (R² = 5.26%).  

 

Sample Characteristics and Publication Bias Controls  

We find no significant moderation based on the use of student samples (p = .48), nor 

for the countries giving index (p = .24). The meta-regression reveals a marginally, negative 

effect of published manuscripts (β = -.34, p = .05), which suggests that publication bias in 

favor of proximal results. and we find a significant effect of precision (β = .00, p < .01).  

 

Spatial Distance Spotlight  

We conducted a spotlight analysis on effect sizes that capture spatial distance. Results 

from the meta-regression shown in Table 4 capture more variance than in the main model (R² 

= 33.63%). These findings are largely in line with findings from the main model, with a few 

exceptions which have important implications for practitioners and researchers. Specifically, 

we find a larger effect for social influence moderators. Descriptive norms showed significant 

negative moderation in the model for spatial distance unlike in the main model (β = -.33, p = 

.02), but similarly a significant summary effect (d = -.40, p < .01). We also find that when the 

focal stakeholder is a single person, there is significant negative moderation (β = -.48, p = 

.02), but this was also uncovered for when the focal stakeholder is a collective (β = -.36, p = 

.02), or an organization (β = -.31, p = .04). These results are not in line with the directionality 

of the hypotheses for the main model, and they offer some interesting insights for the role of 

focal stakeholders in cause appeals considering previous research. 
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Table 4: Results from the Spatial Distance Meta-regression 
  Meta-regression Predicted values 
Variable k β (SE) d CI 95% 
Intercept  .07 (.17)   

Social influence 
Descriptive norm: no 90  -.07 [-.18: .04] 
Descriptive norm: yes 10 -.33* (0.14) -.40** [-.67: -.13] 
Injunctive norm: no 82  -.11^ [-.22: .01] 
Injunctive norm: yes 18 .03 (0.12) -.07 [-.30: .15] 
Social desirability: no 70  -.10^ [-.23: .02] 
Social desirability: yes 30 .01 (.08) -.10 [-.24: .05] 

Habit formation 
Suggested donation amount: no 79  -.09 [-.21: .02] 
Suggested donation amount: yes 21 -.05 (.09) -.14 [-.31: .04] 

Feelings and cognition 
Messaging strategy: rational 84  -.13* [-.25: -.02] 
Messaging strategy: emotional 16 .20^ (.12) .07 [-.15: .28] 
Regulatory focus: prevention 34  -.30*** [-.44: -.15] 
Regulatory focus: promotion 66 .30*** (.08) .00 [-.12: .12] 

Tangibility 
Cause location: national 27  .08 [-.05: .20] 
Cause location: international 73 -.24*** (.04) -.17** [-.28: -.06] 
Focal stakeholder individual: no 87  -.04 [-.17: .09] 
Focal stakeholder individual: yes 13 -.48* (.20) -.52** [-.85: -.19] 
Focal stakeholder collective: no 73  .00 [-.15: .14] 
Focal stakeholder collective: yes 27 -.36* (.16) -.36** [-.61: -.12] 
Focal stakeholder organization: no 70  -.01 [-.15: .14] 
Focal stakeholder organization: yes 30 -.31* (.15) -.32** [-.54: -.09] 
Monetary donation: no 40  -.07 [-.26: .12] 
Monetary donation: yes 60 -.05 (.13) -.12 [-.28: .03] 
Tangible donation: no 82  -.08 [-.19: .03] 
Tangible donation: yes 18 -.12 (.11) -.20^ [-.41: .02] 

Methodological controls 
Dependent variable: intentions 58  -.13* [-.26: -.01] 
Dependent variable: behavior 42 .07 (.08) -.06 [-.20: .08] 
Engagement: participation 69  -.13* [-.24: -.02] 
Engagement: magnitude 31 10* (.05) -.03 [-.16: .10] 

Sample characteristics 
Student sample: no 78  -.14* [-.26: -.01] 
Student sample: yes 22 .16 (.12) .02 [-.18: .22] 
Giving index: low -1SD  .01 [-.15: .17] 
Giving index: high +1SD -.75 (.47) -.22* [-.41: -.02] 

Publication bias controls 
Publication status: unpublished 33  -.10 [-.34: .13] 
Publication status: published 67 .00 (.15) -.10 [-.24: .04] 
Year of publication 2020 -.02 (.02)   
Precision  .00 (.00)   
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Exploratory cause characteristics 
Children cause: no 90  -.06 [-.18: .05] 
Children cause: yes 10 -.34* (.17) -.46** [-.77: -.14] 
Homelessness cause: no 71  -.10^ [-.23: .02] 
Homelessness cause: yes 29 .01 (.13) -.10 [-.32: .13] 
Health-related cause: no 77  -.15* [-.27: -.03] 
Health-related cause: yes 23 .22^ (.11) .07 [-.13: .27] 
 Q-statistic τ² I² R² 
 281.56*** 0.06 (0.01) 82.74% 33.63% 

k = number of effect sizes; SE = standard error; CI 95% = 95% confidence interval 
^ = p < .10; * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001. 

 

Further, we find no significant results for suggested donation amount in the meta-

regression (p = .59). Whereas, we find similar results for feelings and cognition, such that 

there was significant positive moderation for regulatory focus (β = .30, p < .001), and 

significant negative predicted value summary effect for prevention focus (d = -.30, p < .001). 

There was no significant moderation for messaging strategy (p = .10), but there was a 

significant, small summary effect for rational appeals (d = -.13, p = .03). Relative to 

tangibility, we find the same results for cause location (β = -.24, p < .001) and non-significant 

results for monetary (p = .72) and tangible donation (p = .27). Results show a similar effect 

for magnitude (β = .10, p = .03), but not for publication status (p = .99).   

 

General Discussion 

The results of our meta-analysis offer a comprehensive understanding of the 

contingency factors influencing the effectiveness of distant and proximal cause appeals in 

promoting consumer prosocial behavior. A summary of these findings relative to our 

hypotheses with guidance to practitioners can be observed in Table 5. In the following 

sections, we delve into the theoretical and practical implications of these findings.  
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Theoretical Implications 

We contribute to three unique streams of literature. First, we summarize an important 

application of the extant literature on psychological distance by analyzing its effect on 

prosocial behavior. Second, we outline and find interesting future research paths relating to 

the role of construal fit. Third, we add to a growing wealth of knowledge about enablers of 

prosocial behavior. We also provide and discuss valuable directions for future research. 

 

Implications for Psychological Distance Literature  

We contribute to the research on psychological distance by identifying summary 

effects for the overall construct and, specifically, spatial distance due to its relevance with 

other dimensions (Zhang and Wang 2009). In summary, we find that when the cause is 

psychologically distant (vs. proximal) there is no effect on consumer prosocial responses. 

However, we do uncover a significant effect of spatial proximity (i.e., consumers’ close geo-

location to the cause or its focal stakeholder(s)). Although we did not analyze the summary 

effect of the other dimensions, we find that temporally distant cause appeals are more likely 

to be effective for increasing prosocial responses than temporal proximity. Whereas social 

proximity (i.e., a closer identification with focal stakeholders of the cause) is more likely to 

be effective. To our knowledge, this is the first to provide an empirical comparison or 

differential effect of the dimensions of psychological distance in this domain.  

 In addition, most results in this research largely favor psychological proximity. Such 

that although there is positive significant variation in the meta-regression models, predicted 

values inform that it is only significant in favor of proximity on relevant moderator levels. 

For example, although there is positive moderation for regulatory focus, suggesting 

differential and favorable effects of distance, predicted values are only significant for 

proximity when a prevention focus is adopted. The results skewing highly in favor of 
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proximity suggests that these empirical comparisons are only advancing knowledge regarding 

how to effectively tailor cause appeals for proximal causes and not necessarily distant ones. 

This presents concerns for this comparison (distant vs. proximal) in informing how non-profit 

marketers can effectively use their cause appeals to increase prosocial responses.  

 

Implications for Construal Fit  

We account for the effect of various moderators that can be attributed to and 

explained by construal fit. Specifically, we find through the meta-regressions significant 

differences in the effectiveness of distant vs. proximal causes for the use of descriptive norms 

(H1a), variations in regulatory focus (H7), temporally distant causes (H8), and individuals as 

focal stakeholders. Predicted values provide a clear snapshot of the significance at various 

levels with many moderators showing results in line with construal fit with proximal causes. 

Such that private behaviors (H2), rational appeals (H6), marginally monetary donation (H11b), 

and tangible donations (H12), are effective for proximal causes.  

We find circumstances where the hypothesized construal fit between the cause’s 

psychological distance and the moderators are not supported, and the results are quite 

counterintuitive. Specifically, we found small, significant summary effects that suggest that 

not using suggested donation amounts and new donor samples was effective for proximal 

causes. Given that these are contrary to the hypothesized direction, there is likely an 

alternative explanation other than construal fit. Interestingly, both effects are for “habit 

formation” moderators, as they are used to nudge consumers towards routine behaviors. 

Although habit formation can be a way to overcome the problems associated with 

abstractness, individuals who have not previously participated in the prosocial behavior (new 

donors) are more likely to have a fresh start mindset as they are yet to participate (White, 

Dahl, and Hardisty 2019). Previous research suggests that for proximal causes, motivation 
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and perceived impact is often highest at the beginning of goal pursuit (Touré-Tillery and 

Fishbach 2017). Such that consumers are most willing and motivated to participate on behalf 

of proximal causes when they have not done so previously. Thus, we suspect that goal pursuit 

might be a better explanation for habit formation which overrules the effect of construal fit. 

Further, although previous research has suggested that different focal stakeholders 

i.e., individual (vs. collective or organizations) are more effective for psychological proximal 

(vs. distant) causes (Ein-Gar and Levontin 2013; Kogut and Ritov 2007), we find this effect 

is only sustained for individuals, and is counterintuitive for spatial distance for the collective 

and organization. To our knowledge, studies that have compared these differences often 

focus on temporal and social distance within the same spatial context. Interestingly, the same 

result is found in comparisons in a national (spatially proximal) context (Ein-Gar and 

Levontin 2013), as well as when compared in an international (spatially distant) setting 

(Kogut and Ritov 2007). These results suggest that this effect is a consequence of immediacy 

(temporal proximity) and identification (social proximity), and not spatial distance. 

 

Implications for Prosocial Behavior Literature  

We provide empirical validation for various moderators, adding to a growing 

literature on prosocial behavior. Specifically, our research suggests varying effects of distant 

vs. proximal cause appeals based on the way that the engagement with the cause is measured 

in the study. Specifically, we find that proximal cause appeals are more effective at 

increasing the number of consumers who participate, such as recruiting more volunteers. This 

is further substantiated through how robust the results were for participation. Conversely, we 

do not find any significance in robustness in our model for magnitude (Model IV and XII, 

Appendix L). Previous research has shown that participation and magnitude decisions are 

distinct processes that rely on different mechanisms (Dickert, Sagara, and Slovic 2011). 



 
 
 

 133 

While previous research on donations occasionally explores both as distinct dependent 

variables, they rarely find distinctive effects of the two (e.g., Munz, Jung, and Alter 2020) as 

our research suggests. Thus, we present further evidence to suggest that it is important to 

consider the differential role of framing effects on either of these decisions (also see Fajardo, 

Townsend, and Bolander 2018). 

 
Future Research Directions  

Our meta-analysis and summative review uncovered various gaps in understanding, 

which provide fruitful avenues for future research in psychological distance and prosocial 

behavior, as well as various moderators uncovered in the SHIFT framework. For a full 

research agenda see Appendix O. Firstly, given that most of the summary effect results in this 

research and various substantial publication bias indicators are in favor of psychological 

proximity, this highlights the need for domain-specific research and replications in distant 

contexts. We encourage future researchers to seek to address the effects of various 

phenomena on prosocial behavior in important spatially distant contexts such as international 

humanitarian aid. Secondly, we find that construal fit is a good theory across various 

moderators in predicting the effects of psychological proximity, yet this does not extend to 

‘habit formation’. We believe that this poses an interesting consideration, given the need for 

many prosocial behaviors to be executed habitually to have the desired impact or sustained 

benefit (e.g., recycling, donation). Thus, future research may seek to address the 

mechanism(s) and motivators that drive habitual consumer prosocial responses for 

psychologically distant (vs. proximal) causes. Thirdly, our study uncovers robust evidence 

for differential effects for increased participation and magnitude decisions in prosocial 

behavior for psychologically distant (vs. proximal) causes. We encourage future researchers 

to report and investigate both outcomes where possible to contribute to a wider understanding 

that can help non-profit organizations strategically plan for these outcomes.  
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Table 5: Summary of hypothesis testing across models and practical recommendations 
Hypothesis Psych Spatial Finding Practical recommendations 

H1a n.s. ✓ Descriptive norms are more effective for 
spatially proximal causes. 

Non-profit marketers should use descriptive (provincial) norms 
focusing on the amount of people that engage in the prosocial 

behavior in a spatially proximal context. H1b × × Injunctive norms are not effective. 

H2 × × Private behaviors for proximal causes. Non-profit marketers should use private or virtual means of helping 
consumers engage in prosocial behaviors. 

H3 ✓ - Socially proximal causes are more effective. Beneficiaries should be identifiable or targeted to consumers with 
similar traits (e.g., same religion, gender). 

H4 × × No suggested amounts for proximal causes. Practitioners should not prescribe quantities for psychologically 
proximal causes. 

H5 × - New donors for proximal causes. For donor acquisition campaigns, non-profit marketers should try 
leverage psychological proximity with the cause.  

H6 n.s. n.s. Rational appeals for proximal causes. Appeals for psychological proximal causes should focus on rational 
prevention using data, and statistics about what is being avoided 

through the prosocial behavior. H7 ✓ ✓ Prevention focus is more effective for proximal 
causes. 

H8 ✓ - Temporally distant causes are more effective. Cause appeals should depict the future-focused consequences of the 
prosocial behavior. 

H9a - ✓ International causes are more effective when 
psychologically and spatially proximal. 

Practitioners should focus on making international causes feel closer 
to the consumer. H9b × × 

H10a ✓ ✓ When the focal stakeholder is an individual, 
proximal causes are more effective, but for a 
collective or organization, spatially proximal 

causes are more effective. 

Non-profit marketers for proximal causes should use individual case 
studies instead of collectives or organizations. However, if the cause 

is geographically local, they can use any of those alternatives. 
H10b × × 
H10c × × 

H11a n.s. - Non-volunteering for proximal causes. For fundraising campaigns, practitioners should try to make 
consumers feel psychologically proximal to cause and further 

explain the impact of their donations.  
H11b n.s. n.s. Monetary and tangible donations are marginally 

effective for proximal causes. H12 n.s. n.s. 
Psych = findings from the psychological distance model; Spatial = findings from the spatial distance spotlight; × = not supported in the meta-
regression; n.s. = not significant in the meta-regression; ✓= supported in the meta-regression
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Implications for Practice 

In this study, we intentionally explored the effect of various moderators to offer 

valuable guidance to non-profit marketers. We took into account factors that marketers can 

readily and partially modify to provide practical insights and recommendations for non-profit 

marketers to optimize their cause appeals. 

 

Strategies for Framing Cause Appeals  

The majority of the findings from this research are in favor of psychological 

proximity. Marketers should use appeals to establish social and spatial proximity between the 

cause and the consumer. Social proximity largely relies on consumers having a strong 

identification with a cause and its focal stakeholder(s). While research can capture 

individuals’ identification with causes, people, and stimuli, one’s identification is inherently 

intrinsic. This presents a challenge for non-profit marketers, who are limited in their access 

to, and general consumer acceptance of, investing in promotional resources. Thus, they are 

often forced to rely on common target market characteristics in order to understand and 

establish this identification. These could include using “self-benefit appeals”, whereby the 

consumer is forced to identify their role or benefit in relation to the cause (e.g., White and 

Peloza 2009), or a shared, observable trait e.g., name (Munz, Jung, and Alter 2020), gender 

(Winterich, Mitall, and Ross 2009), or ethnicity (Duclos and Barasch 2014). 

Conversely, spatial proximity relates to causes taking place within and near to the 

consumer’s geolocation. Although, spatial proximity is easier to measure and capture than 

social distance, it presents unique challenges. Marketers are unable to change the location of 

the cause they represent, and these cause appeals cannot be as easily manipulated in the same 

way temporally and socially distant causes often can. Further, we find that the effect of 

proximity is most effective in the case with international causes, which are inherently distant. 
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There is a need for alternative strategies to maximize these appeals. Specifically, marketers 

should use indicators in their cause appeals to infer the locality of the cause. Therefore, 

causes are best not addressed through their geographical distance from the consumer. This 

could potentially be done through communicating about the impact distant causes may have 

locally (e.g., floods in Pakistan affect U.S. citizens too), or through instead communicating 

high social proximity (e.g., similarities between those discussed “like us”, “it could be us”, or 

“it could make you feel better”). Another alternative for multi-national non-profits that have 

local divisions, is communicating the issue through a local charity division. For example, if 

Salvation Army could use “Salvation Army Canada”, instead of International as a proxy for 

overseas issues for Canadian fundraisers.  

 

Strategies for Designing Cause Appeals  

For proximal causes, rational appeals focused on prevention efforts are shown to be 

effective, suggesting that these are useful strategies for psychologically proximal cause 

appeals. Specifically, marketers should use communication elements that induce rational 

decision making such as using neutral (non-emotional) language that contain facts, figures, 

and statistics to focus on how the target prosocial behavior can prevent a negative outcome 

associated with the cause. An additional strategy that can be leveraged is the use of 

descriptive social norms, which are effective for psychologically and spatially proximal 

causes. Social norms can often be used to induce spatial proximity through provincial norms, 

which describe group behaviors relative to the immediate situation (Goldstein, Cialdini, and 

Griskevicius 2008). For example, “most people in your area donated $5 to the Red Cross 

today”. Marketers should seek to use and design social norms to reflect information about 

locally accepted behaviors that might not be known to the consumer. 
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Strategies for Donor Recruitment  

Our results show that for psychologically proximal causes, recruiting new donors (i.e., 

consumers that have not engaged in the prosocial behavior for the cause before) is effective. 

Further, we find that psychologically and spatially proximal causes increase participation 

rather than magnitude. Such that when the cause is psychologically proximal, more 

consumers are likely to participate, but this doesn’t lead to an increase in the amount to which 

each person participates. In practice, understanding the most effective balance between 

increases in participation (more consumers) vs. magnitude (fewer consumers doing/giving 

more) requires different resource allocations, which is important for an organization to 

forecast (Faulkner, Romaniuk, and Stern 2016). Specifically, when the organization has more 

consumers contributing less, acquisition costs should be higher as these donors constitute the 

majority and require more effort to attract (Faulkner, Romaniuk, and Stern 2016). Whereas, 

when the organization may have fewer consumers contributing more, there is stronger 

reliance on these consumers in order to meet the requirement of the cause. Thus, there is need 

for more of a focus on relationship marketing with them than acquiring them (e.g., 

Khodakarami, Petersen, and Venkatesan 2015). Taken together, our results suggest that when 

the cause is psychologically proximal, for an increase uptake in the prosocial behavior, it is 

more beneficial to focus on resource allocations towards acquisition campaigns rather than 

focusing on attempts to capitalize on existing donor databases.  

 
 

Limitations 

 We provide a thorough empirical review of the effect of distant (vs. proximal) cause 

appeals on prosocial intentions and behavior. However, no study is without its limitations. 

Specifically, we make the assumption that original researcher(s) and author(s) reported the 

quality of findings correctly. We also reported approximately 26 manuscripts where no 
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statistical information was available, which is equivalent 34% of the current papers included. 

There are various limitations in the dataset where there were various moderators that could 

not be extended to the spotlight model in the study, and various causes that were not captured 

in the model. Hence, we designed specific model specifications (see Appendix I). 

 

Conclusion 

Our meta-analytical review provides new insights about the effect of psychological 

distance on consumer prosocial responses. Importantly, we uncover differential effects of the 

dimensions of psychological distance. Further, we identify effects for an array of moderators. 

These include communication factors and response characteristics which are directly and 

partially, respectively, controllable for marketers. Additionally, we find moderating effects 

that are induced by the defining cause characteristics, which impose limitations to 

practitioners. Our findings provide valuable insights to non-profit marketers and fruitful 

avenues for future research. 
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Appendix: Near, Far, Wherever You Are: Understanding Distance Effects in Prosocial 

Cause Appeals. 

 
 
The materials below are provided to aid the understanding of Essay 2. These are referred to at 

various points in the manuscript in reference to the relevant discussion. 
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Appendix A: Summary of Previous Relevant Meta-analyses 

 
Paper k Variables Outcome Main findings 

Focus: Meta-analyses on prosocial behavior 

Bednell et al. 
(2013) 47a  Antecedents (e.g., theory of 

planned behavior) 
Blood donation intentions (k = 

20) and behavior (k = 21) 

Strong intentions were associated with perceived behavioral control (r = .42), 
attitude (r = .54), self-efficacy (r = .63), role identity (r = .50) and anticipated 

regret (r = .55). 

Butts et al. 
(2019) 84e Victim size (one vs. many) Helping intentions (k = 40) and 

behavior (k = 47) 
Victim size has a negative relationship with helping intent (r = -.07) and 

behavior (r = -.09). 

Coyne et al. 
(2018) 243a Prosocial media Prosocial behavior 

Prosocial media watching has a positive relationship with prosocial behavior 
(r = .16), this effect only existing when aimed at strangers or friends (r = .19, 
r = .15). Only has a relationship with helping (r = .18) but not donating (p = 

.16) or volunteering (p = .72). 

Fan et al. (2022) 857a 

Antecedents of cause-
related marketing 

(consumer, execution, 
product) 

Purchase intentions (k = 238), 
recommendation intentions (k = 

26), willingness to pay (k = 101), 
and post-reputation (k = 69) 

Cause-related marketing is most effective when the brand is familiar (b = 
005, p < 001), the product is utilitarian (b = -.04, p < .05), the company gives 
a large magnitude to the cause (b = .05, p < .01) and the cause chosen in less 
familiar to consumers (b = -.03, p < .05) and a humanitarian cause (b = 003, p 

< 005). 

Feeley and 
Moon (2009) 45a Media campaigns 

Attitudes (k = 11), family 
discussions (k = 15) and signing 

the registry (k = 19) 

Media campaigns have a positive relationship with prosocial behavior (r = 
.05) robust for signing the registry and family discussion (same effect size 

magnitude), general population campaigns (r = .07) and the use of 
interpersonal messages (r = .09). 

Jung et al. 
(2020) 224a 

Prosocial modeling 
(exposure to prosocial 

model) 
Prosocial behavior 

Prosocial modeling has a significant relationship with prosocial behavior (g = 
.45), the effect is stronger in non-US countries (b = .20, p = .02) and among 

female samples (b = .36, p = .05). 

Lee and Feeley 
(2016) 41c 

Identifiable vs. 
anonymous/statistical 

victims 

Monetary donation intentions (k 
= 15), volunteering intentions (k 

= 2) & monetary donation 
behavior (k = 24) 

The identifiable victim effect has a positive relationship with prosocial 
behavior (r = .05) robust for the following moderators: children (r = .07), 

single victim (r = .10), when pictures are provided (r = .07), in poverty (r = 
.08) and actual monetary donation outcome (r = .08). 
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Paper k Variables Outcome Main findings 

Peloza and Steel 
(2005) 127a Tax incentives Donation amount 

Tax incentives (1% increase) increase charitable giving by 1.44%. Only 
significant moderation comes from bequests (b = .84, p = .43) and tax filer 

data (b = .51, p = .001). 

Schamp et al. 
(2023) 205a Cause-related marketing 

presence (vs. absence) 
Attitudinal (k = 94) and 

behavioral response (k = 111) 

Attitudinal responses rely more on emotional attachment characteristics (e.g., 
whether the consumer vs. brand chooses the cause (b = .04, p < .001), the 

proximity of the cause (b = .18, p < .01), construal level (b = .43, p < .001)) 
whereas behavioral responses rely on emotional attachment and signals of 

sincerity (e.g., donation magnitude (b = 0.02, p < .01), brand and cause fit (b 
= .05, p < .05), pictorial representation (b = .24, p < .05)). 

Thielmann, 
Spadaro and 

Balliet (2020) 
3523a Personality traits Prosocial behavior 

Social value orientation, concern for others and honesty-humility have a 
positive effect on prosocial behavior, whereas Machiavellianism has a 

negative effect. 

White, Starfelt 
Sutton and Zhao 

(2023) 
882a Theory of planned behavior Donation intentions (k = 349) 

and behavior (k = 142) 

Perceived behavioral control (r = .56), moral norm (r = .54), attitude (r = .51) 
and subject norm (r = .47) have a positive relationship with intention which 

has a positive relationship with behavior (r = .30) 

Xu and Huang 
(2020) 40b Gain vs. loss framing 

Attitudes intentions or behaviors 
towards monetary (k = 25) or 

organ donation (k = 15). 

No significant difference of gain (vs. loss) framing (p = .85). The authors did 
not find any moderating or mediating effects in their analysis. 

Yang and 
Konrath (2023) 192a Economic inequality 

Charitable giving (k = 124), 
volunteering time (k = 53) and 

informal help (k = 15) 

Higher economic inequality is associated with less prosocial behavior (r = -
.07), this is upheld for charitable giving behavior (r = -.08). 

Focus: Meta-analyses on the effects of psychological distance 

Balliet, Wu and 
De Dreu 2014 125d In-group (vs. outgroup) Cooperation People are more cooperative towards ingroup compared to outgroup 

members (d = .32). 

Huang and Xu 
(2024) 194b Temporal framing 

Persuasion (k = 97), risk 
perception (k = 14), attitude (k = 

31), behavioral intention (k = 
40), behavior (k = 12) 

Proximal (vs. distant) temporal frames positively affect risk perception (r = 
.10), persuasion (r = .07) but not intentions, attitudes, or behaviors. 
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Paper k Variables Outcome Main findings 

Moran and Eyal 
(2022) 

230a Psychological distance 

Emotional experience 

Psychological distance accentuates emotional experience (g = .52), but only 
for low-level emotions, i.e., basic emotions (g = .64). 

98a Level of abstraction Level of abstraction only accentuates low level emotions (g = .20), and does 
not high-level (g = -.13) 

Soderberg et al. 
(2015) 

310a 

Psychological distance 

Construal level 

Psychological distance has a positive effect on construal level (g = .48), 
significant across both conceptual and perceptual and all types of distance 
(social, temporal, hypothetical and spatial). Larger effect in field (g = .60) 

and lab settings (g = .51) than online (g = .15, p = .001) and when imagined 
(g = .55) rather than real (g = .35, p = .001). 

426f Evaluation (k = 111), prediction 
(k = 30) and behavior (k = 36) 

Psychological distance has a positive effect on downstream consequences (g 
= .53), significant across all three outcomes with no variation between them 
(p = .55) and all types of psychological distance (p = .36). Larger effect in 
field (g = .55) and lab settings (g = .53) than online (g = 0.32, p < .001). 

a = no papers in common with the current research, b = 1 effect size in common, c = 2 effect sizes in common, d = 3 effect sizes in common, e = 6 
effect size in common, f = 11 effect sizes in common 
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Appendix B: Literature Summary (Included Papers) 

Author(s) Study Dimension Manipulation Cause Country Finding 

Adena, Hakimov 
and Huck (2023) 1 Spatial Own region vs. across country Donation to projects to improve local 

life Kyrgyzstan Proximity is more effective. 

Agerström et al. 
(2016) 1 Spatial Donors in your university vs. 

all of Sweden  
Donation to “Golomo” (Children in 
Uganda) Sweden Proximity is more effective. 

Balbo et al. 
(2014) 1 Social Victim similar vs. non-similar 

age Blood donation  France No difference (p = .27). 

Bashir et al. 
(2014) 

1 

Temporal 

Slider that scales timeline of 
75 years (proximal) vs. 15 
years (distant) Pro-environmental consumption for 

food crisis Canada Proximity is more effective. 

2 
Slider that timeline of 80 years 
(proximal) vs. 20 years 
(distant) 

Beldad, Bax and 
Van Hoof (2022) 1 Social Self vs. other benefit Donation to a health-related Dutch 

organization Netherlands No difference (p > .05). 

Breman (2011) 

1 

Temporal 
Today vs. 2 months 

Donation to “Diakonia” 

Sweden Distance is more effective. 
2 Donation to “Save the Children” 

Today vs. 1 months 

Brinkerhoff 
(2020) 1 Spatial Localized images of the state 

vs. generic of US coastlines 
Reducing plastic consumption  USA No difference (p = .14). 

Sharing on social media USA No difference (p = .21). 

Chang and Lee 
(2009) 1 Temporal Children die each hour vs. year 

in poverty 
Donation, volunteering and spreading 
the word for dying children Taiwan 

Distance is more effective for 
promotion focus; proximity is 
effective for prevention focus. 
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Author(s) Study Dimension Manipulation Cause Country Finding 

Choi, Park and 
Oh (2011) 1 Temporal 

1 week vs. 3 months  

Blood donation 

South Korea 

Distance is more effective. 
1 week vs. 1 year 

1 week vs. 3 months  
USA 

1 week vs. 1 year 

Chu and Yang 
(2020) 1 Spatial  United States vs. Singapore 

Support for climate change 
mitigation policies 

USA 

Distance is more effective for 
efficacy. 

Participation in climate change 
mitigation behaviors 

Proximity is more effective for 
risk frames. 

Chung and Hair 
(2021) 

2 
Social 

Elderly person vs. prisoner Donation to the roof breaking in 
victim's home 

USA Proximity is more effective. 
3 Politician from their party vs. 

other 
Donation to support the campaigns of 
political party 

Damgaard and 
Gravert (2017) 1, 2 Temporal Deadline in 2(3) vs. 3(10/34) 

days 
Donation to poverty relief 
organizations Denmark Distance is more effective. 

Dedeaux (2009) 1 
Social Known vs. unknown victims 

Donation to laid off families USA Proximity is more effective. 
Temporal Urgent vs. non-urgent 

Duclos and 
Barasch (2014) 

1 

Social 

White vs. black recipients (for 
all white panel) 

Donation to “Global Relief’”, to help 
victims of natural disasters 

USA No difference (p = .19) 

2 Victims from Sihuan (China) 
vs. Haiti China No difference (p = .32) 

3 White vs. black recipients (for 
all white panel) USA Proximity is more effective. 
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Author(s) Study Dimension Manipulation Cause Country Finding 

Ein-Gar and 
Levontin (2013) 

2 Temporal 

Next week vs. next year 

Volunteering with a child to be a role 
model for “at risk youths” 

Israel 

Proximity is more effective. 

Volunteering with children to be a 
role model for “at risk youths” Distance is more effective. 

Next week vs. 2 months 

Volunteering to help children with 
their homework Proximity is more effect 

Volunteering to help with a learning 
center for children Distance is more effective.  

3 

Social  

Immigrant students vs. 
immigrant elderly 

Volunteering to help an immigrant Proximity is more effective. 

Volunteering for the “Ministry of 
Immigrant Absorption” Distance is more effective. 

4 Male vs. female 

Donation to a person recovering from 
a car accident Proximity is more effective. 

Donation to a rehab center Distance is more effective. 

5 University students vs. high 
school students 

Donation to help a student Proximity is more effective. 

Donation to the “Good Neighbour 
Association” Distance is more effective. 

Galmarini, Porro 
and Regasa 
(2022) 

1 Social Italian citizens vs. immigrants 
(legal) in Italy 

Donation to teens not getting a good 
education Italy No difference (p = .64). 

Garbinsky and 
Aaker (2012) 2 Temporal Donate now vs. in 1 week Donation to “St. Jude Children’s 

Research Hospital” USA Proximity is effective for a 
prevention focus. 
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Author(s) Study Dimension Manipulation Cause Country Finding 

Gong (2014) 

3 
Temporal Tomorrow vs. next year 

Donation to save 1 Panda 

USA 

Distance is more effective. 
Donation to save 4 Pandas 

4 Donation to save 2 Warblers No difference (p > .05). 

5 Social Self vs. other benefit Donation to save 4 Warblers Distance is more effective.  

6 Spatial Texas (USA) vs. Brazil Donation to save 1 Warbler Proximity is more effective.  

Gong, Zhang and 
Fung (2019) 1 Social Relative vs. non-relative 

Donation to a person in hospital 
unable to pay their medical expenses 

China Proximity is more effective for 
older people. Volunteering to help a person in 

hospital unable to pay their own 
medical expenses 

Griffioen, 
Handgraaf and 
Antonides (2019) 

1 Social Gift to self vs. gift to other Reducing electricity consumption Netherlands No difference (p > .05). 

Gu and Chen 
(2021) 5 Temporal Next month vs. next year 

Donation for desks and eye 
protection lamps for children in poor 
areas in China 

USA 
Proximity is more effective 
when the donation is tangible, 
if not distance is effective. 

Guéguen, Lamy 
and Fischer-
Lokou (2018) 

1 

Spatial Recipient from participants' 
town vs. country 

Product donation for starving people 

France Proximity is more effective. 2 Donation to children in need 

3 Donation to bakeries providing food 
for children in need 
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Author(s) Study Dimension Manipulation Cause Country Finding 

Guo and Hou 
(2023) 1 

Spatial Chinese vs. Maldieves and 
Bangladeshi coastlines Climate change mitigation China 

No difference (p > .05). 

Temporal Consequences in 2025 vs. 
2050 Proximity is more effective. 

Habib, White and 
Hoegg (2021) 3 Social Someone close to them vs. 

neutral Organ donation Canada Proximity is more effective. 

Hart, Stedman 
and McComas 
(2015) 

1 Spatial Implementation in a location 
near vs. distant location 

Support for building projects that 
reduce the university's carbon 
omissions 

USA No difference (p > .05). 

He and Zou 
(2022) 

1 Temporal Last week vs. last year 

Donation to a natural disaster relief 
campaign China 

No difference (p = .13) 

2 Spatial Participants' province vs. 
Caribbean Proximity is more effective. 

3 Social Friend vs. nobody known 
associated with disaster Proximity is more effective. 

Heinz, Koessler 
and Engel (2023) 

1 Spatial German recipient in Germany 
vs. Indian recipient in India 

Leaving email for petition for climate 
change induced flooding  

Germany No difference (p > .05). 
Donation to climate change induced 
flooding 

1 Social German recipient vs. Indian 
recipient both in Germany 

Leaving email for petition for climate 
change induced flooding 

Germany No difference (p > .05). 
Donation to climate change induced 
flooding 

Høgsdal (2021) 
1 

Spatial Local community vs. whole of 
Sweden 

Donation to the “Red Cross” 
Norway Proximity is more effective. 

2 Donation to Norwegian humanitarian 
organizations 
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Author(s) Study Dimension Manipulation Cause Country Finding 

Hopkins et al. 
(2007) 3 Spatial Scottish (UK) vs. Welsh (UK) 

charity 
Raffle tickets for a domestic violence 
charity UK Distance is more effective. 

Jones, Hine and 
Marks (2017) 1 

Social From the same vs. other 
culture 

Participation in climate mitigation 
behaviors Australia  

Distance is more effective. 

Temporal Recent vs. near future No difference (p = .08) 

Spatial Australia vs. Greece Distance is more effective. 

Kao, Yu and Lee 
(2022) 1 Temporal Short-term vs. long-term 

consequences  

Donation to building houses for the 
homeless 

China 
Proximity is more effective. 

Volunteering to build houses for the 
homeless Distance is more effective. 

Kessler and 
Milkman (2018) 1 Spatial 

Community vs. state drive 
Donation to the “Red Cross” USA Proximity is more effective. 

National vs. community drive 

Khodakarami, 
Petersen and 
Venkatesan 
(2015) 

1 

Social Number of degrees obtained 
from institution 

Alumni donation USA 

Proximity is more effective. 

Temporal Time since graduation Distance is more effective. 

Spatial Living in the same state vs. not Distance is more effective. 

Kim (2023) 1 Temporal Immediate impact 'right now' 
vs. future 'long term' Social distancing South Korea No difference (p > .05). 

Kim and Childs 
(2021) 1, 2 Social Self vs. other benefit Donation to the less fortunate USA 

Distance is overall more 
effective (more so for those 
high in nostalgia). 
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Author(s) Study Dimension Manipulation Cause Country Finding 
Kim, Moon and 
Park (2024) 1 Spatial South Korea vs. entire world Recycling South Korea No difference (p > .05). 

Kogut et al. 
(2018) 2 Spatial Recipient from participants' 

neighborhood vs. country 
Donation for medication for a sick 
child Israel Proximity is more effective. 

Kumara (2018) 3 Spatial USA vs. China Support for aquaculture policy USA No difference (p > .05). 

Kwan and Wyer 
(2016) 3 Social Sign own name vs. another 

name 
Donation to victims of child 
trafficking China Proximity is more effective. 

Lee and Hon 
(2022) 1 Temporal Current vs. future self Donation for Alzheimer’s USA No difference (p > .05). 

Lee and Lee 
(2021) 2 Spatial Korean vs. Yemeni children Donation to “Save the starving 

Children (KUVA campaign)” South Korea Proximity is more effective for 
emotional appeals. 

Madurapperuma 
and Kim (2020) 1 Temporal This week vs. 4 months’ time 

Volunteering for children with 
chronic health issues 

Sri Lanka 
No difference (p = .11). 

Donation to children suffering from 
chronic health issues Distance is more effective. 

Mir et al. (2016) 1 Spatial Tehran (Iran) vs. Beijing 
(China) Public transportation usage Iran Distance is more effective for 

a promotion focus. 

Munz, Jung and 
Alter (2020) 1 Social Same name vs. not Donation to buy iPads for teachers USA Proximity is more effective. 

Neufeld (2014) 1 Spatial Manitoba (Canada) vs. 
elsewhere 

Support for government action for 
first nations' water issues Canada No difference (p = .36). 

Park, Choi and 
Joo (2014) 1 Temporal 

no time frame vs. 1 week 

Blood donation USA & 
South Korea Proximity is more effective. no time frame vs. 3 months 

no time frame vs. 1 year 
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Author(s) Study Dimension Manipulation Cause Country Finding 

Park and Lee 
(2015) 

1, 2, 3 

Social 

Self vs. other benefit 

Donation to a student fundraiser South Korea 
No difference (p > .05). 

2, 3 Same university vs. other 
university 4 Proximity is more effective. 

Park et al. (2020) 1 Temporal 

1 week vs. 3 months 

Recycling 

USA 

No difference (p > .05). 

1 week vs. 1 year 

1 week vs. 3 years 

1 week vs. 3 months 

South Korea 1 week vs. 1 year 

1 week vs. 3 years 

Park (2021) 1 Spatial Our world vs. your local 
community Reducing plastic consumption USA 

Distance is effective for a 
prevention focus with 
information, but a promotion 
focus, when not. 

Pattschull (2018) 1 Spatial Austria vs. East Coast USA Donation to endangered birds Austria No difference (p > .05). 

Paulin et al. 
(2014) 1 Social Self vs. other benefit 

Donation and volunteering for breast 
cancer 

USA Proximity is more effective. Donation and volunteering for youth 
homelessness 

Pronin, Olivola 
and Kennedy 
(2008) 

2 Temporal Present vs. future self Volunteering to help peers on their 
mid-terms USA Distance is more effective 

Rogers and 
Bazerman (2008) 

1 

Temporal 

1 day vs. 1 week Donation to the United Way 

USA Distance is more effective. 2 
Now vs. in 4 years 

Supporting reducing over-harvesting 
of fisheries  

3 Supporting increasing price of gas 



 
 
 

 157 

Author(s) Study Dimension Manipulation Cause Country Finding 

Ruiz (2012) 1 
Social Self vs. other benefit Volunteer for the “Americorps” 

student recruitment campaigns USA No difference (p > .05). 
Temporal This year vs. next 

Schuldt, Rickard 
and Yang (2018) 2 Spatial New York (USA) vs. Maldives Support for climate change policies USA No difference (p = .80). 

Sheng, Dai and 
Pan (2020) 

1, 2 Spatial 
Images of landmark buildings 
in Changchun (China) vs. 
London (UK) Reducing consumption activities that 

create air pollution China 

Proximity is more effective 
when the issue is more severe, 
distance is effective when the 
issue is not severe. 3 Spatial 

Images of landmark buildings 
in Guangzhou (China) vs. 
Changchun (China) 

Sherwani, Bates 
and Grijalva 
(2021) 

1 
Spatial South vs. North America 

Donation to “Healthy homes for 
healthy living” USA 

No difference (p = .77). 

Temporal Short term vs. long term 
negative health impacts No difference (p = .53). 

Soliman et al. 
(2018) 1 Temporal 

Slider that scales timeline of 
1,000 years (proximal) or 100 
years (distant) 

Participation in pro-environmental 
consumption for Food crisis in 2100 Canada 

Proximity is more effective 
when paired with a social 
norm, distance is effective 
when it is not. 

Sparkman, Lee 
and Macdonald 
(2021) 

1 

Temporal 1-10 years implementation vs. 
40-50 years 

Support for life saving policies Japan 

Proximity is more effective. 

Spatial 

Own region vs. other 
developing nation Proximity is more effective. 

Own region vs. rest of Japan Distance is more effective. 
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Author(s) Study Dimension Manipulation Cause Country Finding 

Stürmer et al. 
(2006) 

1 
Social 

German person vs. Muslim 
person 

Helping a lost person find 
accommodation Germany 

No difference (p > .05). 
2 In-group (same group) vs. 

outgroup 
Helping a stranger who lost their 
backpack USA 

Sudhir, Roy and 
Cherian (2016) 1 Social Hindus vs. Christians Donation to “HelpAge” India Proximity is more effective. 

Taniguchi and 
Ikegami (2021) 1 Spatial Japan vs. England (UK) 

Helping a man who has hurt himself 
climbing 

Japan No difference (p > .05). 
Donating money to help a man who 
has hurt himself climbing 

Tong and He 
(2022) 2 Spatial Chinese vs. African charity Donating money to “Kids' Home 

Project” China 
Proximity is more effective for 
visible behavior, distance for 
less visible prosocial behavior. 

Touré-Tillery and 
Fishbach (2017) 

2 

Spatial 

Physical distance from 
university Alumni donation 

USA 

Proximity is more effective. 

3 

Nearby vs. farway terminology  

4 Donation to “OSAF” (improving 
lives in OECDs) 

5 Donation to “Action for Total 
Sanitation” 

6 Donation to “Habitat Haiti” 
(earthquake relief) 

Proximity is more effective 
when individuals are more 
impact focused. 
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Author(s) Study Dimension Manipulation Cause Country Finding 

Wang, Kirmani 
and Li (2021) 

2 
Spatial US vs. non-US charity 

Donation to ‘No Kid Hungry’ 
USA 

Proximity is more effective for 
people that have not moved, 
distance is effective for those 
that have moved. 

3 Donation to “Save the Children” No difference (p = .14). 

Wang et al. 
(2022) 1 Social It could happen to you vs. it 

affects millions of Americans 
Donation to the “Red Cross” for 
people losing homes USA Proximity is more effective for 

a prevention focus. 

Wang, Wang and 
Jiang (2023) 5 Spatial Patients from California 

(USA) vs. nation-wide Donation to Alzheimer's patients USA 
Proximity is more effective for 
monetary donation vs. tangible 
donation. 

White and Peloza 
(2009) 1, 2, 4 Social Self vs. other benefit Donation to the “Mustard Seed” 

homeless shelter charity USA 
Distance is more effective for 
visible behavior, but proximity 
for private behavior. 

Williams, Stein, 
and Galguera 
(2014) 

1 Temporal To upcoming 2013 hurricane 
season or 2023 

Donation to the “Red Cross” for 
victims of hurricane season USA Proximity is more effective. 

Winterich, Mittal 
and Ross Jr 
(2009) 

1, 2 Spatial 
Hurricane Katrina (USA) vs. 
Indian Ocean Tsunami 
anniversary fund 

Donation to natural disaster fund 
USA 

Proximity is more effective. 

3 Spatial London (UK) vs. Iraq terrorist 
attack anniversary fund 

Donation to terrorist attack victims 
and families No difference (p > .05). 

Xu, Rodas and 
Torelli (2020) 3 Spatial San Francisco (USA) vs. New 

York (USA) 
Donation to “Heart for the 
Homeless” USA 

Proximity is effective for 
impact framing, whereas 
distance for morality framing. 
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Author(s) Study Dimension Manipulation Cause Country Finding 

Ye et al. (2015) 1 Social Self vs. other benefit Donation to help researchers find 
medical cures 

China Distance is more effective 

Canada Proximity is more effective 

Yin and Li (2023) 

1 Spatial US doctor in USA vs. in 
Zimbabwe 

Donation to “Charity Vision” 
(fictional eye charity) USA 

Distance is more effective 

Social 
US doctor in Zimbabwe vs. 
Zimbabwean doctor in 
Zimbabwe 

Proximity is more effective 
2a 

2b 

3 Spatial US doctor in USA vs. in 
Zimbabwe Distance is more effective 

Zagefka (2018) 1 Spatial 

Attack location London vs. 
Kabul  

Donation to victims of a terrorist 
attack UK Proximity is more effective. Attack location Kabul vs. 

London (primed resident 
location) 

Zhang and Xie 
(2022) 

1 
Temporal 1 day vs. 1 year  Donation to relief program for 

children with Hemophilia China 
Proximity is more effective. 

2 Distance is more effective for 
promotion focus. 

Zhang and Zhao 
(2017) 

2 Social Niece vs. daughter of old 
school friend Helping a young girl in poverty USA Proximity is more effective. 

3 Spatial Nearby children vs. children in 
a rural distant area 

Volunteering to spend time having 
phone calls with disadvantaged 
children 

China 
Proximity is effective for a 
prevention focus; distance a 
promotion focus. 
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Appendix C: Proximal and Distant Cause Framing from Previous Research 

Dimension Proximal Distant 
Social 

 
 

 

 Heinz, Koessler and Engel (2023) 
 

  
 Galmarini, Porro and Regasa (2022) 
Temporal “Can you consider increasing your 

contribution with X kronor starting 
in month (two months away), which 
means that the first increase will be 
on the 28th of Month (two months 
away)?” 

“Can you consider increasing your 
contribution with X kronor starting 
in month (one month away), which 
means that the first increase will be 
on the 28th of Month (one month 
away)?” 

 Breman (2011) 
 

  
 Ruiz (2012) 
 

 
  

 Bashir et al. (2016) 
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 Chang and Lee (2009) 
Spatial 

 
  

 Kessler and Milkman (2018) 
 

 
 

 

 Wang, Wang and Jiang (2023) 
 The researchers on this project are 

collaborating with Habitat for 
Humanity in faraway Haiti to make 
a difference for the cause. Today, 
over 80,000 people remain homeless 
in Haiti, five years after a 
devastating earthquake struck the 
capital city of Port- au-Prince. 
Habitat for Humanity works in 
faraway Haiti to build homes, build 
communities, and break the cycle of 
poverty. By making a $10 donation, 
you can help improve lives in 
faraway Haiti.  

The researchers on this project are 
collaborating with Habitat for 
Humanity in nearby Haiti to make 
a difference for the cause. Today, 
over 80,000 people remain 
homeless in Haiti, five years after a 
devastating earthquake struck the 
capital city of Port- au-Prince. 
Habitat for Humanity works in 
nearby Haiti to build homes, build 
communities, and break the cycle 
of poverty. By making a $10 
donation, you can help improve 
lives in nearby Haiti.  
 

 Touré-Tillery and Fishbach (2016) 
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Appendix D: Keywords and Search Terms 
 
Search terms: psychological distance, proximity, in-group, temporal distance, social 
distance, spatial distance, temporal immediacy, construal level, donation, helping, 
volunteering, giving, prosocial, generosity, social marketing, sustainable, and environmental. 
 
Databases: Google Scholar, Scopus, ProQuest Thesis, Web of Science, SSRN, 
ResearchGate, and OATD (Open Access Theses and Dissertations). 
 
Journals: Journal of Consumer Research, Journal of Business Ethics, Journal of Nonprofit & 
Public Sector Marketing, Journal of Advertising, and Journal of Marketing 
 
Formulas used in search engine:  
((“psychological distance” OR “construal level”) AND (“prosocial” OR “donation” OR 
“helping” OR “volunteering” OR “giving”)). 
((“social distance” OR “proximity” OR “in-group”) AND (“prosocial” OR “donation” OR 
“helping” OR “volunteering” OR “giving”)). 
((“temporal distance” OR “temporal immediacy”) AND (“prosocial” OR “donation” OR 
“helping” OR “volunteering” OR “giving”)). 
((“spatial distance”) AND (“prosocial” OR “donation” OR “helping” OR “volunteering” OR 
“giving”)). 
((“psychological distance” OR “construal level”) AND (“generosity” OR “social marketing” 
OR “environmental” OR “sustainable”)). 
((“social distance” OR “proximity” OR “in-group”) AND (“generosity” OR “social marketing” 
OR “environmental” OR “sustainable”)). 
((“temporal distance” OR “temporal immediacy”) AND (“generosity” OR “social marketing” 
OR “environmental” OR “sustainable”)). 
((“spatial distance”) AND (“generosity” OR “social marketing” OR “environmental” OR 
“sustainable”)). 
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Appendix E: All Papers Screened for Inclusion in the Meta-analysis (with Reasons) 

 
Paper Eligible Reason 
Adena, Maja, Rustamdjan Hakimov, and Steffen Huck (2024), “Charitable Giving by the Poor: A Field Experiment in 
Kyrgyzstan”. Management Science 70 (1), 633–46. 

✓ This paper is eligible for inclusion in the meta-
analysis. 

Agerström, Jens, and Fredrik Björklund (2009), “Temporal distance and moral concerns: Future morally questionable 
behavior is perceived as more wrong and evokes stronger prosocial intentions”. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 31(1), 
49-59. 

× This paper does not have the statistical 
information necessary to calculate the effect sizes 

Agerström, Jens, and Fredrik Björklund (2013), “Why people with an eye toward the future are more moral: The role of 
abstract thinking”. Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 35 (4), 373-381. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Agerström, Jens, Fredrik Björklund, and Rickard Carlsson (2012), “Emotions in time: Moral emotions appear more intense 
with temporal distance”. Social Cognition, 30 (2), 181-98. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Agerström, Jens, Rickard Carlsson, Linda Nicklasson, and Linda Guntell (2016), “Using descriptive social norms to 
increase charitable giving: The power of local norms”. Journal of Economic Psychology, 52, 147-53 

✓ This paper is eligible for inclusion in the meta-
analysis. 

Aji, Hendy Mustiko, and Istyakara Muslichah (2023), “Online cross-religion donation during COVID-19: mediating role of 
empathy and trust”. Journal of Islamic Marketing, 14 (6), 1531-50. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Aknin, Lara B., Elizabeth W. Dunn, Gillian M. Sandstrom, and Michael I. Norton (2013), “Does social connection turn 
good deeds into good feelings?: On the value of putting the ‘social’in prosocial spending”. International Journal of 
Happiness and Development, 1 (2), 155-71. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Aknin, Lara B., Leaf Van Boven, and Laura Johnson-Graham (2015), “Abstract construals make the emotional rewards of 
prosocial behavior more salient”. The Journal of Positive Psychology, 10 (5), 458-62. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Allen, Alexis M., Meike Eilert, and John Peloza (2018), “How deviations from performance norms impact charitable 
donations”. Journal of Marketing Research, 55 (2), 277-90. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Alter, Adam L., and Daniel M. Oppenheimer (2008), “Effects of fluency on psychological distance and mental construal (or 
why New York is a large city, but New York is a civilized jungle)”. Psychological Science, 19 (2), 161-67. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Andersson, Ola, Topi Miettinen, Kaisa Hytönen, Magnus Johannesson, and Ute Stephan (2017), “Subliminal influence on 
generosity”. Experimental Economics, 20, 531-55. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

André, Kévin, Sylvain Bureau, Arthur Gautier, and Olivier Rubel (2017), “Beyond the opposition between altruism and self-
interest: Reciprocal giving in reward-based crowdfunding”. Journal of Business Ethics, 146, 313-32. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Anik, Lalin, Michael I. Norton, and Dan Ariely (2014), “Contingent match incentives increase donations”. Journal of 
Marketing Research, 51 (6), 790-801. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Anuar, Marhana Mohamed, and Osman Mohamad (2011), “Examining the effects of cause-proximity and gender on 
consumers’ response to cause-related marketing: evidence from Malaysia”. International Journal of Marketing Studies, 3 
(3), 174-81. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Appau, Samuelson, and Sefa Awaworyi Churchill (2019), “Charity, volunteering type and subjective wellbeing”. 
VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations, 30, 1118-32. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Bae, Mikyeung (2020), “Effect of skepticism and message abstractness on cause-related marketing campaign evaluation: 
The mediating role of message engagement”. Cogent Business & Management, 7(1), 1813449. 

× This paper examines a for-profit/corporate 
context. 
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Balbo, Laurie, Florence Jeannot, and Justine Estarague (2015, July), “The fit between message framing and social distance: 
An efficient way to promote pro-social health behaviors”. In 48th Academy of Marketing Conference-AM 2015. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Balbo, Laurie, Florence Jeannot, and Justine Estarague (2015), “Combining message framing and social distance to promote 
pro-social health behaviors”. 31ème Congrès de l’Association Française du Marketing-AFM 2015. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Balbo, Laurie, Florence Jeannot, and Justine Estarague (2015), “Who is the person in need? Combining message framing 
and social distance to promote pro-social health behaviors”. ACR North American Advances. 
https://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/v43/acr_vol43_1019017.pdf 

✓ This paper is eligible for inclusion in the meta-
analysis. 

Baldassarri, Delia, and Guy Grossman (2013), “The effect of group attachment and social position on prosocial behavior. 
Evidence from lab-in-the-field experiments. PloS one, 8 (3), e58750. 

× This paper uses an economic game. 

Bálint, Katalin, Thomas Klausch, and Tibor Pólya (2018), “Watching Closely: Shot Scale Influences Theory of Mind 
Response in Visual Narratives”. Journal of Media Psychology, 30 (3), 150–59.  

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Banerjee, Shankhadeep, and Indranil Bose (2018), “Risky Donation for Rewarding Innovation? Examining Transformation 
of Technology Consumers into Crowdfunding Patrons”. ACIS 2018 Proceedings, 7. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Banker, Sachin, and Joowon Park (2020), “Evaluating prosocial COVID-19 messaging frames: Evidence from a field study 
on Facebook”. Judgment and Decision Making, 15 (6), 1037-43. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Barnes, Stuart. J. (2019), “Out of sight, out of mind: Plastic waste exports, psychological distance and consumer plastic 
purchasing”. Global Environmental Change, 58, 101943. 

× This paper uses a survey method. 

Bashir, Nadia Y., Anne E. Wilson, Penelope Lockwood, Alison L. Chasteen, and Susan Alisat (2014), “The time for action 
is now: Subjective temporal proximity enhances pursuit of remote-future goals”. Social Cognition, 32 (1), 83-93. 

✓ This paper is eligible for inclusion in the meta-
analysis. 

Beldad, Ardion D., Ismay L. Bax, and Joris Van Hoof (2023), “A Few More Words for a Few More Cents: The Roles of 
Beneficiary and Message Frames during a Door-to-Door Donation Collection”. Journal of Nonprofit & Public Sector 
Marketing, 35 (4), 414–37.  

✓ This paper is eligible for inclusion in the meta-
analysis. 

Bendapudi, Neeli, Surendra N. Singh, and Venkat Bendapudi (1996), “Enhancing helping behavior: An integrative 
framework for promotion planning”. Journal of Marketing, 60 (3), 33-49. 

× This paper is conceptual not empirical. 

Bennett, Sidney, Victoria L. Banyard, and Katie M. Edwards (2017), “The impact of the bystander’s relationship with the 
victim and the perpetrator on intent to help in situations involving sexual violence”. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 32 
(5), 682-702. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Besancenot, Damien, and Radu Vranceanu (2021), “The generosity spillover effect of pledges in a two-person giving 
game”. Journal of Behavioral and Experimental Economics, 90, 101630. 

× This paper uses an economic game. 

Bicchieri, Cristina, Eugen Dimant, Simon Gächter, and Daniele Nosenzo (2022), “Social proximity and the erosion of norm 
compliance.” Games and Economic Behavior, 132, 59-72. 

× This paper uses an economic game. 

Bischoff, Claudia, and Jochim Hansen (2016), “Influencing support of charitable objectives in the near and distant future: 
Delay discounting and the moderating influence of construal level”. Social Influence, 11 (4), 217-29. 

× There are 2 manipulations in this paper from 
which we cannot obtain the effect size accurately. 

Bock, Dora E., Jacqueline K. Eastman, and Kevin L. Eastman (2018), “Encouraging consumer charitable behavior: The 
impact of charitable motivations, gratitude, and materialism”. Journal of Business Ethics, 150, 1213-28. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Bönisch, Kira (2012), The impact of message framing, visual appeal and donation proximity on the effectiveness of charity-
marketing campaigns (Doctoral dissertation, Universidade Catolica Portugesa (Portugal)). 

× This paper examines a for-profit/corporate 
context. 

Bortoloso, Giorgia (2023), Individual donations and social media communication: Italian cultural NPOs’ strategies after 
the pandemic.(Master's thesis, Università Ca'Foscari Venezia). http://dspace.unive.it/bitstream/handle/10579/24963/873876-
1286790.pdf?sequence=2 

× This paper uses a survey method. 

Boudet, Hilary S., Chad M. Zanocco, Peter D. Howe, and Christopher E. Clarke (2018), “The effect of geographic proximity 
to unconventional oil and gas development on public support for hydraulic fracturing”. Risk Analysis, 38 (9), 1871-1890. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 
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Bourassa, Maureen A., and Abbey C. Stang (2016), “Knowledge is power: Why public knowledge matters to charities. 
International Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Marketing”, 21 (1), 13-30. 

× This paper is conceptual not empirical. 

Bracha, Anat, and Lise Vesterlund (2017), “Mixed signals: Charity reporting when donations signal generosity and 
income”e. Games and Economic Behavior, 104, 24-42. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Brandt, Alexander. M. (2022), Economic Situations and Social Distance: Taxation and Donation (Doctoral dissertation, 
Duke University). 

× This paper uses an economic game. 

Breman, Anna (2011), “Give more tomorrow: Two field experiments on altruism and intertemporal choice”. Journal of 
Public Economics, 95 (11-12), 1349-57.  

✓ This paper is eligible for inclusion in the meta-
analysis. 

Brinkerhoff, Bobbie (2011), Predicting Intentions To Donate To Human Service Nonprofits And Public Broadcasting 
Organizations Using A Revised Theory Of Planned Behavior. 
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3014&context=etd 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Brinkerhoff, Laurel Lee (2020), The world needs less plastic: The role of psychological distance and self-efficacy in 
environmental messages. (Master’s Thesis, University of Wyoming) 
https://search.proquest.com/openview/5bd3d1016163e64ed47e0bdf5f954a04/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750&diss=y 

✓ This paper is eligible for inclusion in the meta-
analysis. 

Brügger, Adrian, Thomas A. Morton, and Suraje Dessai (2015), “Hand in hand: Public endorsement of climate change 
mitigation and adaptation”. PloS one, 10 (4), e0124843. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Brunel, Frédéric F., and Michelle R. Nelson (2000), “Explaining gendered responses to “help-self” and “help-others” charity 
ad appeals: The mediating role of world-views”. Journal of Advertising, 29 (3), 15-28. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Bruni, Riccardo, Alessandro Gioffré, and Maria Marino (2023), In-group bias in preferences for redistribution: a survey 
experiment in Italy. [Unpublished research paper, University of Barcelona, Research Institute of Applied Economics]. 
https://diposit.ub.edu/dspace/bitstream/2445/196165/1/IR22-023_Bruni%2BGioffre%2BMarino.pdf 

× This paper uses a survey method. 

Büssing, Alexander Georg, and Benedikt Heuckmann (2021), ““That is not my problem!”: Utilizing the concept of 
psychological distance in environmental and health education”. Science| environment| health: Towards a science pedagogy 
of complex living systems, 51-69. 

× This paper is conceptual not empirical. 

Carmi, Nurit, and Shaul Kimhi (2015), “Further than the eye can see: Psychological distance and perception of 
environmental threats”. Human and Ecological Risk Assessment: An International Journal, 21 (8), 2239-57. 

× There is no communication/scenario in this paper. 

Carol, Sarah, Lea David, Siniša Malešević, and Gordana Uzelac (2024), “Pro-social attitudes towards ethno-religious out-
groups during the COVID-19 pandemic: A survey experiment in five countries”. International Sociology, 39 (1), 113-137.  

× This paper does not have the statistical 
information necessary to calculate the effect sizes 

Carr, Stuart C. (2000), “Privilege, Privation and Proximity:" Eternal Triangle" for Development?”. Psychology and 
Developing Societies, 12 (2), 167-76. 

× This paper is conceptual not empirical. 

Carrera, Pilar, Dolores Muñoz, Itziar Fernández, and Amparo Caballero (2018), “Abstractness and messages describing 
consequences promote healthier behavioral intentions”. The Journal of Psychology, 152 (7), 515-27. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Carrera, Pilar, Itziar Fernández, Dolores Muñoz, and Amparo Caballero (2020), “Using Abstractness to Confront 
Challenges: How the Abstract Construal Level Increases People’s Willingness to Perform Desirable but Demanding 
Actions”. Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied, 26 (2): 339–49.  

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Caulfield, Jay L., Catharyn A. Baird, and Felissa K. Lee (2022), “The ethicality of point-of-sale marketing campaigns: 
normative ethics applied to cause-related checkout charities”. Journal of Business Ethics, 1-16. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Cavanaugh, Lisa A., James R. Bettman, and Mary Frances Luce (2015), “Feeling love and doing more for distant others: 
Specific positive emotions differentially affect prosocial consumption”. Journal of Marketing Research, 52 (5), 657-673. 

× This paper does not have the statistical 
information necessary to calculate the effect sizes 

Čehajić-Clancy, Sabina, and Andreas Olsson (2024), “Threaten and affirm: The role of ingroup moral exemplars for 
promoting prosocial intergroup behavior through affirming moral identity”. Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 27(1), 
99-117. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  
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Cha, Moon-Kyung, Youjae Yi, and Jaehoon Lee (2020), “When people low in social class become a persuasive source of 
communication: social class of other donors and charitable donations.” Journal of Business Research, 112, 45-55. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Champ, Patricia A., and Richard C. Bishop (2001), “Donation payment mechanisms and contingent valuation: an empirical 
study of hypothetical bias”. Environmental and Resource Economics, 19, 383-402. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Chan, Eugene Y., and Yitong Wang (2019), “Mindfulness changes construal level: An experimental investigation”. Journal 
of Experimental Psychology: General, 148 (9), 1656-64. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Chang, Chun-Tuan, and Zhao-Hong Cheng (2015), “Tugging on heartstrings: shopping orientation, mindset, and consumer 
responses to cause-related marketing”. Journal of Business Ethics, 127, 337-50. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Chang, Chun-Tuan (2012), “Are guilt appeals a panacea in green advertising? The right formula of issue proximity and 
environmental consciousness”. International Journal of Advertising, 31 (4), 741-71. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Chang, Chun‐Tuan, and Yu‐Kang Lee (2009), “Framing charity advertising: Influences of message framing, image valence, 
and temporal framing on a charitable appeal”. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 39 (12), 2910-35. 

✓ This paper is eligible for inclusion in the meta-
analysis. 

Chang, Hua, Lingling Zhang, and Guang-Xin Xie (2015), “Message framing in green advertising: The effect of construal 
level and consumer environmental concern”. International Journal of Advertising, 34 (1), 158-76. 

× This paper examines a for-profit/corporate 
context. 

Chen, Lu, Fan Luo, Wanshi He, Heng Zhao, and Liru Pan (2022), “A study on the influencing factors of the public’s 
willingness to donate funds for critical illness crowdfunding projects on network platforms”. PloS one, 17 (3), e0263706. 

× This paper uses a survey method. 

Chen, Mei-Fang (2019), “Social representations of climate change and pro-environmental behavior intentions in Taiwan”. 
International Sociology, 34 (3), 327-346. 

× This paper uses a survey method. 

Chen, Mei-Fang (2020), “Effects of psychological distance perception and psychological factors on pro-environmental 
behaviors in Taiwan: Application of construal level theory”. International Sociology, 35 (1), 70-89. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Chen, Ming-Yi (2020), “Portraying product or cause in charity advertising: how execution style and appeal type affects 
prosocial attitudes by enhancing perceived personal roles”. International Journal of Advertising, 39 (3), 342-64. 

× This paper's dependent variable is ineligible. 

Chen, Ruoxun, Aditya More, Marshall Robbins, and Dou Tian (2018, April), Small Donation--Big Impact: Visualizing 
Charitable Donations. In Extended Abstracts of the 2018 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (pp. 1-
6). 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Cheng, Tania, Danielle Kathryn Woon, and Jennifer K. Lynes (2011), “The use of message framing in the promotion of 
environmentally sustainable behaviors”. Social Marketing Quarterly, 17 (2), 48-62. 

× This paper is conceptual not empirical. 

Choi, Jungsil, Priyamvadha Rangan, and Surendra N. Singh (2016), “Do cold images cause cold-heartedness? The impact of 
visual stimuli on the effectiveness of negative emotional charity appeals”. Journal of Advertising, 45 (4), 417-26. 

× This paper's independent variable is ineligible  

Choi, Soe Yoon, Hee Sun Park, and Ju Yeon Oh (2011), “Temporal distance and blood donation intention”. Journal of 
Health Psychology, 17 (4), 590-99. 

✓ This paper is eligible for inclusion in the meta-
analysis. 

Choi, Sungwoo, Anna S. Mattila, and Donna Quadri-Felitti (2019), “Donation appeals rewarding fitness in the context of 
CSR initiatives”. Journal of Services Marketing, 33 (2), 160-67. 

× This paper examines a for-profit/corporate 
context. 

Christofi, Michael (2015), A framework for cause-related marketing campaigns with customer choice in a collectivistic 
cultural context (Doctoral dissertation, University of Gloucestershire). 

× This paper uses a qualitative methodology. 

Chu, Haoran, and Janet Z. Yang (2020), “Risk or efficacy? How psychological distance influences climate change 
engagement”. Risk Analysis, 40 (4), 758-70. 

✓ This paper is eligible for inclusion in the meta-
analysis. 

Chung, Christina, and Emi Moriuchi (2016), The effectiveness of donation advertising: An experimental study for felt 
ethnicity and messages on in-groups and out-groups. In Celebrating America’s Pastimes: Baseball, Hot Dogs, Apple Pie and 
Marketing? Proceedings of the 2015 Academy of Marketing Science (AMS) Annual Conference (pp. 745-746). Springer 
International Publishing. 

× This paper does not have the statistical 
information necessary to calculate the effect sizes 
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Chung, Sorim, and Neil Hair (2021), “The adverse effects of mobile devices on willingness to donate and online fundraising 
outcomes”. International Journal of Advertising, 40 (8), 1343-65. 

✓ This paper is eligible for inclusion in the meta-
analysis. 

Cohen, Andrew J., Sam Washington, Christi Butler, Puneet Kamal, German Patino, Anas Tresh, Jorge Mena, Medina 
Ndoye, and Benjamin N. Breyer (2019), “Altruistic donation to improve survey responses: a global randomized trial”. BMC 
Research Notes, 12 (1), 1-6. 
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Appendix F: List of Effect Size Calculations  

 

1. If the study contained information about the means and standard deviations of a 

between-subject design, Cohen’s d was calculated by, 𝑚1−𝑚2

𝑆pooled
, where m1 and m2 = are 

the means relative to the condition. Spooled = 
√(𝑛1−1)𝑆𝐷1

2+(𝑛2−1)𝑆𝐷2
2

(𝑛total−2)
 where n1 and n2 = 

total sample size for the relevant condition, ntotal = n1+ n2 and SD1 and SD2= standard 

deviation for each condition (Borenstein et al. 2009). 

 

2. If the study presented the number of individuals that participated, we calculated an 

log odds ratio. 𝐿𝑜𝑔𝑂𝑑𝑑𝑠𝑅𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜 = ln (
𝑛1∗ 𝑛3

𝑛2∗ 𝑛4
) , where 𝑛1& 𝑛2= number of participants 

in that engaged in the prosocial behavior for each condition and 𝑛3 & 𝑛4= number of 

participants that did not engage in the prosocial behavior per respective condition. We 

then transformed the log odds ratio to Cohen’s d by 𝑑 = 𝐿𝑜𝑔𝑂𝑑𝑑𝑠𝑅𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜 ∗ 
3

𝜋
  and 

𝑉𝑑 = 𝑉𝐿𝑜𝑔𝑂𝑑𝑑𝑠𝑅𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜 ∗  
3

𝜋2 where 𝑉𝐿𝑜𝑔𝑂𝑑𝑑𝑠𝑅𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜 =  
1

𝑛1
+ 

1

𝑛2
+

1

𝑛3
+

1

𝑛4
 

3. If the study statistic was a t-statistic, we converted to Pearson’s 𝑟 =  √
𝑡²

𝑡2+(n−2)
  

(Borenstein et al. 2005). From Pearson’s r, we converted to d. 𝑑 =  
2𝑟

√1−𝑟2
 and 𝑉𝑑 =

 
4𝑉𝑟

(1−𝑟2)3 

4. Where the study did not have any of the above information (i.e., t-values, percentage 

participation or means and standard deviations), we converted unstandardized Beta 

estimates or exact p-value from regression models to t-values to Pearson’s r and then 

to Cohen’s d following the procedure in (3). We calculated 𝑡 =
𝛽

𝑆𝑡𝑎𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑟𝑑 𝐸𝑟𝑟𝑜𝑟
 or 

inputting p using the inverse function of the cumulative distribution with the model’s 
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df or the sample n-2 using the TINV function in Microsoft ExcelTM. we converted to 

Pearson’s 𝑟 =  √
𝑡²

𝑡2+df
 where df = degrees of freedom rather than sample size.  

5. In order to disattenuate d, du = 
𝑑

√𝛼1𝛼2
 where α1 = internal reliability of the independent 

variable and α2 = internal reliability of the dependent variable and Vdu = 𝑉𝑑

(𝛼1𝛼2)2  

(Schumacker 1996). 
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Appendix G: Description of Excluded Outliers 

We excluded nine effect sizes from two papers. The first paper is a 2013 Journal of 

Consumer Psychology paper by Ein-Gar and Levontin6. In total we removed six effect sizes 

from this manuscript, due to heightened studentized residuals which exceeded 2.57 (Belli et 

al. 2022). We excluded three effect sizes from Study 3 which accounted for a measure of how 

many hours the participant would donate to a single immigrant (Mdistant = 3.67 SDdistant = 

0.71; Mproximal = 6.19 SDproximal = 0.69), or the Ministry of Immigrant Absorption (Mdistant = 

6.81 SDdistant = .59; Mproximal = 4.24 hours SDproximal = .66). This was also the same for when 

they asked how many months they would like to donate to the Ministry of Immigrant 

Absorption (Mdistant = 3.22, SDdistant = .36; Mproximal = 1.90 SDproximal = .41). From Study 4, we 

removed an additional three effect sizes. These effects measured the amount of money 

donated to a rehabilitation center by female donors (Mdistant = 39.35 SDdistant = 6.84; Mproximal 

= 15.74 SDproximal = 7.43), by all donors (Mdistant = 42.62 SDdistant = 7.08; Mproximal = 17.72 

SDproximal = 7.34), and to a single victim of a car accident (Mdistant = 16.30 SDdistant = 7.00; 

Mproximal = 38.75 SDproximal = 7.34). The high studentized residuals for these effect sizes can be 

explained by the variation due to smaller sample sizes (NStudy3 = 331, NStudy4 = 238, both 

across two distinct effect sizes). 

Further, we also excluded three effect sizes for the same reason from Han Gong’s 

2014 unpublished thesis work from Northwestern University7. First, we excluded an effect 

size from Study 4 which captures the amount of money that participants would donate to save 

eight warblers (Mdistant = 4.68, SDdistant = 0.56; Mproximal = 2.60 SDproximal = 0.55). Second, we 

 
 
6 Ein-Gar, Danit, and Liat Levontin (2013), “Giving from a distance: Putting the charitable  
organization at the center of the donation appeal”, Journal of Consumer Psychology, 23 (2), 197–211. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcps.2012.09.002  
 
7 Gong, Han (2014), “The Effects of Psychological Distance on Modes of Decision Making”, (Doctoral Thesis) 
Northwestern University. https://www.proquest.com/pqdtglobal/docview/1615373601  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcps.2012.09.002
https://www.proquest.com/pqdtglobal/docview/1615373601


 
 
 

 194 

removed an effect from Study 5 which accounted for how much money participants would 

donate to save one warbler (Mdistant = 4.34 SDdistant = .47; Mproximal = 5.83 SDproximal = .47). 

Finally, we excluded an effect size from Study 6 which measured donations to save four 

warblers (Mdistant = 3.50 SDdistant = .46; Mproximal = 2.12 SDproximal = .44). Similarly, we were 

assured in removing these effect sizes that the low sample sizes potentially account for this 

random variation (NStudy4 = 153; NStudy5 = 161; NStudy6 = 164, all across six distinct effect 

sizes). 

Additionally, for the spatial distance independent model, we excluded the same effect 

size from Gong (2014), noted in the previous paragraph. Further, we removed an additional 

two effect sizes that was included in the main model. This was from a 2017 paper by Zhang 

and Zhou8 that was published in Social Behavior and Personality. We removed both effect 

sizes obtained from Study 3 (N = 162 across two distinct effect sizes). These effect sizes 

represented participants’ responses of how many hours they would be willing to donate to 

take phone calls from underprivileged children to the “significance appeal condition” 

(promotion-focused message) (Mdistant = 3.35 SDdistant = .15; Mproximal = 3.05 SDproximal = .14), 

and the “control appeal condition” (prevention-focused message) (Mdistant = 2.86 SDdistant = 

.14; Mproximal = 3.13 SDproximal = .15. 

 
 
8 Zhang, Jin, and Lijun Zhao (2017), “Interactive effects of appeal type and social distance on helping 
intention”. Social Behavior and Personality: an International Journal, 45 (5), 785–94. 
https://doi.org/10.2224/sbp.6070 

https://doi.org/10.2224/sbp.6070
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Appendix H: Moderator Table 

 
Variable name Description 

Social influence 

Descriptive norm Categorical variable for whether the cause appeal used a descriptive social norm (k = 17), or not (k = 218).  
Dummy coded (1 = Descriptive norm; 0 = No). 
E.g., Agerström et al. (2015) describe how many students in their university (Sweden) give. 

Injunctive norm Categorical variable for whether the cause appeal used an injunctive social norm (k = 57), or not (k = 178).  
Dummy coded (1 = Injunctive norm; 0 = No). 
E.g., Breman (2011) asks participants to “Give More Now (in Two Months)”. 

Social desirability Categorical variable indicating whether the behavior is private (k = 152), or public (k = 83).  
Dummy coded (1 = Public; 0 = Private). 
E.g., White and Peloza (2009) manipulate the visibility of volunteering commitment. 

Social distance Categorical variable for whether social distance is manipulated in the cause appeal (k = 62) or not (k = 173). 
Dummy coded (1 = Socially distant; 0 = No). 
E.g., Duclos and Barasch (2014) manipulate social distance as a function of ethnicity. 

Habit formation 

Suggested donation 
amounts (SDAs) 

Categorical variable for whether the response uses a suggested donation amount (k = 44), or open-ended (k = 191).  
Dummy coded (1 = Suggested Donation Amount; 0 = Open-ended). 
E.g., Touré-Tillery and Fishbach (2017) used $20 as a reference amount in their appeals. 

Donor sample Categorical variable for whether the participant group is made of existing donors (k = 22), or new (k = 213). 
Dummy coded (1 = Existing donors; 0 = New donors). 
E.g., Breman (2011), and Damgaard and Gravert (2017) use existing donor databases for their appeal. 
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Variable name Description 

Feelings and cognition 

Messaging strategy Categorical variable for whether the cause appeal uses a rational (k = 186), or an emotional appeal (k = 49). 
Dummy coded (1 = Emotional appeal; 0 = Rational appeal). 
E.g., Kim and Childs (2021) use emotions “how your donation will make you feel”, whereas White and Peloza (2009) 
communicate rational benefits “help the less fortunate/build your CV”. 

Regulatory focus Categorical variable for whether the cause appeal uses prevention (k = 78), or a promotion focus (k = 157).  
Dummy coded (1 = Promotion focus; 0 = Prevention focus). 
E.g., Chang and Lee (2009) manipulate regulatory fit “with(out) your donation their life could be hopeful(less)” – 
promotion/(prevention). 

Tangibility 

Temporal distance Categorical variable for whether temporal distance is manipulated in the cause appeal (k = 164), or not (k = 71). 
Dummy coded (1 = Temporally distant; 0 = No). 
E.g., Breman (2011) donate today vs. one month, two months’ time. Rogers and Bazerma (2008) policy 
implementation today vs. four years’ time. 

Cause location Categorical variable for whether the cause is national/manipulated within the same country (k = 137), or 
international/manipulated across countries (k = 98).  
Dummy coded (1 = International (across country – spatial distance); 0 = National (within country – spatial distance)). 
E.g., Xu, Rodas, and Torelli (2020) look at spatial distance within the U.S. (national); Winterich, Mittal, and Ross Jr. 
(2009) look at different anniversary funds across the U.S. (international); Duclos and Barasch (2014) look at social 
distance within a U.S. context (national); Breman (2011) looks at international aid in a Swedish donation context. 

Focal stakeholder: 
Individual 

Categorical variable for whether an individual person is depicted as the focal stakeholder (k = 42). or not (k = 193).  
Dummy coded (1 = An individual person is a focal stakeholder; 0 = They are not) 
E.g., Munz, Jung, and Alter (2020) use a donation appeal for individual teachers with the same name as the 
participant. 
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Variable name Description 

Focal stakeholder: 
Collective 

Categorical variable for whether multiple people are depicted as the focal stakeholders (k = 67), or not (k = 168).  
Dummy coded (1 = A collective is a focal stakeholder; 0 = They are not). 
E.g., Wang, Wang, and Jiang (2023) use a donation appeal for Alzheimer's patients. 

Focal stakeholder: 
Organization 

Categorical variable for whether the organization is depicted as the focal stakeholders (k = 75), or not (k = 160).  
Dummy coded (1 = An organization is a focal stakeholder; 0 = It is not). 
E.g., White and Peloza (2009) use a donation appeal for the Mustard Seed homelessness charity. 

Volunteering Categorical variable for whether the appeal requests volunteers (k = 27), or not (k = 208).  
Dummy coded (1 = Volunteering; 0 = Not). 
E.g., White and Peloza (2009) look at volunteering in studies 1–2, Ein-Gar and Levontin (2013) in studies 1–3. 

Monetary donation Categorical variable for whether the appeal requests monetary donations (k = 138), or not (k = 97).  
Dummy coded (1 = Monetary donation; 0 = Not). 
E.g., Touré-Tillery and Fishbach (2017), Breman (2011), and Damgaard and Gravert (2017) focus on donation. 

Tangible donation Categorical variable for whether the cause appeal frames the donation as something tangible (k = 28), or not (k = 207).  
Dummy coded (1 = Tangible donation; 0 = Not). 
E.g., Kim and Childs (2021) ask consumers to give clothes, Wang, Wang, and Jiang (2023) frame a donation as a gift. 

Methodological controls 

Dependent variable Categorical variable indicating whether the outcome is a measure of intentions (k = 158), or behavior (k = 77).  
Dummy coded (1 = Intentions; 0 = Behavior). 

Engagement Categorical variable indicating whether the prosocial behavior is likelihood of consumers that participate i.e., 
participation (k = 155) or is a measure of the extent to which consumers participate i.e., magnitude (k = 80). 
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Variable name Description 

Sample characteristics 

Student sample Categorical variable for whether the participant group is made of students (k = 85), or new (k = 150). 
Dummy coded (1 = Student sample; 0 = Non-student sample). 

Giving Index Continuous. A percentage metric of how many citizens behave prosocially (donation, volunteer, and help others) 
collected from Charities Aid Foundation (2022). /100 and mean centered. 

Publication bias controls 

Publication status Categorical variable for whether the study was in a peer-reviewed journal or unpublished.  
Dummy coded (1 = Published; 0 = Unpublished). 

Effect size precision Continuous. The inverse of the effect size’s standard error (Stanley and Doucouliagos 2012).  
Mean centered. 

Year of publication Continuous. Year in which the manuscript was published/made available (for unpublished studies).  
Mean centered. 

Exploratory cause characteristics 

Children Categorical variable for whether the appeal advocates for a child cause (k = 44), or not (k = 191).  
Dummy coded (1 = Child cause; 0 = Not).  

Homelessness Categorical variable for whether the appeal advocates for a homelessness cause (k = 44), or not (k = 191).  
Dummy coded (1 = Homelessness cause; 0 = Not). 

Health-related Categorical variable for whether the appeal advocates for a health-related cause (k = 81), or not (k = 154).  
Dummy coded (1 = Health-related cause; 0 = Not). 

Educational Categorical variable for whether the appeal advocates for an educational cause (k = 39), or not (k = 196).  
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Dummy coded (1 = Educational cause; 0 = Not). 

Environmental Categorical variable for whether the appeal advocates for an environmental cause (k = 67), or not (k = 168).  
Dummy coded (1 = Environmental cause; 0 = Not). 
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Appendix I: Model Specifications 
 

Psychological distance model 

The following specification was used in the main model to calculate effect sizes. The effect 
size was obtained from sample i within study j extracted from paper z:  
 

ESijz= β0 + β1Descriptive.Normijz + β2Injunctive.Normijz + β3Social.Desirabilityijz + 

β4Social.Distanceijz + β5Suggested.Donation.Amountijz + β6Donor.Sampleijz + 

β7Messaging.Strategyijz + β8Regulatory.Focusijz + β9Temporal.Distanceijz + 

β10Cause.Locationijz + β11Focal.Stakeholder.Individualijz + 

β12Focal.Stakeholder.Collectiveijz + β13Focal.Stakeholder.Organizationijz+ 

β14Volunteeringijz + β15Monetary.Donationijz + β16Tangible.Donationijz + 

β17Dependent.Variableijz + β18Engagementijz + β19Student.Sampleijz + β20Giving.Indexi 

+ β21Publication.Statusz + β22Publication.Yearz + β23ES.Precisioni + 

β24Children.Causeijz + β25Homelessness.Causeijz + β26Health.Causeijz + 

β27Education.Causeijz + β28Environmental.Causeijz + ei + qz + ujz + wijz 

 

β0 is the intercept, β1–β28 are parametric estimates for moderators and ei is the sampling 
variance. Random effects qz, ujz and wijz estimate the variance between papers, between 
studies nested in papers, and between the samples nested within studies within papers 
respectively. 
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Spatial Distance Model 

ESijz = β0 + β1Descriptive.Normijz + β2Injunctive.Normijz + β3Social.Desirabilityijz + 

β4Suggested.Donation.Amountijz + β5Messaging.Strategyijz + β6Regulatory.Focusijz + 

β7Cause.Locationijz + β8Focal.Stakeholder.Individualijz + β9Focal.Stakeholder.Collectiveijz + 

β10Focal.Stakeholder.Organizationijz + β11Monetary.Donationijz + β12Tangible.Donationijz + 

β13Dependent.Variableijz + β14Engagementijz+ β15Student.Sampleijz + β16Giving.Indexi + 

β17Publication.Statusz + β18Publication.Yearz + β19ES.Precisioni + β20Children.Causeijz + 

β21Homelessness.Causeijz + β22Health.Causeijz + ei + qz + ujz + wijz 

 
Note: The following moderators were removed from the model specification due to having a 
low frequency in the final dataset:  

• Donor sample: yes (k = 9), 
• Animals: yes (k = 3),  
• Education: yes (k = 7),  
• Volunteering: yes (k = 3). 

 
We similarly removed Hypotheticality due to a high negative correlation with the dependent 
variable (r = -0.94). We also do not include Environmental due to a high correlation with 
Monetary donation (r = - 0.86). We apply a similar logic for the inclusion of Monetary 
donation based on a higher frequency (Monetary donation: yes, k = 61) than Environmental: 
yes (k = 41).
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Appendix J: Correlation Matrices 
Psychological Distance Dataset 

Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) (23) (24) (25) (26) (27) (28) 

(1) Descriptive norm 1.00                            

(2) Injunctive norm .15 1.00                           

(3) Social desirability .00 -.02 1.00                          

(4) Individual -.09 -.13 -.02 1.00                         

(5) Collective -.14 .10 .07 -.29 1.00                        

(6) Organization .13 .08 -.26 -.25 -.43 1.00                       

(7) SDA .03 .21 -.24 .03 .11 .16 1.00                      

(8) Existing donors .14 .12 -.08 -.07 -.07 .28 .30 1.00                     

(9) Social distance -.09 .04 .08 .28 -.04 .05 -.21 -.09 1.00                    

(10) Messaging strategy .10 .20 .06 -.05 .12 .01 .00 .05 .00 1.00                   

(11) Regulatory focus -.08 .00 -.01 .07 .12 .11 .18 .16 .20 -.39 1.00                  

(12) Temporal distance .00 .10 .00 -.14 .04 .01 .16 .11 -.39 .07 -.17 1.00                 

(13) Cause location .00 -.02 -.25 .01 -.11 -.01 .24 .17 -.35 -.20 .05 -.24 1.00                

(14) Volunteering -.10 .08 .04 .11 .04 .04 -.14 -.12 .15 .08 -.06 .11 -.28 1.00               

(15) Monetary donation -.03 .09 -.25 .10 .24 .30 .36 .27 .21 .13 .29 -.20 .10 -.32 1.00              

(16) Tangible donation .00 .04 -.02 -.03 .20 -.05 .06 .29 .02 .17 .15 -.18 -.07 -.13 .20 1.00             

(17) Dependent variable .09 -.06 -.02 -.09 .02 .26 .27 .46 -.07 .02 .13 -.10 .09 -.22 .40 .30 1.00            

(18) Engagement -.03 -.01 -.06 .13 .10 .14 .25 .17 .06 .03 .11 -.02 -.02 .08 .37 -.04 .36 1.00           

(19) Student sample -.04 -.05 .24 -.12 .15 -.12 -.16 -.24 .05 -.04 .04 .20 -.21 .20 -.23 -.25 -.24 -.13 1.00          

(20) Giving Index -.16 -.07 .04 .09 .07 -.18 .04 -.08 -.04 .02 .00 -.01 -.02 .05 -.11 -.15 -.17 .06 .21 1.00         

(21) Publication status .11 .06 .13 -.35 -.08 .12 -.17 -.04 .01 .22 -.17 .23 -.33 .12 -.25 .00 -.16 -.12 .27 .22 1.00        

(22) Year of publication -.02 .22 .18 -.09 -.07 .23 -.08 .04 .18 .07 -.01 .26 -.36 .35 -.12 -.17 -.11 .09 .22 -.18 .33 1.00       

(23) Precision -.03 .23 .00 .08 -.12 -.08 -.05 .00 -.09 -.05 .02 .00 .07 -.08 -.16 .19 -.04 -.10 -.05 .05 .10 -.18 1.00      

(24) Children cause -.01 .16 -.08 -.05 .28 .00 .22 .18 -.14 .37 -.15 .30 -.07 .20 .20 .03 .13 .25 .07 .25 .23 .08 -.07 1.00     

(25) Homelessness cause .03 .03 -.22 -.22 .16 .26 .19 .18 -.06 -.03 .15 -.17 .21 .03 .29 .09 .32 .16 -.09 -.17 -.22 -.21 -.07 -.03 1.00    

(26) Health-related cause .14 .17 -.05 .11 .18 .04 .13 -.02 .03 .11 -.02 .21 -.05 -.04 .19 -.16 -.09 .05 .05 .11 .16 -.02 -.01 .32 -.19 1.00   

(27) Educational cause -.04 .07 -.04 -.06 .00 .26 .02 .21 .17 -.14 .17 .08 -.15 .13 .16 .15 .13 .09 .09 -.03 .15 .28 -.04 .26 -.18 .04 1.00  

(28) Environmental cause .04 -.16 .16 -.20 -.34 -.31 -.25 -.20 -.25 -.16 -.30 .00 .13 -.23 -.64 -.17 -.22 -.39 .02 .06 .15 -.13 .12 -.30 -.21 -.34 -.28 1.00 

Correlations in bold are significant at the 0.05 level. 
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Spatial Distance Dataset 

Correlations in bold are significant at the 0.05 level. 
  

Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) 

(1) Descriptive norm 1.00                      

(2) Injunctive norm .28 1.00                     

(3) Social desirability .07 -.08 1.00                    

(4) Individual -.13 -.10 -.12 1.00                   

(5) Collective -.13 -.05 .00 -.24 1.00                  

(6) Organization .15 -.08 -.19 -.06 -.40 1.00                 

(7) SDA -.01 -.05 -.28 .17 .13 .25 1.00                

(8) Messaging strategy .22 .22 .19 -.09 .04 .13 -.16 1.00               

(9) Regulatory focus -.04 -.27 -.13 .15 .10 .10 .32 -.49 1.00              

(10) Cause location -.17 -.07 -.19 .10 -.04 -.19 .04 -.23 .18 1.00             

(11) Monetary donation .00 -.15 -.27 .19 .40 .40 .42 .13 .32 -.04 1.00            

(12) Tangible donation .02 .12 .03 -.10 .30 -.02 .08 .22 .12 -.30 .22 1.00           

(13) Dependent variable .05 -.19 .02 -.21 .44 .24 .26 .07 .27 -.21 .57 .39 1.00          

(14) Engagement -.08 -.20 -.16 .06 .23 .27 .34 -.12 .25 -.03 .55 .02 .52 1.00         

(15) Student sample -.10 -.19 .18 .01 .06 -.14 -.16 -.03 -.13 .11 -.06 -.19 -.11 .01 1.00        

(16) Giving Index -.23 -.18 .19 .04 -.03 -.33 -.14 -.11 -.16 -.06 -.40 -.12 -.25 -.18 .32 1.00       

(17) Publication status .23 .16 .23 -.36 -.24 .04 -.32 .25 -.28 -.28 -.36 .00 -.26 -.27 .27 .30 1.00      

(18) Year of publication .06 .09 .36 -.09 -.18 .23 -.18 .17 -.14 -.28 -.05 -.05 -.22 -.09 .30 -.17 .43 1.00     

(19) Precision -.05 .41 -.13 -.10 -.13 -.08 -.12 -.09 .06 -.04 -.23 .22 -.13 -.12 -.13 .04 .16 -.16 1.00    

(20) Children cause .00 .02 .22 -.03 .25 .00 -.09 .31 -.18 -.10 .27 .10 .19 .14 .39 .18 .23 .08 -.09 1.00   

(21) Homelessness cause -.07 -.13 -.27 -.25 .31 .30 .32 -.10 .27 .19 .52 .04 .57 .48 -.07 -.26 -.40 -.29 -.14 .01 1.00  

(22) Health-related cause .21 .05 -.10 .21 .04 .06 .07 .15 -.16 -.10 .16 -.07 -.13 -.06 .17 -.04 .18 -.02 -.11 .37 -.19 1.00 



 
 
 

 204 

Appendix K: Variance Inflation Factor Results  

 
Psychological Distance Model 
 

 

  

Descriptive norm Injunctive norm Social desirability Social distance 
1.11 1.34 1.37 1.19 

Suggested donation amount Donor sample Messaging strategy Regulatory focus 
1.73 1.24 1.60 1.27 

Temporal distance Cause location Focal stakeholder: individual Focal stakeholder: collective 
1.24 1.11 4.38 5.84 

Focal stakeholder: organization Volunteering Monetary donation Tangible donation 

5.57 2.30 3.42 1.56 

Dependent variable Engagement Student sample Giving Index 

1.10 1.09 1.36 1.41 

Publication status Year of publication Precision Children cause 
1.70 1.66 1.23 1.65 

Homelessness cause Health-related cause Educational cause Environmental cause 
1.51 1.56 1.50 3.64 
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Spatial Distance Model 
 

Descriptive norm Injunctive norm Social desirability Suggested donation amount 

1.32 1.37 1.36 1.34 

Messaging strategy Regulatory focus Cause location Focal stakeholder: individual 

1.63 1.53 1.17 2.51 

Focal stakeholder: collective Focal stakeholder: organization Monetary donation Tangible donation 

3.61 3.59 2.78 1.46 

Dependent variable Engagement Student sample Giving Index 

1.48 1.13 1.58 1.99 

Publication status Year of publication Precision Children cause 

2.10 2.14 1.44 1.79 

 Homelessness cause Health-related cause  

 1.54 1.65  
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Appendix L: Robustness Models  

Psychological Distance Models 

 
Model I: 

Intentions 
Model II: 
Behavior 

Model III: 
Participation 

Model IV: 
Magnitude 

Variable k β (SE) k β (SE) k β (SE) k β (SE) 
Intercept - .51 (.43) - -.42 (.52) - -.04 (.26) - -.01 (1.65) 
Descriptive norm: yes 9 - 6 - 12 -.23^ (.13) 5 - 
Injunctive norm: yes 41 -.19 (.16) 14 .12 (.25) 38 .00 (.11) 22 -.12 (.50) 
Social desirability: yes 57 .07 (.09) 26 -.01 (.19) 58 .08 (.07) 28 .64 (.47) 
Social distance: yes 45 -.08 (.10) 17 -.07^ (.04) 37 -.13*** (.03) 31 .12 (.56) 
Suggested donation amount: yes 18 .50* (.20) 24 -.13 (.14) 18 -.03 (.11) 26 .26 (.42) 
Donor sample: existing  0 - 20 .19 (.17) 9 - 13 .04 (.55) 
Messaging strategy: emotional 32 .02 (.18) 15 -.09 (.23) 31 .10 (.11) 18 .37 (.52) 
Regulatory focus: promotion 99 .23* (.09) 58 .09 (.23) 96 .24*** (.07) 67 .37 (.49) 
Temporal distance: yes 53 -.07^ (.04) 16 .28*** (.04) 48 .11*** (.03) 24 .66 (.58) 
Cause location: international 61 -.21*** (.04) 35 -.17 (.21) 65 -.25*** (.03) 33 .46 (.46) 
Focal stakeholder individual: yes 32 -1.08** (.37) 10 .08 (.47) 20 -.42^ (.22) 23 -1.74 (1.29) 
Focal stakeholder collective: yes 44 -.45 (.33) 23 .58 (.51) 39 -.21 (.19) 30 -.31 (1.38) 
Focal stakeholder organization: yes 37 -.39 (.31) 36 .47 (.49) 42 -.23 (.19) 37 .16 (1.23) 
Volunteering: yes 26 .42^ (.24) 1 - 15 .47** (.15) 15 .53 (1.89) 
Monetary donation: yes 71 -.02 (.22) 65 .00 (.22) 69 .02 (.11) 73 .10 (1.87) 
Tangible donation: yes 8 - 20 -.33 (.20) 20 -.15 (.12) 8 - 
Dependent variable: behavior - - - - 32 .03 (.06) 45 .03 (.44) 
Engagement measure: magnitude 35 .16^ (.09) 43 .15** (.05) - - - - 
Student sample: yes 70 -.07 (.15) 15 .16 (.28) 63 -.06 (.10) 25 -.31 (.47) 
Giving Index - -.55 (.51) - -.60 (.88) - -.39 (.35) - .91 (1.56) 
Publication status: published 131 -.43^ (.23) 51 -.23 (.27) 127 -.12 (.15) 63 -.36 (.66) 
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Year of publication 2017 .01 (.02) 2018 -.01 (.03) 2018 .00 (.01) 2017 .01 (.05) 
Precision - .00 (.00) - .00** (.00) - .00 (.00) - .00 (.01) 
Children cause: yes 24 .00 (.26) 18 -.14 (.23) 18 -.22 (.14) 26 -.69 (.51) 
Homelessness cause: yes 16 .18 (.25) 26 -.13 (.23) 22 .16 (.14) 22 -.32 (.57) 
Health-related cause: yes 59 .14 (.17) 20 -.09 (.23) 50 .20^ (.11) 33 -.19 (.45) 
Educational cause: yes 21 .09 (.24) 18 -.04 (.21) 22 -.03 (.13) 17 -.03 (.54) 
Environmental cause: yes 56 -.07 (.31) 11 .15 (.32) 64 .14 (.17) 3 - 
Age 29.59  37.87 - 30.68 - 34.15 - 
Gender .53  .55 - .54 - .52 - 
 Q-statistic 994.33*** Q-statistic 220.57*** Q-statistic 613.98*** Q-statistic 1805.81*** 
 τ² .30 (.04) τ² .07 (.02) τ² .08 (.01) τ² 1.62 (.30) 
 I² 92.91% I² 85.61% I² 86.37% I² 98.93% 
 R² 8.34% R² 13.85% R² 25.37% R² 5.26% 
 Total k 158 Total k 75 Total k 153 Total k 89 

Note: Moderators described in the model are relative to a reference category shown in parenthesis as follows:  
Descriptive norm: yes (vs. no); Injunctive norm: yes (vs. no); Social desirability: public (vs. private); Social distance: yes (vs. no); Suggested donation amount: yes (vs. no); 
Donor sample: existing (vs. new); Messaging strategy: emotional (vs. rational), Regulatory focus: promotion (vs. prevention); Temporal distance: yes (vs. no); Cause 
location: international (vs. national); Focal stakeholder individual: yes (vs. no); Focal stakeholder collective: yes (vs. no); Focal stakeholder organization: yes (vs. no); 
Volunteering: yes (vs. no); Monetary donation: yes (vs. no); Tangible donation: yes (vs. no); Dependent variable: behavior (vs. intention); Engagement measure: magnitude 
(vs. participation); Student sample: yes (vs. no); Publication status: published (vs. unpublished); Children cause: yes (vs. no); Homelessness cause: yes (vs. no); Health-
related cause: yes (vs. no); Educational cause: yes (vs. no); Environmental cause: yes (vs. no). 
^ = p < .10; * = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001. 
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Model V: 

No outliers 
Model VI: 
No controls 

Model VII: 
Cultural indices 

Model VIII: 
Age and gender 

Variable k β (SE) k β (SE) k β (SE) k β (SE) 
Intercept - .60 (.43) - -.04 (.27) - .22 (.33)  .87 (.6) 
Descriptive norm: yes 17 -.31^ (.18) 17 -.22 (.15) 17 -.23 (.15) 12 -.42* (.2) 
Injunctive norm: yes 60 -.15 (.16) 57 .06 (.12) 57 -.08 (.13) 48 .19 (.23) 
Social desirability: yes 86 .07 (.09) 83 .08 (.08) 83 .09 (.08) 63 .06 (.09) 
Social distance: yes 69 -.13*** (.03) 62 -.14*** (.03) 62 -.13*** (.03) 46 -.02 (.18) 
Suggested donation amount: yes 44 .16 (.15) 44 .18 (.11) 44 .15 (.12) 42 .22 (.18) 
Donor sample: existing  22 .20 (.27) 22 .31^ (.18) 22 .18 (.19) 15 -.04 (.38) 
Messaging strategy: emotional 49 .05 (.18) 49 .10 (.14) 49 .20 (.14) 33 -.02 (.23) 
Regulatory focus: promotion 165 .22* (.10) 157 .23** (.08) 157 .27** (.08) 128 .09 (.2) 
Temporal distance: yes 72 .12*** (.03) 71 .12*** (.03) 71 .12*** (.03) 58 -.13^ (.07) 
Cause location: international 99 -.27*** (.04) 98 -.25*** (.04) 98 -.26*** (.04) 88 .12 (.21) 
Focal stakeholder individual: yes 45 -1.23*** (.36) 42 -.52* (.24) 42 -.75** (.28) 37 -1.41** (.46) 
Focal stakeholder collective: yes 69 -.17 (.35) 67 -.17 (.25) 67 -.25 (.27) 55 -.31 (.47) 
Focal stakeholder organization: yes 79 .00 (.33) 75 -.12 (.24) 75 -.24 (.25) 57 .13 (.43) 
Volunteering: yes 30 .31 (.20) 27 .20 (.16) 27 .27 (.17) 27 .19 (.23) 
Monetary donation: yes 144 -.08 (.17) 138 -.06 (.13) 138 -.07 (.14) 107 -.19 (.20) 
Tangible donation: yes 28 -.18 (.25) 28 -.22 (.16) 28 -.27 (.18) 12 .20 (.36) 
Dependent variable: behavior 77 .02 (.07) 77 - 77 .02 (.07) 57 .03 (.07) 
Engagement measure: magnitude 89 .16*** (.04) 80 - 80 .15*** (.04) 75 .12* (.05) 
Student sample: yes 88 -.12 (.16) 85 - 85 -.08 (.13) 73 -.27 (.26) 
Giving Index: high - -.18 (.57) - - - -.52 (.65) - .56 (.72) 
Publication status: published 190 -.61** (.24) 184 - 184 -.34^ (.18) 139 -.67* (.29) 
Year of publication 2017 .02 (.02) 2018 - 2018 .01 (.02) 2018 .03 (.03) 
Precision - .00*** (.00) - - - .00** (.00) - .00 (.01) 
Children cause: yes 44 -.16 (.22) 44 -.13 (.15) 44 -.10 (.16) 35 .04 (.31) 
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Homelessness cause: yes 44 .04 (.22) 44 .18 (.16) 44 .24 (.17) 40 -.26 (.29) 
Health-related cause: yes 84 .21 (.17) 81 .03 (.12) 81 .11 (.13) 69 .20 (.21) 
Educational cause: yes 39 -.16 (.22) 39 .14 (.16) 39 .16 (.17) 23 -.47 (.31) 
Environmental cause: yes 67 -.07 (.31) 67 .04 (.23) 67 .01 (.24) 51 -.26 (.41) 
Age 32.07 - 32.26 - 32.26 - 32.17 .01 (.01) 
Gender .53 - .54 - .54 - .53 .25 (.58) 
Cultural values: secular-rational - - - - - -.06 (.11) - - 
Cultural values: self-expression - - - - - -.03 (.07) - - 
 Q-statistic 3477.49*** Q-statistic 3317.93*** Q-statistic 2516.82*** Q-statistic 2073.78*** 
 τ² .56 (.06) τ² .24 (.03) τ² .24 (.03) τ² .68 (.08) 
 I² 97.69% I² 95.28% I² 94.90% I² 97.14% 
 R² 11.59% R² 13.46% R² 14.82% R² 10.64% 
 Total k 244 Total k 235 Total k 235 Total k 189 

Note: Moderators described in the model are relative to a reference category shown parenthesis as follows:  
Descriptive norm: yes (vs. no); Injunctive norm: yes (vs. no); Social desirability: public (vs. private); Social distance: yes (vs. no); Suggested donation amount: yes (vs. no); 
Donor sample: existing (vs. new); Messaging strategy: emotional (vs. rational), Regulatory focus: promotion (vs. prevention); Temporal distance: yes (vs. no); Cause 
location: international (vs. national); Focal stakeholder individual: yes (vs. no); Focal stakeholder collective: yes (vs. no); Focal stakeholder organization: yes (vs. no); 
Volunteering: yes (vs. no); Monetary donation: yes (vs. no); Tangible donation: yes (vs. no); Dependent variable: behavior (vs. intentions); Engagement measure: magnitude 
(vs. participation); Student sample: yes (vs. no); Publication status: published (vs. unpublished); Children cause: yes (vs. no); Homelessness cause: yes (vs. no); Health-
related cause: yes (vs. no); Educational cause: yes (vs. no); Environmental cause: yes (vs. no) 
^ = p < 0.10; * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001. 
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Spatial Distance Models 

 
Model IX: 
Intentions 

Model X: 
Behavior 

Model XI: 
Participation 

Model XII: 
Magnitude 

Variable k β (SE) k β (SE) k β (SE) k β (SE) 
Intercept - -.10 (.26) - .22 (.32) - .01 (.12) - -.27 (.63) 
Descriptive norm: yes 5 - 5 - 8 - 2 - 
Injunctive norm: yes 14 -.16 (.25) 4 - 16 -.01 (.11) 2 - 
Social desirability: yes 18 .04 (.11) 13 -.03 (.17) 24 .04 (.08) 8 - 
Suggested donation amount: yes 7 - 14 -.07 (.11) 8 - 13 -.04 (.29) 
Messaging strategy: emotional 9 - 8 - 13 .21^ (.11) 5 - 
Regulatory focus: promotion 32 .30*** (.09) 34 .13 (.17) 38 .25*** (.07) 27 - 
Cause location: international 47 -.25*** (.04) 26 -.19 (.17) 49 -.23*** (.04) 22 -.12 (.33) 
Focal stakeholder individual: yes 11 -.41 (.30) 2 - 6 - 5 - 
Focal stakeholder collective: yes 7 - 21 -.25 (.28) 14 -.15 (.13) 15 .27 (.51) 
Focal stakeholder organization: yes 12 -.05 (.24) 18 -.27 (.30) 25 -.10 (.13) 15 .11 (.51) 
Monetary donation: yes 21 -.02 (.20) 39 -.11 (.18) 27 -.37** (.12) 31 - 
Tangible donation: yes 3 - 15 -.08 (.11) 12 -.12 (.09) 6 - 
Dependent variable: behavior - - - - 17 .03 (.08) 25 - 
Engagement measure: magnitude 7 - 25 .11* (.05) - - - - 
Student sample: yes 16 .09 (.18) 7 - 15 .16 (.11) 9 - 
Giving Index: high - -1.98* (.81) - -.81 (.81) - -1.03* (.41) - -.42 (1.15) 
Publication status: published 46 .11 (.25) 22 -.10 (.23) 52 .01 (.11) 17 .07 (.36) 
Year of publication 2019 -.07^ (.04) 2021 .00 (.02) 2020 -.03 (.02) 2020 .00 (.04) 
Precision - .00 (.00) - .00 (.00) - .00 (.00) - .00 (.00) 
Children cause: yes 4 - 7  5 - 7 - 
Homelessness cause: yes 4 - 25 .12 (.18) 10 .21 (.13) 19 .15 (.31) 
Health-related cause: yes 16 .12 (0.17) 7  16 .08 (.09) 6 - 
 Q-statistic 273.69*** Q-statistic 75.14*** Q-statistic 144.66*** Q-statistic 205.67*** 
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 τ² .14 (.04) τ² .01 (.01) τ² .03 (.01) τ² .42 (.13) 
 I² 88.75% I² 61.63% I² 71.33% I² 95.17% 
 R² 17.61% R² 53.51% R² 24.85% R² .00% 
 Total k 59 Total k 42 Total k 67 Total k 33 

Note: Moderators described in the model are relative to a reference category shown parenthesis as follows:  
Descriptive norm: yes (vs. no); Injunctive norm: yes (vs. no); Social desirability: public (vs. private); Suggested donation amount: yes (vs. no); Messaging strategy: emotional 
(vs. rational), Regulatory focus: promotion (vs. prevention); Cause location: international (vs. national); Focal stakeholder individual: yes (vs. no); Focal stakeholder 
collective: yes (vs. no); Focal stakeholder organization: yes (vs. no); Monetary donation: yes (vs. no); Tangible donation: yes (vs. no); Dependent variable: behavior (vs. 
intentions); Engagement measure: magnitude (vs. participation); Student sample: yes (vs. no); Publication status: published (vs. unpublished); Children cause: yes (vs. no); 
Homelessness cause: yes (vs. no); Health-related cause: yes (vs. no). 
^ = p < 0.10; * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001. 
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Model XIII: 
No outliers 

Model XIV: 
No controls 

Model XV: 
Cultural indices 

Model XVI: 
Age and gender 

Variable k β (SE) k β (SE) k β (SE) k β (SE) 
Intercept - .25 (.23) - .01 (.11) - .07 (.17) - .16 (.42) 
Descriptive norm: yes 10 -.18 (.22) 10 -.14 (.12) 10 -.32* (.15) 6  
Injunctive norm: yes 19 .22 (.19) 18 -.04 (.09) 18 .03 (.12) 12 .41 (.27) 
Social desirability: yes 33 .04 (.09) 30 -.04 (.08) 30 .02 (.08) 23 .05 (.10) 
Suggested donation amount: yes 21 -.15 (.16) 21 -.13 (.09) 21 -.07 (.09) 20 -.28 (.21) 
Messaging strategy: emotional 18 .03 (.18) 16 .19^ (.11) 16 .18 (.12) 12 -.10 (.23) 
Regulatory focus: promotion 67 .30** (.11) 66 .29** (.09) 66 .29*** (.08) 56 .28 (.22) 
Cause location: international 74 -.25*** (.05) 73 -.13 (.08) 73 -.24*** (.04) 68 -.11 (.22) 
Focal stakeholder individual: yes 13 -.66* (.28) 13 -.34* (.13) 13 -.54** (.21) 12 -.58 (.36) 
Focal stakeholder collective: yes 30 -.28 (.23) 27 -.32* (.13) 27 -.41* (.18) 25 -.26 (.30) 
Focal stakeholder organization: yes 30 -.35 (.22) 30 -.31* (.12) 30 -.36* (.16) 23 -.30 (.29) 
Monetary donation: yes 61 .10 (.18) 60 -.01 (.13) 60 .01 (.15) 51 .31 (.25) 
Tangible donation: yes 18 -.24 (.18) 18 -.07 (.09) 18 -.14 (.11) 9 - 
Dependent variable: behavior 42 .08 (.09) 42 - 42 .07 (.08) 32 .09 (.10) 
Engagement measure: magnitude 34 .10* (.05) 31 - 31 .10* (.05) 31 .05 (.13) 
Student sample: yes 24 .14 (.21) 22 - 22 .17 (.12) 22 .01 (.32) 
Giving Index: high - -.46 (.64) - - - -.70 (.65) - .32 (.90) 
Publication status: published 69 -.24 (.22) 67 - 67 .05 (.16) 52 -.30 (.26) 
Year of publication 2020 .00 (.03) 2020 - 2020 -.02 (.02) 2020 .00 (.04) 
Precision - .00 (.00) - - - .00 (0) - -.01 (.03) 
Children cause: yes 12 -.33 (.25) 10 -.42** (.14) 10 -.43* (.18) 9 - 
Homelessness cause: yes 29 -.09 (.20) 29 .23* (.10) 29 -.01 (.13) 28 -.18 (.26) 
Health-related cause: yes 23 .16 (.19) 23 .28** (.09) 23 .22^ (.12) 18 .09 (.25) 
Age 33.91 - 34.21 - 34.21 - 36.91 .00 (.02) 
Gender .53 - .54 - .54 - 0.53 .89 (.79) 
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Cultural values: secular-rational - - - - - -.04 (.12) - - 
Cultural values: self-expression - - - - - -.05 (.08) - - 
 Q-statistic 489.57*** Q-statistic 273.69*** Q-statistic 75.14*** Q-statistic 436.12*** 
 τ² .20 (.04) τ² .14 (.04) τ² .01 (.01) τ² .25 (.05) 
 I² 94.02% I² 88.75% I² 61.63% I² 93.22% 
 R² 3.65% R² 17.61% R² 53.51% R² .00% 
 Total k 103 Total k 59 Total k 42 Total k 85 

Note: Moderators described in the model are relative to a reference category shown in parentheses as follows:  
Descriptive norm: yes (vs. no); Injunctive norm: yes (vs. no); Social desirability: public (vs. private); Suggested donation amount: yes (vs. no); Messaging strategy: emotional 
(vs. rational); Regulatory focus: promotion (vs. prevention); Cause location: international (vs. national); Focal stakeholder individual: yes (vs. no); Focal stakeholder 
collective: yes (vs. no); Focal stakeholder organization: yes (vs. no); Monetary donation: yes (vs. no); Tangible donation: yes (vs. no); Dependent variable: behavior (vs. 
intentions); Engagement measure: magnitude (vs. participation); Student sample: yes (vs. no); Publication status: published (vs. unpublished); Children cause: yes (vs. no); 
Homelessness cause: yes (vs. no); Health-related cause: yes (vs. no). 
^ = p <.10; * = p <.05; ** = p <.01; *** = p < .001. 

 
 
Additional Moderators Used in Robustness Checks 

Variable name Definition 

Age Continuous. The average (mean) age of the final sample as reported by the manuscript.  
Mean centered. 

Gender Continuous. The percentage amount of female identifying participants in the final sample as reported in the 
manuscript. Mean centered. 

Cultural values: secular-
rational 

Continuous. Measure of secular rational (vs. traditional) values (Inglehart and Baker 2000) for the sample’s nation 
in the year of data collection (two years prior to publication assumed if not mentioned), obtained from the World 
Values Survey (Inglehart et al. 2014). Mean centered. 

Cultural values: self-
expression 

Continuous. Measure of self-expression (vs. survival) values for the sample’s nation in the year of data collection, 
obtained from the World Values Survey (Inglehart et al. 2014). Mean centered. 
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Appendix M: Exploratory Cause Characteristics Results 

In the meta-regression we find no significant moderation from children (p =.61), 

homelessness (p =.14), health-related (p =.38), educational (p = .41), or environmental causes 

(p =.88). Such that we find no evidence to suggest that any of these causes are more effective 

if it is distant (vs. proximal).  

However, in the spatial distance spotlight model, we find significant, negative 

moderation of children causes (β = -.34, p =.02), and marginal positive moderation for health-

related causes (β =.22, p =.06). Predicted values further suggest that children causes are more 

effective when they are proximal (d = -.46, p <.01), whereas health-related causes are not (d 

= -.15, p =.02).  
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Appendix N: Funnel Plots 

 
Psychological Distance 

 
 

Spatial Distance 

 
 

 
  



 
 
 

 216 

Appendix O: Expanded Future Research Agenda 

Focus Research question(s)/phenomena to be addressed 
Psychological 
distance 

• Domain-specific research in uncontrollable spatially distant contexts. 
- International humanitarian aid. 
- Developing countries affected by climate change. 

• Replications of experiments in spatially distant contexts. 
• What are effective strategies for increasing spatial proximity for causes 

that are inherently spatially distant? 
• What is the interaction between the different dimensions of 

distance/proximity?  
Social influence • Do different manipulations of social proximity (e.g., demographics, 

relationships) affect prosocial responses? 
Habit formation • Is goal orientation a better fit for explaining the role of habit formation 

for distant (vs. proximal) causes?  
• How can cause appeals effectively nudge consumers to engage in 

prosocial behaviors for distant causes? 
• How can cause appeals encourage habitual prosocial responses for 

distant causes?   
Feelings and 
cognition 

• Do positive (vs. negative) emotional appeals work better for distant (vs. 
proximal) cause appeals?  

• Is “shockvertising” an effective strategy for distant (vs. proximal) 
appeals? 

Tangibility • Do beneficiary/target construals (e.g., individual vs. organization) 
matter for spatial distance? 

Prosocial 
behavior 

• What are the mechanisms for increasing magnitude decisions for distant 
(vs. proximal) causes? 

• What are the mechanisms for increasing participation decisions for 
distant (vs. proximal) causes? 
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Essay 3: Too Much to Handle: How Quantity Requests in International Aid Diminish 

Empathy and Undermine Donations 

 
Abstract 

Previous research has shown that the use of quantity requests, i.e., providing consumers with 

multiple options about how much to donate, increases total donations for national non-profit 

organizations by increasing the number of donors (participation). However, it is unclear 

whether quantity requests are effective for international humanitarian non-profits and how 

they influence decisions about the amount that donors choose to give (donor magnitude). Six 

experimental studies (N = 4,243) reveal that while quantity (vs. open-ended) requests 

increase participation, they generally reduce donor magnitude (Studies 1–5), leading to an 

inconsistent, non-significant effect on total donations. This effect is attributed to quantity 

requests increasing cognitive load, which reduces empathy and is shown to drive magnitude 

decisions (Studies 4–5). However, when a non-profit organization focuses on the impact of 

the quantity request by displaying how the various donation amounts can be spent, it 

negatively moderates the relationship between cognitive load and empathy. That is, an 

increased cognitive load does not impact donor magnitude decisions which increases total 

donations (Study 5). Implications for theory and practice are discussed. 

Keywords: quantity requests; prosocial behavior; donation; magnitude decision making 
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In recent years, the global demand for humanitarian assistance and aid has surged to 

unprecedented levels (United Nations 2023), exacerbated by the recent pandemic, disruptions 

in international peace, and the escalating effects of global warming. This surge has 

particularly impacted millions of people in developing countries, plunging them into severe 

hardships (United Nations 2022). Consequently, non-profit organizations face mounting 

pressure to secure funds and provide essential services to alleviate these hardships (Kotsi and 

Pedraza Martinez 2023). To address this, many non-profits strategically focus on fundraising 

efforts primarily targeting individual donors, as opposed to corporations and foundations 

(Charities Aid Foundation 2022; Faria 2023). These individual donors constitute a significant 

majority of donations in many developed countries (Giving USA 2022; Philanthropy 

Australia 2023). However, despite this growing international need, only a small fraction of 

charitable giving in countries like the UK (11%) and the US (5%) is given towards 

international aid causes (Charities Aid Foundation 2021; Giving USA 2022). Thus, due to the 

increasing need for international humanitarian aid, combined with the low allocations of 

individual donations, it is become critically important for fundraisers to understand how to 

facilitate the donation decision-making processes for these causes.  

An emerging trend in non-profit fundraising involves the prevalence of online giving 

as the preferred donation method for individuals (Charities Aid Foundation 2021). The 

landing pages used by non-profits, where individuals can donate online, typically use 

quantity requests (Moon and VanEpps 2023). Quantity requests, also referred to as “donation 

menus”, “suggested donation amounts”, or “ask strings” provide consumers with a variety of 

options about how much to donate (Moon and VanEpps 2023). For example, instead of 

providing consumers with an open-ended request, where they must manually enter how much 

they wish to donate, non-profit organizations can include an array of amounts that the 

consumer might want to select (see Figure 1).  
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In order to increase total donations, consistent with revenue, non-profits need to 

engage in efforts that reliably increase the total number of donors (participation) or the 

amount that prospective donors give (donor magnitude), without having a negative effect on 

the alternative outcome. Even though fundraising efforts may not exclusively focus on either 

goal, both rely on distinct decision-making processes and thus donors may respond 

differently to either decision (participation or magnitude) based on the information, or the 

appeals presented (e.g., Dickert, Sagara, and Slovic 2011; Fajardo, Townsend, and Bolander 

2018). Thus far, previous research has consistently confirmed the beneficial impact of 

quantity requests on donation participation (Moon and VanEpps 2023; Nelson, Partelow, and 

Schlüter 2019, Weyant and Smith 1987). Yet, despite the established effectiveness in 

boosting participation, less attention has been given to understanding the mechanisms by 

which quantity requests influence decisions with regards to donor magnitude (e.g., Moon and 

VanEpps 2023). To understand the overall effectiveness of quantity requests in increasing 

total donations, it is imperative for fundraisers to understand the effect on both participation 

and donor magnitude.  

Furthermore, previous studies examining the effect of quantity requests have 

predominantly focused on national causes and non-profit organizations (e.g., Baggio and 

Motterlini 2022; De Bruyn and Prokopec 2013; Moon and VanEpps 2023; Verhaert and Van 

den Poel 2011), with little knowledge about the effectiveness of quantity requests in 

international aid fundraising contexts. This presents a large oversight, given the current low 

allocations to international aid and the important role that focused marketing efforts have in 

addressing challenges such as global poverty and inequality (Chandy et al. 2021). Amidst 

this, Hoyer, Wan, and Wilcox (2024) highlight that donation behavior is a particularly 

important area to conduct targeted (cause-specific) consumer research. Specifically, previous 

research has shown that donation strategies’ effectiveness can vary from the types of 
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donation (e.g., time vs. money) and issues presented (i.e., the cause) (Hoyer, Wan, and 

Wilcox 2024). Thus, there is growing practical need to further understand fundraising 

mechanisms for international humanitarian aid and likely lack of generalizability from 

existing findings. Consequently, it becomes integral to ask: are quantity requests effective for 

non-profits that advocate for international humanitarian causes? And if so, how?  

Figure 1: Examples of real online donation requests 

 

Open-ended requests from Cancer Council (left), and a quantity request with amounts 
ranging from AUD $40–$250 from the Australian Red Cross (right). 
 
 In the present research, we address these research questions through six incentive-

compatible experimental studies to test the effect of quantity (vs. open-ended) requests on (1) 

donation participation, (2) donor magnitude decisions, and (3) total donations to determine 

their effectiveness for international humanitarian causes. We propose and demonstrate that, 

for international humanitarian causes and non-profits, quantity requests increase donation 

participation (Studies 2–5) but decrease donor magnitude (Studies 1–5), with no consistent 

effect on total donations (Studies 1–5). This contribution is noteworthy, especially given the 

wealth of studies that have identified significant differential effects between participation and 

magnitude, which yet remain unexplained (Alpizar, Carlsson, and Johansson-Stenman 2008; 

Moon and VanEpps 2023; Weyant and Smith 1987). We expand on these findings to explore 

the mechanism driving the effect of quantity requests on donation magnitude. We provide 

empirical evidence that the negative effect on magnitude is due to an increased cognitive load 
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which subsequently decreases individuals’ access to empathy (Studies 4 and 5), which is a 

key driver for magnitude decisions (Dickert, Sagara, and Slovic 2011). Crucially, to discern 

the effect from those observed for national causes, we offer comparative analyses (Studies 2–

3). These comparisons encompass both international (Studies 2 and 3) and national non-profit 

organizations (Study 3), aligning with established literature (e.g., Toure-́Tillery and Fishbach 

2016; Xu, Rodas, and Torelli 2020). We find that the effect is isolated for international non-

profits (Study 3). Finally, we empirically validate a solution for fundraising practitioners 

(Study 5), highlighting the important practical and theoretical implications of the present 

research, and provide fruitful directions for future research.  

 

Conceptual Background 

Quantity Requests and Donation Decision-Making 

Individuals encounter a multi-dimensional decision when faced with a request to 

donate. Initially, they must decide whether to donate at all (participation), and subsequently, 

for those who opt to donate (donors), they must determine how much to contribute 

(magnitude) (Fajardo, Townsend, and Bolander 2018). A way in which organizations can 

facilitate these decisions is through quantity requests. These requests offer several donation 

options (e.g., $1, $5, $10, $20) about how much to donate. Quantity requests play an 

important role in informing and ultimately shaping both decisions of donation participation 

and donor magnitude. By presenting individuals with a range of donation options, each with 

different amounts, quantity requests aim to nudge individual decisions positively to increase 

total donations (Moon and VanEpps 2023).  

Previous research on the effectiveness of quantity requests offers conflicting results 

regarding the effect of quantity requests on participation and magnitude, which has 

implications for total donations and ultimately revenue for the cause (see Appendix A for an 
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overview of relevant papers). For example, Baggio and Motterlini (2022) found that quantity 

requests increase participation, donor magnitude and subsequently total donations in an 

Italian field study for Cancer Research. While Bruns and Perino (2021) find evidence that 

suggested donation amounts do not work as effectively as mandatory minimums and defaults 

at increasing participation nor donor magnitude. Doob and MacLaughlin (1989) found that 

quantity requests increase donor magnitude and thus total donations, but not participation. 

Finally, Moon and VanEpps (2023) and Nelson, Partelow, and Schlüter (2019) uncovered no 

differences in donor magnitude, but a consistent effect that quantity requests increased 

participation which ultimately increased total donations.  

The variations in results amongst these studies stem from the fact that donation 

participation and magnitude are governed by separate mechanisms, leading to certain 

information and choice architecture designs being more effective than others in influencing 

each donation decision (Dickert, Sagara, and Slovic 2011; Fajardo, Townsend, and Bolander 

2018). For example, in three experimental field studies, Fajardo, Townsend, and Bolander 

(2018) discovered that presenting individuals with organization-related information in an 

appeal increases donor magnitude but not participation. Conversely, when donors were 

provided with donor-related information, the opposite relationship was observed, and 

participation increased but not donor magnitude. Although results like this are not rare 

amongst quantity requests, they are seldom explored. An exception to this is the work by 

Moon and VanEpps (2023), who consistently observe a positive effect of quantity requests on 

participation due to magnitude norms but no consistent effect on donor magnitude. Rather, 

they only observe only two instances where quantity requests increase donor magnitude. 

Notably quantity requests increased donor magnitude for an appeal for ‘Feeding America’, a 

national organization, whereas they decreased magnitude for ‘Direct Relief’, a global non-

profit providing aid to international, humanitarian beneficiaries. Despite these interesting 
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results, empirical testing to date on quantity requests remain limited in the scope of non-

profits and the causes that it investigates. This is often due to methodological constraints. 

Specifically, previous research typically involves field studies utilizing existing donor 

databases primarily from national non-profit organizations in developed countries. (e.g., 

Baggio and Motterlini 2022; De Bruyn and Prokopec 2013; Verhaert and Van den Poel 

2011). Given that there is an alarming increasing need for aid targeted towards international 

humanitarian causes, understanding the effectiveness of quantity requests in this context on 

these distinct donation decisions, especially donor magnitude, is crucial. 

 

Giving from Afar 

Fundraising efforts for international humanitarian aid often induce psychological 

distance (Smith and Zlatevska 2023a; 2023b), which refers to how far removed a cause is 

from the potential donors' immediate context (Liberman, Trope, and Stephan 2007). 

Specifically, fundraisers often target and rely on donations from countries that have the 

financial means to provide aid which are often geographically further removed. These 

prospective donors are geographically distant from the beneficiaries and the cause, which is 

synonymous with spatial distance, a key dimension of psychological distance (Trope, 

Liberman, and Wakslak 2007).  

Many issues that exist within international humanitarian crises (spatially distant) often 

also exist, to some extent, within a national (spatially proximal) context. For example, 

victims of international humanitarian crises are often forced to live in extreme poverty (Care 

International 2024), but poverty is still considered rife amongst various communities in 

developed countries (Dyvik 2024; UNICEF 2023). Given the social relevance of these issues, 

previous research has often sought to compare the main or moderating effect of spatial 

distance on donation outcomes (e.g., Smith and Zlatevska 2023b; Xu, Rodas, and Torelli 
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2020). For instance, in a recent meta-analysis, Smith and Zlatevska (2023b) find that 

individuals are innately more likely to donate to spatially proximal causes than spatially 

distant causes. These results suggest that a prospective donor would more likely donate to 

causes that represent national interests than donate to causes that represent international 

interests. This suggestion is reflected in a real-world application, where, despite individuals 

in many developing countries giving fair portions of the Gross Domestic Product to charity, 

allocations of international humanitarian aid are negligible compared to national 

organizations (Charities Aid Foundation 2021; Giving USA 2022; Philanthropy Australia 

2023). 

Further, Smith and Zlatevska (2023a) uncover multiple limitations in previous 

research in relation to advancing understanding of increasing prosocial responses for spatially 

distant causes. First, they find significant preference for proximal cause-related findings in 

peer-reviewed journals. Second, results from the meta-analysis also suggest that current 

understanding of prosocial behaviors, including donation, are limited in how much they can 

describe and affect individual responses to spatially proximal cause appeals and not distant 

ones. Thirdly, there is often a greater emphasis on participation in behavior, with fewer 

manuscripts considering the multidimensionality of donation behavior and the equivalent 

decision-making processes such as volunteering (Fajardo, Townsend, and Bolander 2018; 

Smith and Zlatevska 2023b). These findings ultimately highlight large shortcomings in the 

face of an increasing practical need for international aid. Taken together, although 

fundraising efforts that involve national humanitarian interests hold considerable importance, 

the majority of published research to date focuses on advancing knowledge of increasing 

participation for spatially proximal causes.  

Drawing from previous research on psychological distance and donation decision-

making processes, we formulate hypotheses for the roles of quantity requests for international 
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humanitarian causes and non-profits. Specifically, we are motivated to understand the 

multidimensionality of donation decision making to determine the effectiveness of quantity 

requests. Due to limitations highlighted in previous research and a growing practical need, we 

specifically focus on international humanitarian causes. We pay particular attention to the 

decision-making processes related to donor magnitude to explain their effectiveness. The 

conceptual model in line with the hypothesized paths discussed in the following section is 

shown below in Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Conceptual model 

 

Hypothesis Development 

Multi-Dimensionality of Donation Decisions 

 Donation requires individuals to sacrifice some proportion of their own resources 

(e.g., time, money, belongings) in pursuit of other goals such as helping an individual, cause, 

or organization (Ein-Gar and Levontin 2013; Toure-́Tillery and Fishbach 2016). The multi-

dimensional nature of donation represents a complex decision-making process. It can be 

cognitively taxing for potential donors as they must decide (1) whether and (2) how much is 

appropriate to donate in pursuit of these goals (Moon and VanEpps 2023; Reiley and Samek 

2019). Individuals may seek guidance in their donation decision to determine what is 

normatively acceptable (Goldstein, Cialdini, and Griskevicius 2008; Melnyk, Carrillat, and 

Melnyk 2022), potentially relying on quantity requests. These requests act as implicit norms 
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about donation magnitude (Sher and McKenzie 2006; Moon and VanEpps 2023). Previous 

research has validated the effectiveness of explicit and implicit norms on donation 

participation. For instance, Agerström et al. (2016) demonstrated that explicitly informing 

students about the number of other students who donated significantly boosted donation 

participation. Similarly, Martin and Randal (2008) showed that increasing the visible amount 

of money in a contribution box, representing an implicit norm, led to an increased 

participation in donation. Moon and VanEpps (2023) empirically confirmed that implicit 

norms were the mechanism behind the impact of quantity requests on participation. Their 

findings suggest the existence of a norm relative to donor magnitude, which in turn increases 

participation.  

Norms have also been found to have a stronger influence in close or proximal 

contexts (Melnyk, Carrillat, and Melnyk 2022). For example, many studies find that norms 

are more impactful in prosocial contexts when the issue is spatially proximal (Agerström et 

al. 2016; Goldstein, Cialdini, and Griskevicius 2008). We expect that such an effect will also 

hold for international humanitarian causes using quantity requests. Norms often imply that 

the behavior associated with it is socially desirable (Schultz et al. 2007). In the context of 

donation decisions, when an individual is psychologically distant from the cause, they adopt a 

broader, bigger-picture focus, causing them to pay more attention to the social desirability of 

their action(s) rather than the feasibility of the outcome (Liviatan, Trope, and Liberman 2008; 

Rim, Hanson, and Trope 2013). The link between social desirability and prosocial behavior 

in psychologically distant contexts has been long established (Smith and Zlatevska 2023b). 

Various studies validate that when the action is more socially desirable, the likelihood of 

donation, consistent with participation, increases (e.g., White and Peloza 2009).  

We expect that the positive effect of quantity requests is limited to participation. Previous 

research has confirmed that the lowest item on quantity requests exerts the greatest influence 
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on donation decisions (De Bruyn and Prokopec 2013). These requests normalize and 

legitimize giving smaller amounts, resulting in an established increase in donation 

participation (Goswami and Urminsky 2016; Moon and VanEpps 2023; Weyant and Smith 

1987). Thus, it is likely that, although these implicit norms in quantity requests are relative to 

donor magnitude, they increase the desirability associated with participation. Thus, we 

hypothesize the following: 

H1: Quantity (vs. open-ended) requests will increase participation in donation appeals for 

international humanitarian causes and non-profits. 

 

Conversely, relative to donor magnitude (deciding how much to donate), quantity 

requests may be less effective for international humanitarian aid causes. Perceived impact of 

the donation is an established key driver of donation behavior and especially magnitude 

decisions (Fajardo, Townsend, and Bolander 2018). Magnitude decisions are often more 

impact-driven such that they require potential donors to calculate an appropriate amount to 

donate to have the necessary impact aligned with the goals of donation (Fajardo, Townsend, 

and Bolander 2018; Touré-Tillery and Fishbach 2016). However, this is generally 

problematic for international humanitarian causes, as the perceived impact of donation 

amounts is generally lower for distant beneficiaries. This perception can influence donation 

decisions, leading prospective donors to believe that their charitable contributions have less 

impact when directed towards distant beneficiaries compared to donations for local or 

proximal causes. Indeed, several experimental studies suggest that as spatial distance 

increases, perceived impact decreases (e.g., Touré-Tillery and Fishbach 2016). In other 

words, as impact is not readily observable, potential donors may believe that the same 

amount (e.g., $1.00) has a lesser impact the further away the beneficiaries are from the donor.  
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Furthermore, psychological distance influences how individuals perceive the marginal 

impact of an action and its outcomes (Bonezzi, Brendl, and De Angelis 2011; Touré-Tillery 

and Fishbach 2016). Specifically, when prospective donors are in psychologically distant 

situations, such as an international humanitarian donation request, they typically perceive the 

highest impact at the outset of their goal pursuit. In other words, when individuals are 

presented with an international humanitarian cause donation request, they would perceive the 

participation decision (first action) to have the highest impact. Subsequently, as they progress 

towards the goal, the perceived impact tends to diminish (Touré-Tillery and Fishbach 2016). 

This dynamic has significant implications for donation decision making, particularly 

regarding the order in which prospective donors make participation and magnitude decisions. 

These decisions can either occur sequentially, with the magnitude choice following 

participation, or coincidentally, where both decisions happen simultaneously. In the case of 

international humanitarian causes, when the decision-making process is sequential, the 

perceived impact for the donation magnitude is likely to be weaker, which is a key driver of 

these magnitude decisions.  

When prospective donors encounter a quantity request, the decision to donate 

typically precedes the selection of the donation amount, leading to a reduction in the 

perceived impact associated with the magnitude decision. However, when required to use an 

open-ended request, participation and magnitude are more likely to occur simultaneously as 

these mechanisms prescribe donors to manually allocate their preference. Thus, although they 

are likely to be less effective at increasing participation than quantity requests, we expect that 

open-ended requests are more likely to increase donation magnitudes for psychologically 

distant causes. We hypothesize that: 

H2: Quantity (vs. open-ended) requests will reduce donor magnitudes in donation appeals for 

international humanitarian causes and non-profits. 
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The most important metric for monitoring the success of a donation request is by its 

effect on total donations (Moon and VanEpps 2023). Total donations contribute to the non-

profit organization’s revenue, enabling them to provide the necessary aid and services to 

beneficiaries, as well as cover all the overhead costs associated with these activities. 

However, an increase in total donations is reliant on an increase in either participation and/or 

donor magnitude. For simple notation about this relationship, refer to Appendix B. Total 

donations are observed as the average amount donated across the entire sample, which also 

includes non-donor’s magnitude decisions (including those that donated $0.00) to infer 

statistical differences between the two. Expecting an increase in participation in H1, 

contingent upon a potential downturn in magnitude with H2, we anticipate that there will be 

no clear direction nor disparity in total donations between quantity requests and open-ended 

requests as a result of this relationship. Thus, we expect that: 

H3: Quantity (vs. open-ended) requests will result in no difference in total donations for 

international humanitarian causes and non-profits. 

 

Mechanisms of the Effect 

 While quantity requests may appear advantageous for streamlining donation 

decisions, we contend that they actually increase cognitive load. In particular, quantity 

requests inundate individuals with additional information and choices, leading to heightened 

cognitive burden. This has been demonstrated in previous studies such as Fukukura, 

Ferguson, and Fujita (2013), which have shown that increasing information or choices 

elevates cognitive load. Additionally, researchers have used tactics like calculations or 

numerical decision tasks to intentionally increase cognitive load as an experimental 
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manipulation (Dickert, Sagara, and Slovic 2011). Cumulatively, these findings indicate that 

quantity requests increase the cognitive load for individuals. 

Furthermore, research suggests that donation magnitude decisions are driven by 

affect. Specifically, empathy consistently predicts donation behavior (e.g., Ein-Gar and 

Levontin 2013). Dickert, Sagara, and Slovic (2011) found that donor magnitude is driven by 

empathy, whereas donation participation is driven by mood management. This implies that 

donors are more likely to donate a higher amount on average when they feel empathetic 

towards the beneficiaries. However, a high cognitive load can reduce an individual’s ability 

to feel empathy (Gamble, Henry, and Vanman 2023; Hiraoka and Nomura 2016). Empathy is 

a multi-dimensional construct that involves perspective-taking (cognitive) and emotional 

reactions (affective) from the perspective of others, and it does not solely rely on immediate 

emotional contagion processes (Bajouk and Hansenne 2019; Davis 1983). When individuals 

experience a higher cognitive load, they are engaged in cognitive tasks that require 

deliberation and calculation, which may impede them from accessing the necessary processes 

for empathy. Consequently, this affects their prosocial responses and moral judgement 

(Gamble, Henry, and Vanman 2023; Hiraoka and Nomura 2016).   

Empathy is also a lot harder for individuals to access on behalf of out-groups, as 

individuals are less able to take the perspective of, and emotionally react to, those that are 

spatially distant (Cialdini et al. 1997; Vanman 2016). Montalan et al. (2012) empirically 

validated this by creating artificial groups based on participants’ ability in an unrelated task 

and were induced to feel more psychologically proximal to other members. Participants then 

subsequently exhibited more empathy towards in-group members through judging the pain 

felt by in-group members as significantly worse than the equivalent pain felt by out-group 

members. These findings are consistent with the notion that empathy is accessible from the 

point of social categorization onwards (Tarrant, Dazeley, and Cottom 2010; Vanman 2016). 
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Given that empathy is already harder to access for psychologically distant individuals, 

consistent with beneficiaries of international humanitarian aid, an increased cognitive load 

might make this even harder for potential donors to access on behalf of the beneficiaries of 

international humanitarian aid. Therefore, we expect that: 

H4: The effect of quantity (vs. open-ended) requests on donor magnitude will be serially 

mediated by cognitive load and empathy. Specifically, quantity requests will increase 

cognitive load which will reduce empathy and total donations. 

 

Present Research 

The present research investigates the effectiveness of quantity requests in the context 

of international humanitarian aid. It explores the multifaceted nature of donation decisions 

when quantity requests are employed, while also delving into the mechanisms that influence 

these decisions. We evaluate the effectiveness of quantity requests on donation decision 

making for international humanitarian causes and non-profit organizations, comparing them 

directly to open-ended requests. Initially, we isolate and analyze the independent influence of 

quantity requests on donation participation, donor magnitude, and total donations within an 

international humanitarian context to test H1–3 (Study 1a-b). Consistent with prior research, 

we introduce national causes locations as a control factor (Study 2), followed by an additional 

dimension that considers national non-profit organizations advocating for international causes 

(Study 3). We uncover compelling evidence to suggest that the observed effect of quantity 

requests is isolated to international humanitarian causes. Subsequently, we test our 

hypothesized serial mediation through cognitive load and empathy (Study 4-5). All materials 

used in the studies are available in Appendix C. Summaries of the design and overview of 

results per condition can be seen in Table 1 and 2 respectively. 
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Table 1: Overview of Study Design. 

Study Condition Non-profit Cause Beneficiaries Sample Total 
sample 

Donor 
sample 

Study 1a 
International 

Save the Children 
Children 

Uganda 

Australian 

N = 419 N = 277 

Study 1b Children’s Compassion 
Coalition 

Democratic Republic 
of Congo N = 325 N = 274 

Study 2 

National Australian Red Cross 

Vulnerable 
communities 

Australia N = 245 N = 162 

International 

 
International Committee for 

the Red Cross 
 

Africa N = 238 N = 150 

Study 3 

National 
British Red Cross 

Flood relief 

Yorkshire and the 
Midlands 

British 

N = 498 N = 339 

International-national 

Pakistan 

N = 497 N = 320 

International International Committee for 
the Red Cross N = 588 N = 411 

Study 4 International UNHCR Refugees Democratic Republic 
of Congo Australian N = 441 N = 217 

Study 5 International Oxfam International 
Disaster 
stricken 
families 

Turkey and Syria British N = 984 N = 728 
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Table 2: Overview of Quantity Request Comparisons across all Conditions Included across Studies. 

Study 
Outcome Participation Donor Magnitude Total Donations 

Condition Open-ended Quantity request Open-ended Quantity request Open-ended Quantity request 

Study 1a 
International 

62.98% 68.87% $3.72 ($1.53) a  $3.27 ($1.55) a $2.34 ($2.17) $2.25 ($1.99) 

Study 1b 80.38% ^ 88.02% ^ $8.43 ($2.62) a $7.15 ($3.54) a $6.78 ($4.10) $6.29 ($4.05) 

Study 2 
National 60.15% a 73.21% a $3.35 ($1.57)  $3.32 ($1.49) $2.01 ($2.05) $2.43 ($1.95) 

International 54.87% a 70.40% a $3.84 ($1.47) a $3.24 ($1.64) a $2.11 ($2.20) $2.28 ($2.02) 

Study 3 

National 63.75% a 72.47% a £2.91 (£1.47) a £2.54 (£1.44) a £1.86 (£1.83) £1.84 (£1.67) 

International-national 60.96% 67.89% £2.94 (£1.49) £2.81 (£1.52) £1.79 (£1.85) £1.91 (£1.81) 

International 65.38% a 74.26% a £3.10 (£1.51) ^  £2.84 (£1.57) ^ £2.03 (£1.92) £2.11 (£1.84) 

Study 4 International 38.81% a 59.46% a $0.63 ($0.27) a  $0.53 ($0.32) a $0.23 ($0.35) a $0.31 ($0.36) a 

Study 5 
Non-impact-focused 

62.77% a b 
78.11% a 

£9.04 (£4.98) a 
£7.21 (£5.15) a b 

£5.63 (£5.89) a 
£5.63 (£5.44) b 

Impact-focused 82.37% b £9.72 (£6.09) b £8.00 (£6.65) a b 
a b = significant results in a pairwise comparison across open-ended vs. quantity requests at the 95% confidence level;  
^ = significant results at the 90% confidence level.
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Study 1a

In Study 1a, we assess the efficacy of quantity requests for international humanitarian 

causes through an international non-profit organization. We compare donation responses 

across two conditions, specific quantity requests and an open-ended request. The sole 

distinction lies in the presentation, with participants exposed to a quantity request being 

provided with incremental amounts of possible donation (refer to Figure 3). We capped both 

conditions at $5.00 with all participants being given equal opportunity to donate or not 

donate. We examine participation, donor magnitude, and total donation amount.

Figure 3: Quantity request vs. open-ended request (as shown in Study 1).

Quantity request condition (left) where participants were shown intervals going up in equal 
increments of $1 vs. open-ended condition where participants were to manually allocate an 
amount out of $5 (right).

Participants and Procedure

Five-hundred and sixty-four Australian participants were recruited from Prolific 

Academic to participate in a two-condition (request type: quantity request vs. open-ended 

request) between-subjects experiment. Participants were first told that they were to be entered 

into a lottery, and they have the chance to win a $5.00 reward with equal probability. We 

used this design because it is commonly used in previous research and allows us to ask for 

larger amounts which are more ecologically valid (Goswami and Urminsky 2016; Moon and 

VanEpps 2023). Second, participants read an appeal from the international non-profit 
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organization ‘Save the Children’ which discussed the non-profit’s focus on helping 

vulnerable children in Uganda. On the following page, we then asked them whether if they 

were to win the $5.00 reward how much, if any, they would like to donate to the cause they 

had just seen. On this screen participants were randomly presented with either a series of 

rounded quantity requests with an open-ended request, or just the open-ended request (Moon 

and VanEpps 2023; Reiley and Samek 2018) (see Figure 3). Participants were also able to opt 

to not donate in both conditions. Following data collection, we assigned a number that 

resembled the order of completion to each participant. We used a random number generator 

to select five random participants, and we allocated the $5.00 in accordance with their 

response. Accordingly, a collective donation was made to ‘Save the Children’ by the research 

team as well as remaining allocations to the selected participants’ Prolific account. To capture 

donation participation, we accounted for number of participants that elected to donate > $0.00 

out of the total sample. We operationalized donor magnitude by averaging the amount that 

donors (> $0.00) elected to give to the cause, while total donations were measured by 

averaging how much all participants elected to give including those that donated $0.00. 

 

Results 

145 participants were excluded due to seven not completing responses and 138 failing 

the attention check, leaving 419 respondents for the final analysis9 (Mage = 33.26, SDage = 

10.59; 64.29% female, 33.17% male, 2.39% non-binary, 0.24% preferred not to state).  

 

Participation  

 
 
9 In Study 1a, we used an instructed manipulation check as our attention check from Oppenheimer, Meyvis, and 
Davidenko (2009), which reports a higher rejection of participants but higher quality responses. Kees et al. 
(2017) confirm its application for consumer panels in their sample contrast analysis. 
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Quantity requests did not significantly increase participation (62.98%) compared to 

open-ended requests (68.87%, χ2 = 1.29, p = 0.26). Although they were directionally in line 

with what we had predicted, we do not find support for H1. 

 

Donor Magnitude  

Results revealed that donor magnitude decreased when the request type was a quantity 

request (M = $3.27, SD = $1.55) opposed to an open-ended request (M = $3.72, SD = $1.53, 

t(274) = -2.45, p = 0.02). Thus, we find support for H2.  

 

Total Donations  

There were no significant differences in total donations between quantity requests (M 

= $2.25, SD = $1.99) and open-ended requests (M = $2.34, SD = $2.17, t(417) = -0.49 , p = 

0.62). Thus, we find support for H3.  

 

Discussion  

In this experiment we found partial support for our hypotheses. The effect of quantity 

requests on participation was directionally positive, as previous research has suggested 

(Moon and VanEpps 2023), but not statistically significant. While the effect on donor 

magnitude was significantly negative, suggesting that quantity requests decrease magnitude. 

Taken together, we found that quantity requests have no significant effect on total donations 

in an international humanitarian aid context. Given that we used a real non-profit, and we did 

not control for brand familiarity, we conducted an additional study to check if this applies in 

a hypothetical, scenario-based context. 
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Study 1b  

In Study 1b, we replicate the same procedure as in Study 1a but with an equivalent 

hypothetical scenario and non-profit. We increased the capped donation amount from $5.00 

to $10.00 in Study 1b. 

 

Participants and Procedure 

We recruited 367 undergraduate students from a metropolitan Australian university to 

participate in a two-condition (request type: quantity request vs. open-ended request) 

between-subjects experiment in exchange for course credit. We followed the same procedure 

as Study 1a, with the difference being that participants in this study were asked to imagine 

that they could have the chance to win a $10.00 reward from participating in this study. We 

increased the probabilistic amount due to the hypothetical nature of Study 1b, as $5.00 might 

feel negligible, but for an undergraduate student sample, $10.00 is likely to result in a higher 

trade-off and more ecologically valid request. Participants then read a cause appeal from a 

fictional, international non-profit organization ‘Children’s Compassion Coalition’ which 

discussed the non-profit’s focus on helping vulnerable children in the Democratic Republic of 

Congo. On the following page, after reading the cause appeal, they were asked that on the 

chance they were to win the $10.00 reward whether they would like to donate to the cause, 

and how much if so, using either a quantity request or an open-ended request.  

 

Results 

We excluded 17 participants from the final analysis due to six not providing complete 

responses to the questionnaire, 10 failing the attention check10, and one stating an amount > 

 
 
10 We did not use the instructed manipulation check as in Study 1a due to its use being best advised for 
consumer panels and not student samples. Instead we used an attention check (Kees et al. 2017). Due to 
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$10.00. Further, in Study 1b we used a student sample rather than a consumer panel. We also 

noted that multiple participants took a prolonged period of time to undertake the study 

compared to Study 1a. Although Kees et al. (2017) observe a level of significance between 

the time taken by consumer panels and student samples, in order to improve the quality of the 

data we used a boxplot analysis which identified 25 outliers of participants that took upwards 

of 15 minutes to complete our short study. We eliminated these observations from the final 

analysis, but we include an analysis with these observations included in Appendix E, which 

confirms the robustness of the main findings. Thus, we were left with 325 participants in the 

final analysis (Mage = 19.50, SDage = 1.55; 54.15% female, 44.90% male, 1.00% preferred 

not to state). 

 

Participation  

We find that quantity requests marginally increased participation (88.02%) compared 

to open-ended requests (80.38%, χ2 = 3.03, p = 0.08). Thus, we find marginal support for H1. 

 

Donor Magnitude  

Results from Study 1b show, similarly to Study 1a, that donor magnitude significantly 

decreased when participants used a quantity request (M = $8.43, SD = $2.62) rather than an 

open-ended request (M = $7.15, SD = $3.54, t(272) = -3.38, p < 0.001). Thus, we find 

support in Study 1b for H2.  

 
 
concerns about data quality and timing in student samples (i.e., students passively filling out the survey or doing 
so over multiple days), the instructed manipulation check may have received some false positives (Silber, 
Roßmann, and Gummer 2022). Instead, we used a memory item which has the same level of involvement and 
comprehension as an instructed manipulation check (Abbey and Meloy 2017). We asked participants how much 
they donated on the previous page. The attention check was considered passed if they successfully recalled the 
amount. 
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Total Donations  

We find no significant differences in total donations between quantity requests (M= 

$6.29, SD = $4.05) and open-ended requests (M = $6.78, SD = $4.10, t(323) = -0.49 , p = 

0.62). Thus, we find support for H3.  

 

Discussion  

In Study 1b, we find the same results as in Study 1a, apart from gaining marginal 

significance for participation in the expected direction. Specifically, results from Study 1a–1b 

suggest that quantity requests are not necessarily effective in the context of international 

humanitarian aid. However, further studies are needed to test whether this holds in a national 

humanitarian aid context, which we explore in Study 2.  

 

Study 2 

The aim of Study 2 was to check whether the significant negative effect of quantity requests 

on donor magnitude was specific to international humanitarian causes and non-profits. Thus, 

we added an additional condition which replicated Study 1a within a national context 

(proximal causes) where we used a national humanitarian cause and non-profit to serve as a 

comparison condition, in line with previous research (e.g., Ein-Gar and Levontin 2013; Smith 

and Zlatevska 2023b; Touré-Tillery and Fishbach 2016).  

 

Participants and Procedure 

A further 600 Australian participants were recruited from Prolific Academic were 

invited to participate in a two (cause location: national vs. international) x two (request type: 

quantity request vs. open-ended request) between-subjects experiment in exchange for 
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monetary compensation. We conducted a similar task to Study 1a using the same lottery 

procedure. Participants were shown a cause appeal that related to the branch of the ‘Red 

Cross’ relative to their randomly assigned cause location condition. Specifically, participants 

in the national cause location condition saw a cause appeal from the local division (Australian 

Red Cross) that urged for donations for vulnerable Australian communities. In the 

international cause location condition, participants were exposed to an appeal from the 

equivalent international division (International Committee for the Red Cross) which 

encouraged donations for vulnerable communities in Africa. After making their donation 

decisions, as a manipulation check, participants rated on a seven-point scale how faraway 

they perceived the recipients of the cause to be from them (adapted from Xu, Rodas, and 

Torelli 2020) (1 = very close; 7 = very far away). As in Study 1, participation was captured 

by the number of participants that elected to donate > $0.00, donor magnitude was captured 

through how much those that donated > $0.00 gave, and total donations were operationalized 

by how much all participants elected to give.  

 

Results  

We excluded 117 from the final analysis11. 116 due to failing the attention check and 

one for providing incomplete answers, which left us with 483 responses for the final sample 

(Mage = 35.87, SDage = 12.55; 48.86% female, 48.03% male, 3.69% non-binary, 0.41% 

preferred not to state).  

 

Manipulation Check  

 
 
11 We use the same instructed manipulation check as in Study 1a and in all future studies apart from Study 5. 
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Findings revealed that the manipulations were successful, and participants perceived 

that recipients in the international cause location condition were significantly further away 

from them (M = 5.98, SD =1.31), than those in the national cause location condition (M = 

4.24, SD = 1.64, t(481) = 12.86, p < 0.001). 

 

Participation  

Results revealed a significant main effect of quantity requests on participation and 

that quantity requests significantly increased participation (71.73%), compared to open-ended 

requests (58.13%, χ2 = 9.20, p < 0.01). There was no main effect of cause location (χ2 = 0.27, 

p = 0.60), nor was there a significant interaction between quantity requests and cause location 

(F(3, 479) = 0.03, p = 0.85). We found that quantity requests had a significant positive effect 

on participation for the national (73.21% vs. 60.15%, χ2 = 4.07, p = 0.04) and international 

cause location conditions (70.40% vs. 54.87%, χ2 = 18.50, p < 0.001). The results provide 

evidence that quantity requests increase participation for international causes and non-profits 

in line with H1.  

 

Donor Magnitude  

We found a marginal main effect of quantity requests on donor magnitude (MQuantity = 

$3.28, SDQuantity = $1.56 vs. MOpen-ended = $3.56, SDOpen-ended = $1.54, F(3, 308) = 2.85, p = 

0.09) and a non-significant main effect of cause location (MQuantity = $3.49, SDQuantity = $1.59 

vs. MOpen-ended = $3.34, SDOpen-ended = $1.52, F(3, 308) = 0.73, p = 0.39). The interaction effect 

between cause location and request type did not reach significance (F(3, 308) = 2.63, p = 

0.11). We ran pairwise comparisons within cause location conditions to understand the effect 

of quantity requests independently for each type of cause location. Findings reveal that, in the 

international cause location condition, donor magnitude significantly decreased when the 
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request type was a quantity request (M = $3.24, SD = $1.64) compared to an open-ended 

request (M = $3.84, SD = $1.47, t(148) = -2.31, p = 0.02), providing support for H2. This 

effect was not significant for proximal causes (t(160) = -0.11, p = 0.91).  

 

Total Donations  

Results show a non-significant main effect of quantity requests (F(3, 479) = 2.51, p = 

0.11), cause location (F(3, 479) = 0.00, p = 0.96), and their interaction (F(3, 479) = 0.42, p = 

0.52) on total donations. Pairwise analyses reveal that, although directionally consistent with 

Moon and VanEpps (2023), there is no significant difference in total donations between 

quantity requests (M = $2.43 SD = $1.95) and open-ended requests (M = $2.01, SD = 2.05) 

for the national cause location condition (t(243) = 1.63, p = 0.11). We also find no significant 

differences between total donations for quantity requests (M = $2.28, SD = 2.02) and (M = 

$2.11, SD = $2.20) in the international cause location condition (t(236) = 0.64, p = 0.53). 

This suggests that, in line with H3, there is no significant difference in total donations due to 

quantity requests. 

 

Discussion  

Results from Study 2 provided support for all our tested hypotheses, such that even 

though quantity requests increase participation, they decrease donor magnitude and taken 

together there is no significant effect on total donations. It is important to note that even 

though not significant, total donations were directionally distinct from the quantity (vs. open-

ended) request condition in Studies 1a–b. Interestingly, quantity requests have a positive 

effect on total donations in Study 2, but a negative effect in Studies 1a–b. These results 

suggests that there is no consistent directional effect on total donations. This is important 

because it implies that while the effect of quantity requests on participation and donor 
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magnitude is consistent, the joint effect that they have on total donations is not, which 

previous literature outside of an international humanitarian aid context has suggested (e.g., 

Moon and VanEpps 2023).   

Further, despite the interaction effect not being significant (p = 0.11), the results 

provide evidence to suggest that the effect of quantity requests is isolated to international 

humanitarian aid causes. However, we compared the effect of quantity requests for a national 

humanitarian cause that is represented by a national non-profit organization, and an 

international humanitarian cause from an international non-profit organization. Thus, we 

manipulated both the cause location and non-profit organization. This can be viewed as 

limitation given that many national branches of international non-profits (e.g., Oxfam GB, 

UNICEF USA) fundraise for causes that represent international humanitarian aid. Therefore, 

an additional study is required to account for this.  

 

Study 3 

Many non-profit organizations raising funds for international aid often use national 

branches within their organization for their fundraising efforts. For example, the 

‘Australian/British Red Cross’ may launch an appeal for humanitarian assistance in distant 

developing countries. Whilst these causes are consistent with spatial distance, the non-profit 

branches that represent these causes are spatially proximal. In addition to using an 

international organization and cause to compare the effectiveness of quantity requests with 

open-ended requests, we also include an additional ‘international-national’ comparison in 

Study 3. Here we account for instances where national non-profit organizations solicit 

donations for international causes.  

 

Participants and Procedure 
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  We invited 1784 British participants from Prolific Academic to take part in a three 

(cause location: national vs. international-national vs. international) x two (request type: 

quantity request vs. open-ended request) between-subjects experimental study. Participants 

took part in the same lottery task as in Studies 1a and 2, but instead we cap donations at £5.00 

GBP. Participants that were randomly allocated to the national and the international-national 

condition read a cause appeal from the ‘British Red Cross’. In the international condition, like 

in Study 2, participants read an appeal from the ‘International Committee for the Red Cross’. 

In the national condition, they read about the ‘British Red Cross’’ response to a flooding 

event in Yorkshire and Midlands, which resembled a more specific event and location in part 

of the United Kingdom. Conversely in both the international-national and international 

condition, participants read the equivalent passage about the respective non-profit’s response 

to a flooding event in Pakistan. Similarly, once participants had made their donation 

decisions, they completed the same manipulation check as in Study 2. Further, we added a 

measure relating to the individuals’ experiences with the non-profits for additional analyses 

by asking participants to indicate whether they had previously donated to the non-profit 

before their participation in the experiment (yes/no). As in Studies 1a–b and 2, participation 

was captured by the percentage of donors, donor magnitude was captured by the average 

donations amongst donors (> $0.00), and total donations reflected the average donations in 

the total sample (including $0.00).  

 

Results 

200 participants were excluded from the final analysis due to failing an attention 

check. Two additional participants were removed for stating a value > £5.00 indicating that 

they did not understand the task, leaving 1,583 responses in the final sample (Mage = 44.20, 

SDage = 13.29; 51.36% female, 48.33% male, 0.13% non-binary, 0.19% preferred not to 
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state). We conducted additional analyses to account for previous experience with the non-

profit and brand familiarity controls (see Appendix F and G). 

 

Manipulation Check  

A one-way ANOVA confirmed that the manipulation was successful (F(2, 1580) = 

425.90, p < 0.001). Participants perceived the recipients in the national cause location 

condition (M = 3.73, SD= 1.67) to be significantly closer than in the international-national (M 

= 5.74, SD = 1.39, t(993) = -20.63, p < 0.001), and the international condition (M = 5.74, SD 

= 1.40, t(1,085) = -21.59, p < 0.001). 

 

Participation  

We find a significant main effect of quantity requests on participation (71.70%) 

compared to open-ended requests (63.45%, χ2 = 11.91, p < 0.001), but no significant effect of 

cause location (χ2 = 0.05, p =0.83), nor a significant interaction (F(3, 1579) = 0.02, p = 0.89). 

In the international condition, quantity requests significantly increased participation (74.17%) 

compared to open-ended requests (65.38%, χ2 = 4.98, p = 0.03), but not for the international-

national condition (67.89% vs. 60.96%, χ2 = 2.31, p = 0.13). We found a similar pattern for 

national causes, whereby quantity requests significantly increased participation (72.47%) 

opposed to open-ended requests (65.38%, χ2 = 3.97, p = 0.05). These results replicate Study 

2, where quantity requests increase participation for both international and national causes.  

Thus, we find support for H1and directional consistency with Studies 1–2. 

 

Donor Magnitude  

We find a significant negative main effect of quantity requests on donor magnitude 

(M = £2.73, SD = £1.49) compared to open-ended requests (M = £2.99, SD = £1.49, F(3, 
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1066) = 8.66, p < 0.01). Further, we observe a significant effect of cause location, such that 

when the cause is international (international-national or international condition), donor 

magnitude (M = £2.91, SD = £1.51) is higher than in the national condition (M = £2.72, SD = 

£1.46, F(3, 1066) = 4.18, p = 0.04). We also find that this is the case for the international 

non-profit organization (ICRC – international cause condition) (M = £2.95, SD = £1.51) over 

the national (British Red Cross – national and international-national conditions) non-profit 

(M = £2.79, SD = £1.48). However, we do not find a significant interaction (F(3, 1066) = 

0.61, p = 0.44). 

However, through pair-wise comparisons, we find that quantity requests marginally 

decreased donor magnitude for the international cause location condition (M = £2.81, SD = 

£1.52) compared to open-ended requests (M = £3.10, SD = £1.51, t(409) = -1.96, p = 0.051). 

Therefore, we find marginal support for H2. Conversely, in the international-national cause 

location condition, there was no significant difference between quantity requests (M = £2.81, 

SD = £1.52) and open-ended requests (M = £2.94. SD = £1.49) in donor magnitude (t(318) = 

-0.80, p = 0.42). This combined with the findings from the main effects suggests that the 

negative effect of quantity requests on donor magnitude is limited to international non-profits 

and cannot be extended to national divisions advocating for the same cause. In the national 

cause location condition, we observe the same pattern as with in the international cause 

location condition. Such that, quantity requests significantly reduce donor magnitude (M = 

£2.54, SD = £1.44) compared to open-ended requests (M = £2.91, SD = £1.47, t(337) = -2.36, 

p = 0.02).  

 

Total Donations  

Findings revealed that, similarly to Study 2, there was no significant main effect of 

quantity requests (F(3, 1579) = 0.34, p = 0.56), cause location (F(3, 1579) = 1.36, p = 0.24), 
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nor their interaction (F(3, 1579) = 0.90, p = 0.60) on total donations. In pair-wise 

comparisons, we observe this same pattern for international causes (MQuantity = £2.11, 

SDQuantity = £1.84, MOpen-ended = £2.03, SDOpen-ended = £1.92, t(587) = 0.37, p = 0.71), 

international-national (MQuantity = £1.91, SDQuantity = £1.81, MOpen-ended = £1.79, SDOpen-ended = 

£1.85,  t(495) = 0.68, p = 0.49), and national (MQuantity = £1.84, SDQuantity = £1.67, MOpen-ended 

= £1.86, SDOpen-ended = £1.83, t(496) = -0.11, p = 0.92). Thus, consistent with Studies 1–2, we 

find that quantity requests have no significant effect on total donations and support for H3.  

 

Discussion  

In Study 3, we find marginal support for H2 and full support for H1 and H3. 

Interestingly, we do not find a significant effect of international causes when they are 

represented by a national non-profit, suggesting that the effect is limited to international non-

profit organizations. Although we find significant results for national causes, this was not 

consistent with Study 2. Thus, we have substantial evidence to suggest that this result is best 

upheld in international causes represented by international non-profits. In all further studies 

included in this research, we will focus on understanding the effect of quantity (vs. open-

ended) requests for international humanitarian causes. 

 

Study 4 

Studies 1–3 used a probabilistic lottery design to test donation behavior that is 

frequently employed in previous research (e.g., Goswami and Urminsky 2016; Moon and 

VanEpps 2023). However, given that donation requires a trade-off between sacrificing 

resources in pursuit of the aims of a cause, this probabilistic design might not be ecologically 

consistent with the trade-offs that donors make when donating (Moon and VanEpps 2023). 

Therefore, to test whether the results of these studies uphold in a more consequential 
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donation context for potential donors, we use smaller amounts to be able to provide all 

participants with a $0.50 bonus that they can choose to forgo along with their $0.50 

participation reward ($1.00 in total). We preregistered this study at 

https://osf.io/mjqtw/?view_only=0ee0f7616b90462fb2a08e475227e25c .  

 

Participants and Procedure 

We recruited 600 Australian participants from Prolific Academic. We invited them to 

take part in a two-cell (request type: quantity request vs. open-ended request) between-

subjects experimental study. Instead of presenting participants with the same lottery incentive 

as in the previous studies, we instead informed all participants that they would be paid a 

$0.50 bonus for their study participation along with the $0.50 participation reward they 

would receive. Participants then read a cause appeal adapted from ‘UNHCR – the UN 

Refugee Agency’ where the beneficiaries of the donation appeal were refugees and 

vulnerable communities in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Consistent with previous 

studies, participants were then presented with a quantity request or an open-ended request in 

which they indicated if, and how much of, their total reward ($1.00 = $0.50 bonus + $0.50 

participation payment) they would like to donate to ‘UNHCR’. Once participants had made 

their decisions, we measured cognitive load (α = 0.82, r = 0.69). Cognitive load can often be 

captured by task performance and time taken to complete a task, however previous research 

has also successfully used scale items where participants rate the difficulty and effort 

associated with a task to represent load (Sweller, Ayres, and Kalyuga 2011). We included a 

two-item measure of cognitive load. Participants rated the effort associated with the decision 

to donate (1 = very low mental effort, 9 = very high mental effort), and the difficulty of 

donating their reward (1 = extremely easy, 9 = extremely difficult). Participants also 

responded to a further three items measuring empathy (α = 0.93), corresponding to how much 

https://osf.io/mjqtw/?view_only=0ee0f7616b90462fb2a08e475227e25c
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empathy, sympathy, and compassion they felt towards the beneficiaries (1= not at all, 9 = 

very much) (adapted from Allard, Dunn, and White 2020). As in the previous studies, we 

captured participation by total percentage of donors (> $0.00), donor magnitude through the 

average amount given per donor (> $0.00), and total donations were operationalized by 

average amount of total donations (full sample, including = $0.00). 

 

Results 

We excluded 148 participants from the final analysis due to failing an attention check. 

An additional 11 participants were removed for stating a value > $1.00, implying that they 

did not understand the task. In total 441 observations were included in the final analysis 

(Mage = 30.96, SDage = 10.66; 65.50% female, 34.24% male, 0.23% preferred not to state).  

 

Participation  

Consistent with Studies 2 and 3, results showed that quantity requests significantly 

increased participation (59.46%) opposed to open-ended requests (38.81%, χ2 = 17.99, p < 

0.001). Although the pattern still upheld and is consistent with H1, the total participation in 

Study 4 (49.20%), which used a more consequential design, is significantly less overall than 

equivalent conditions in Study 1a (65.95%, χ2 = 24.67, p < 0.001), Study 1b (84.31%, χ2 = 

100.18, p < 0.001), Study 2 (64.60%, χ2 = 11.89, p = 0.001), and Study 3 (62.65%, χ2 = 

41.19, p < 0.001). 

 

Donor Magnitude  

Results revealed that quantity requests significantly decreased donor magnitude (M = 

$0.53, SD = $0.32) opposed to an open-ended request (M = $0.63, SD = $0.27, t(215) = -

2.49, p = 0.01). The result replicates the findings of Studies 1–3 and provides support for H2.   
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Total Donations  

Unlike in previous studies, we find that quantity requests (M = $0.31, SD = $0.36) 

increase total donations over open-ended requests (M = $0.24, SD = $0.35, t(439) = 2.03, p = 

0.04). This finding is consistent with Moon and VanEpps (2023), who find that the success of 

quantity requests on revenue can be indebted to increased participation. Thus, we do not find 

support for H3 in Study 4. 

 

Mediation Analysis  

To test H4 and the effect of quantity requests on cognitive load and empathy, we ran a 

5,000-iteration bootstrap mediation analysis using the measured components for cognitive 

load and empathy on donation magnitude. Through Hayes PROCESS model 6, we uncovered 

a very small negative effect of a serial mediation (b = -0.002) that slightly touched zero in the 

95% confidence intervals [-0.01 to 0.00]. The direct effect was only marginally significant (p 

= 0.08). Therefore, we find full serial mediation and support for H4.  

 

Figure 4: Mediation analysis paths (Study 4) 

 

Discussion  

In Study 4 we find support for H1–2 and 4. Whilst the pattern of H1–2 is consistent in 

previous studies, the effect of H1 seemingly leads to an increase in total donations which is 
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consistent with the findings of Moon and VanEpps (2023), but it has not been observed yet in 

this research. Interestingly, this further highlights the consistently inconsistent results that 

quantity requests have on total donations that we have uncovered across studies. Such that in 

Study 1a–b the effect was directionally negative, whereas in Study 2–3 it was directionally 

positive, yet none of these studies reached statistical significance apart from Study 4. We 

believe that Study 4 could be the exception due to the small amount of money ($1.00) that we 

used in the design. Although this is consequential, and a similar amount to previous research 

with a similar design (e.g., Goswami and Urminsky 2016; Moon and VanEpps 2023), given 

current cost of living pressures having an effect overall on charitable behavior (Hill 2024), 

participants may have been more inclined to give the little available. This is reflected through 

the observed effect size of donation participation (d = 0.42), which is larger than in previous 

studies. For full table of effect sizes for all studies, see Appendix H. 

 

Study 5 

In Study 4, we asked participants to donate a small amount of money to effectively 

test a more consequential design, as well as smaller amounts in Studies 1–3 consistent with 

previous research in one-time donation (Goswami and Urminsky 2016; Moon and VanEpps 

2023). However, although this may be more consequential for participants, the low amount 

may not be ecologically valid with practical applications of quantity requests. Thus, in Study 

5, we return to using the same probabilistic reward structure adopted in Studies 1–3. We 

provide participants with a larger capped amount of possible donation (£20.00) which is more 

aligned with what they might see in a real-world application (Goswami and Urminsky 2016).  

Our findings suggest that quantity requests due to their default design result in 

increased cognitive load that reduces access to empathy, which is a key established driver of 

magnitude decisions (Dickert, Sagara, and Slovic 2011). In order to address the issue that this 
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poses for non-profit fundraisers, and further test the robustness of the serial mediation, we 

add an additional exploratory condition that aims to control the relationship between 

cognitive load and empathy. We refer to this additional condition as an ‘impact-focused’ 

quantity request. The impact-focused quantity is a quantity request that outlines what the 

amounts featured in the quantity request can be put towards. For example, £1.00 = basic 

medical supplies, £5.00 = basic first aid, £10.00 = medium first aid kit etc., real-world 

examples can be seen in Appendix I. Therefore, in Study 5, we have a three-condition design 

where two x quantity request conditions (impact-focused vs. not) and an open-ended request 

condition. We preregistered this study at: 

https://osf.io/cerj6/?view_only=85ac8a65af0248788407d0721cd2833a  

 

Participants and Procedure 

We invited 1,003 British participants from Prolific Academic to take part in a three-

cell (request type: impact-focused quantity request vs. quantity request vs. open-ended 

request) between-subjects experimental study. In a similar fashion to studies 1–3, participants 

were told that they had an equal probability of winning a £20.00 additional reward. 

Participants then read an adapted passage from ‘Oxfam International’ about their work 

following the Turkey-Syria earthquake. Next, similarly to previous studies, we presented 

participants with either a quantity request or an open-ended request box. Participants had 

equal probability of being assigned to a normal quantity request such as that used across 

Studies 1–4, or an impact-focused request. In the impact-focused quantity request condition, 

next to the displayed magnitude, there was a disclosure about what each amount could be 

used towards if the participant was to donate that amount.  

Once participants had then made their decisions, they responded to the same two 

items for cognitive load as in Study 4 (r = 0.51) and the same three items for empathy (α = 

https://osf.io/cerj6/?view_only=85ac8a65af0248788407d0721cd2833a
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0.93). We added an additional measure for perceived impact to check the manipulation 

between the impact-focused quantity request with the other two conditions (open-ended and 

the non-impact-focused quantity request). Participants responded to three items about how 

much impact, benefit, and advancement Oxfam International would be able to have because 

of their (a) donation for (non-) donors (α = 0.91, adapted from Toure-́Tillery and Fishbach 

2016). As in all previous studies, we captured participation through the number of 

participants that donated > £0.00, donor magnitude through the average donation amount 

from donors > £0.00, and total donations through the average amount in the entire sample 

(including = £0.00). We ran all analyses similarly to previous studies, but we conducted a 

moderated serial mediation where we re-operationalized the type of quantity request (impact-

focused vs. not). We included this as variable as a moderator to interact in the b1 path 

(Cognitive load  Empathy) and assess whether the use of an impact-focused approach 

would disrupt the serial mediation shown in Study 4. 

 

Results 

We excluded 16 participants due to failing an attention check. An additional three 

participants were removed for not responding to all items in the survey. In total 984 

observations were included in the final analysis (Mage = 42.49, SDage = 12.72; 49.59% 

female, 50.10% male, 0.30% preferred not to say). 

 

Manipulation Check  

A one-way ANOVA informed that the manipulation was successful (F(2, 978) = 9.01, 

p < 0.001). In the impact-focused quantity request condition participants perceived their (a) 

donation significantly more impactful for the organization (M = 4.10, SD = 1.82) than in the 
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non-impact-focused quantity request condition (M = 3.61, SD = 1.61, t(656) = 3.64, p < 

0.001), or the open-ended condition (M = 3.62, SD = 1.67, t(650) = 3.51, p < 0.001).  

 

Participation  

We find that the use of quantity requests (impact-focused and not) significantly 

increases participation (80.24%) compared to open-ended requests (62.27%, χ2 = 39.93, p < 

0.001). However, there were no significant differences between impact-focused quantity 

requests (82.37%) and quantity requests (78.11%, χ2 = 1.61, p = 0.20). Thus, we find further 

support for H1.  

 

Donor Magnitude  

Results showed significant differences across conditions (F(2, 725) = 14.52, p < 

0.001). Specifically, non-impact-focused quantity requests significantly decreased donor 

magnitude (M = £7.21, SD = £5.15) compared to an impact-focused quantity request (M = 

£9.72, SD = £6.09, t(526) = 5.09, p < 0.001), or an open-ended request (M = £9.04, SD = 

£4.98, t(458) = 3.84, p < 0.001). However, there was no significant differences between 

donor magnitude when using an impact-focused quantity request or an open-ended request 

(t(472) = 1.28, p = 0.20). Thus, we find support for both H2 

 

Total Donations  

For total donations, we find no significant difference between non-impact-focused 

quantity requests (M = £5.63, SD = £5.44) and open-ended requests (M = £5.63, SD = £5.89, 

t(650) = 0.10, p = 0.92). Thus, we find support for H3 for the differences between open-

ended requests and non-impact-focused quantity requests. Given that impact-focused quantity 

requests increase donor magnitude over normal quantity requests (p < 0.001), and donation 
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participation over open-ended requests (p < 0.001), we find that they also significantly 

increase total donations (M = £8.00, SD = £6.65) relative to both quantity requests (t(656) = 

3.63, p < 0.001) and open-ended requests (t(653) = 3.51, p < 0.001). This is to be expected 

given that we observe a positive effect of impact-focused quantity requests on participation 

(vs. open-ended requests) and donor magnitude (vs. non-impact-focused quantity requests), 

and their interrelated effect on total donations. These findings provide useful solutions for 

fundraisers, as using impact-focused quantity requests is shown to remove the problem of 

decreased magnitude that non-impact-focused quantity requests cause, consistent with 

Studies 1–4.  

 

Moderated Mediation Analyses 

 We performed an analysis with a customized model to test whether the use of impact-

focused quantity requests moderated the relationship between cognitive load and empathy for 

magnitude decisions. In this model we operationalized the independent variable as ‘quantity 

requests’ (impact-focused and not) vs. open-ended requests. We then re-operationalized 

impact-focused vs. not as an additional dummy variable to use as a moderator. We found that 

using 5,000 bootstrap iterations, the index for the moderated mediation was significant (b = 

0.07, s.e. = 0.04) as the confidence intervals did not contain zero [0.01 to 0.15]. Specifically, 

when the quantity request is impact-focused it removes the effect that cognitive load has on 

the individual’s access to empathy and makes the mediation non-significant. Rather, the 

mediation is only significant for the relationship between non-impact focused quantity 

requests and open-ended requests (b = -0.09, s.e. = 0.04 [-0.16 to -0.03]). We do not find a 

significant direct effect [-1.35 to 0.42], demonstrating full mediation. Thus, we find evidence 

to further support H4. These results mean that we see the same process mechanism as in 

Study 4 for the non-impact focused quantity request. However, in the present study, the use 
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of the impact-focused one disrupts the process that reduces access to empathy, such that an 

increased cognitive load no longer affects a donor’s ability to feel empathy towards the 

beneficiaries.  

 

Figure 6: Mediation analysis paths (Study 5) 

 

General Discussion 

Given the current climate, where prioritizing unserved need for international aid is 

becoming vital (United Nations 2023), there is an increased need to understand the roles and 

complexities associated with charitable giving to these causes. In response, the present 

research sought to answer the following questions: are quantity requests effective for non-

profits that advocate for international humanitarian causes? And if so, how? To address this, 

we explored the multi-dimensional nature of donation decision making in the context of 

international humanitarian aid. Specifically, we examined the independent effects of quantity 

requests on donation participation, as well as donation magnitude on total donation amount. 

We compared quantity requests to open ended requests for donation. We also made 

comparisons with requests for donation for national causes as well as from national non-

profit organizations soliciting donations for international causes. Finally, we explored 

whether highlighting the potential impact of a donation matters to potential donors.  
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In line with our predictions (see Table 3 for summary), across six experimental 

studies, we provided evidence that for international humanitarian aid, quantity requests are 

not effective for increasing total donations, as they have been suggested to be in previous 

research (Moon and VanEpps 2023). Although quantity requests increase participation for 

international humanitarian causes (Studies 2–5), they consistently reduce magnitude amongst 

donors (Studies 1–5), which has no consistent effect on total donations (Studies 1–5). This 

effect upholds across different national samples, different causes, and different amounts, but 

the effect is limited to international non-profits, as Study 3 suggests that these effects do not 

extend to international humanitarian causes when they are advocated for by national non-

profit branches (e.g., Oxfam GB) opposed to international branches (e.g., Oxfam 

International).  

Table 3: Hypothesis table 

QR = Quantity request; CL = Cognitive load; ^ = marginal 
Note: all directions are relative to open-ended requests. 
 

The current research demonstrates that quantity requests increase cognitive load, 

thereby limiting potential donors' access to empathy. Previous studies have indicated that 

empathy is harder to access when considering out-groups, which aligns with beneficiaries of 

international humanitarian causes (Montalan et al. 2012). Consequently, this effect on 

cognitive load and empathy indirectly reduces how much individuals will donate to the cause 

(Study 4). However, this effect is mitigated when non-profit organizations use impact-

Hypothesis 
Study number 

1a 1b 2 3 4 5 

H1: QR → Participation (+) × ✓^ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

H2: QR → Donor Magnitude (-)  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓^ ✓ ✓ 

H3: QR → Total Donations (n.s.) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ × ✓ 

H4: QR → CL (+) → Empathy (-) → Donor Magnitude (+)  - - - - ✓ ✓ 
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focused quantity requests (Study 5). These involve providing prospective donors with 

information about how each donation amount shown in the quantity request will be used to 

advance the cause. We discuss the implications of these results for both theory and practice 

and, acknowledging the limitations of the study, suggest avenues for future research. 

 

Theoretical Contributions 

The current research contributes significantly to advancing theory and expanding 

existing knowledge. Firstly, it highlights the importance of adopting a multi-dimensional 

approach to studying donation behavior. This is important because past research has often 

overlooked this aspect (Fajardo, Townsend, and Bolander 2018). Our findings highlight that 

there is a differential effect on magnitude and participation. By embracing this approach, we 

gain a deeper understanding and further empirical evidence to suggest that these are two 

distinct decision processes (Dickert, Sagara, and Slovic 2011; Fajardo, Townsend, and 

Bolander 2018).  

Previous research has been able to illustrate that quantity requests are successful in 

increasing participation (e.g., Moon and VanEpps 2023; Weyant and Smith 1987). This past 

research has been typically done in the context of national health non-profit organizations 

(e.g., Baggio and Motterlini 2022; Weyant and Smith 1987). Our results also identify similar 

outcomes of donation participation for international humanitarian causes. However, this only 

tells part of the story due to the multi-dimensional nature of donation. By considering both 

participation and donor magnitude, as advocated by Fajardo, Townsend, and Bolander 

(2018), we observe that the type of request can create a trade-off, leading to unpredictable or 

inconsistent patterns in total donations. Even though these patterns are discernible through 

total donations, we argue that they only reveal part of the narrative. Thus, we provide further 

evidence that reflects the importance of focusing on both participation and donor magnitude 
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when seeking to understand the effectiveness of appeal or request characteristics on donation 

outcomes. 

We also explored the mechanism behind the effects on participation and donor 

magnitude. The research findings showed how the link between cognitive load and empathy 

function in an applied context. To our knowledge, the present research is the first applied 

experimental example which suggests that cognitive load has a negative effect on empathy. 

Whilst this link is established in psychological sciences, empirical testing has often relied on 

correlational evidence in artificial contexts and settings (e.g., Bajouk and Hansenne 2019; 

Hiraoka and Nomura 2016). This highlights important implications for contexts like 

charitable giving where access to empathy from donors is paramount to achieving the desired 

outcomes.  

Although empathy has been established as a key driver for donation behavior, it is 

harder to establish for out-groups which is synonymous with international humanitarian aid 

(Ein-Gar and Levontin 2013; Montalan et al. 2012). However, considering this problem, we 

show that when the quantity request focuses on the impact of the donation, this effect that 

cognitive load has on empathy is eliminated, which ultimately does not reduce donor 

magnitude in the same way quantity requests do. Thus, this research is amongst the first to 

link quantity requests and nudging efforts, which often rely on more rational decision-making 

mechanisms, to an established affective driver. 

Moreover, the current research specifically focuses on international humanitarian 

contexts specifically due to increasing social inequalities and wealth disparities across 

developing nations (United Nations 2022). These causes often receive limited relative 

donation allocations amidst individual giving, and there is a lack of empirical testing in this 

domain, as the majority predominantly concentrates on national health-related or 

environmental causes (see Appendix A for summary table). Our findings cast light on the fact 
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that generalized phenomena in donor behavior cannot be readily extended to spatially distant 

causes, such as those examined in this research. Previous studies have often compared cause 

contexts that exist both nationally and internationally (Winterich, Mittal, and Ross Jr. 2012), 

or across different states within national boundaries (e.g., Xu, Rodas, and Torelli 2020). 

While many papers that focus on psychological distance comparisons suggest effective 

strategies for these causes, Smith and Zlatevska (2023a) provide empirical evidence to 

suggest that these findings and frameworks are often more applicable to spatially proximal 

causes. Our findings further support the notion that this comparison might not be an 

appropriate approach for identifying meaningful solutions for spatially distant causes and 

non-profits.  

 

Practical Contributions 

The current research has important implications for practitioners concerned with 

online fundraising within the non-profit sector. Total donations are of paramount concern for 

effective fundraising, as they directly impact an organization’s overall revenue which affects 

their ability to support its activities (Hill 2024). Building upon the work of Moon and 

VanEpps (2023), we extend their findings to a context where fundraising knowledge is scarce 

(Smith and Zlatevska 2023a), and donor allocations are low (Charities Aid Foundation 2021; 

Giving USA 2022). Specifically, we find that for international non-profits that are raising 

money on behalf of international aid, quantity requests are not necessarily an effective 

strategy to use if the goal is total overall donation amount, which is most likely. While 

quantity requests consistently increase donation participation, unless the organization's 

objective is solely to expand its donor base, they may not lead to substantial increases in total 

donation amounts. However, it is important to interpret this result cautiously in practice, as 
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donors encounter quantity requests on the donation landing page and at this point are more 

likely to have already expressed an intent to donate.  

Conversely, the consistent negative effect that quantity requests have on donor 

magnitude suggests that they remain relevant but warrant careful consideration. Therefore, 

we recommend that international non-profit organizations consider the strategic use of these 

requests in practice. Despite the prevalence of quantity requests across the sector, our 

findings propose an alternative approach termed ‘impact-focused’ quantity requests. These 

requests provide potential donors with detailed information on how their contributions will be 

utilized. Thus, rather than abandoning quantity requests altogether, we advise international 

non-profits to complement them with information about the impact of their donations. This 

approach has the potential to enhance both participation and donor magnitude, aligning with 

the organization's goals and maximizing total donations.  

 

Future Research Directions 

While our research offers a solution, emerging evidence suggests that balancing 

participation and donor magnitude can represent a challenging trade-off due to their reliance 

on different processes, often contradicting one another (Fajardo, Townsend, and Bolander 

2018). Although this trade-off can pay off when efforts in one outweigh a loss or balance in 

the other (e.g., increased participation increases total donations; Moon and VanEpps 2023), 

there are both benefits and downfalls to non-profit organizations having either fewer donors 

with larger magnitudes, or more donors with lower magnitudes.  

Strategically managing either of these alternatives requires different approaches and 

resource allocations that can often be difficult to forecast (Faulkner, Romaniuk, and Stern 

2016). For example, in an organization that cultivates fewer donors with larger magnitudes, 

there is a reliance on fewer individuals to provide the total donations, necessitating a focus on 
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variety and relationship marketing (e.g., Khodakarami, Petersen, and Venkatesan 2015). 

Conversely, when there are more donors contributing lower magnitudes acquisition, costs 

may be higher as these donors constitute the majority and require more effort to attract 

(Faulkner, Romaniuk, and Stern 2016). Non-profit organizations must anticipate these 

outcomes from their marketing activities and forecast the longevity of total donations 

influenced by participation and/or magnitude. Therefore, future research could explore 

whether the positive effect of previous donations (Moon and VanEpps 2023) holds true for 

quantity requests. Also, whether it is worthwhile to sacrifice increased donor magnitude in 

pursuit of higher participation in the long run. 

Further, we acknowledge several limitations that may impact the generalizability of 

the results. First, although in the current research we included national contexts to isolate the 

effect, we did not further test whether the concept of spatial distance applies to national 

contexts. Previous research exploring psychological distance has often manipulated it within 

national boundaries (Toure-́Tillery and Fishbach 2016; Xu, Rodas, and Torelli 2020), which 

tends to increase charitable behavior compared to a manipulation across national boundaries 

(Smith and Zlatevska 2023a, 2023b). Although, we consider this beyond the scope of the 

current research, it presents an interesting avenue for future research to deepen our 

understanding of the robustness and generalizability of these findings and assess the 

theoretical role of ‘psychological distance’. Second, there are many other relevant 

developments and considerations that are often used with quantity requests that might aid 

their effectiveness. While we tested and found success with ‘impact-focused’ quantity 

requests, other approaches could include introducing defaults, mandatory minimums, or 

offering options for regular periodic donations (see Figure 1). Although defaults in charitable 

giving and mandatory minimums have been tested to some extent (e.g., Bruns and Perino 

2021l; Goswami and Urminsky 2016), further investigation across different causes in 
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combination with quantity requests is warranted. Third, our model highlights the importance 

of empathy, an interpersonal construct integral to the human element of the causes depicted 

in the appeal (Davis 1983). Therefore, future research could seek to explore the role of 

quantity requests in other important international causes that might stress non-human 

beneficiaries, such as environmental or animal welfare causes. Fourth, we tested the 

effectiveness and outcomes of quantity requests as an applied intervention, specifically 

focusing on how effective they were on the general population. Although we provide some 

additional analysis on different donor segments (see Appendix F), future research might seek 

to explore this further.  

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, our research highlights important implications for the use of quantity 

requests, which vary depending on the cause and design. We provide valuable insights into 

their application for donations solicited by international non-profit organizations. Our 

findings offer a novel agenda aimed at inspiring further research into diverse donation 

requests to enhance our understanding of effectively influencing donation behavior across 

both participation and donor magnitude. 
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Appendix: Too Much to Handle: How Quantity Requests in International Aid Diminish 

Empathy and Undermine Donations. 

 
 
The materials below are provided to aid the understanding of Essay 3. These are referred to at 

various points in the manuscript in reference to the relevant discussion. 
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Appendix A: Literature Summary Table 

 

Paper and study Cause Method Main findings Conditions Participation Magnitude Total 

Focus: How Quantity Requests Affect Participation, Donor Magnitude, and Total Donations 

Alpizar, Carlsson, 
and Johansson-
Stenman (2008) 

Poas National 
Park, Costa 

Rica. 

Field study with 
997 international 

tourists. 

$2 and $5 increased participation but 
reduced magnitude compared to the control 

and $10 condition. 
None vs. $2 vs. $5 vs. $10. + - n.a 

Baggio and 
Motterlini (2022) 

Major Italian 
charity for 

cancer research. 

Field study with 
150,000 

Italian donors. 

Higher scale amounts increase total 
donations through increased participation 

and donor magnitude. 

None vs. low (25€, 50€, 
100€) vs. high (50€, 100€, 

200€). 
+ ($+) + ($+) + ($+) 

Bruns and Perino 
(2021) 

Compensators, 
German climate 
change charity. 

Online 
experiment with 

806 German 
internet users. 

Defaults are detrimental and 
recommendations don't work, but 

mandatory minimums do. 

1.75€ vs. mandated 
minimum vs. default. - - - 

Doob and 
MacLaughlin 

(1989) 

National civil 
liberties 

organization in 
Canada. 

Field study with 
15.430 existing 

donors or 
members. 

Higher scale amounts increase total 
donations through increased participation 

and donor magnitude. 

Open-ended response vs. 
low ($30, $40, $50, $75, 
$100) vs. high ($50, $75, 

$100, $150, $250). 

n.s. + ($+) + ($+) 

Moon and VanEpps 
(2023) – Study 1 

Participants 
could choose. 

Online 
experiment with 
902 MTurkers. 

Quantity requests increase total donations 
through increased participation. 

Open-ended vs. quantity 
requests ($5, $10, $15, $20, 

$25, ___). 

+ n.s + 

Study 2 

The NAACP 
Legal Defense 

and 
Educational 
Fund (LDF). 

Online 
experiment with 

808 Prolific 
respondents. 

+ n.s + 

Study 3 "Charleston 
Wine + Food, " 

Online 
experiment with 

1,503 Prolific 
respondents. 

Open-ended vs. quantity 
requests ($0.50, $0.75, $1, 

$1.50, ___). 
+ n.s + 
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Paper and study Cause Method Main findings Conditions Participation Magnitude Total 

Study 4 Feeding 
America. 

Online 
experiment with 

1,005 Prolific 
respondents. 

Quantity requests increase total donations 
through increased participation and donor 

magnitude. 

Open-ended vs. low ($1, 
$15, $25, ___) vs. medium 
($5, $15, $25, ___) vs. high 

($10, $15, $25, ___). 

+ + ($+) + ($+) 

Study 5 

The NAACP 
Legal Defense 

and 
Educational 
Fund (LDF). 

Online 
experiment with 

1,404 Prolific 
respondents. 

Quantity requests increase total donations 
through increased participation. 

Open-ended vs. ($5, $10, 
$15, $20, $25 ___) vs. when 

to give request vs. which 
cause request. 

+ n.s. + 

Study 6 
Direct Relief, a 
humanitarian 
organization. 

Online 
experiment with 

1,603 Prolific 
respondents. 

Quantity requests increase participation but 
reduce donor magnitude which has no 
significant effect on total donations. 

Open-ended vs. quantity 
requests ($5, $15, $25 ___) 
vs. open-ended with norm 

The most common donation 
amounts are $5, $15, and 

$25. 

+ - n.s. 

Study 7 Direct Relief. 

Online 
experiment with 

1,803 Prolific 
respondents. 

Quantity requests increase total donations 
through increased participation. 

Open-ended vs. quantity 
requests ($10, $15, $20, 

____) 
+ n.s + 

Nelson, Partelow, 
and Schlüter (2019) 

The Gili Eco 
Trust. 

Field survey with 
773 tourists in 

Indonesia. 

Quantity requests increase total donations 
through increased participation, but defaults 

work better. 

Open-ended vs. $10, $20, 
$50. + n.a + 

Park and Yoon 
(2022) – Study 1 

UNICEF 
campaign 

Online 
experiment with 
383 MTurkers. No suggested amount was most effective, 

especially when paired with a larger 
($5000) target amount. 

None vs. $1 vs. $5. - - - 

Study 2 
Online 

experiment with 
112 MTurkers. 

None vs. a penny. n.s. - - 

Study 3 
Online 

experiment with 
322 MTurkers. 

All results are null unlike in previous 
studies, apart from the fact a higher target 

amount works when there are no suggested 
amounts, 

None vs. $50 vs. $100. n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Study 4 World Vision 
campaign. 

Online 
experiment with 
707 MTurkers. 

No suggested amount was most effective, 
especially when paired with a larger 

($7000) target amount. 
None vs. $1 vs. $10. n.a. - - 
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Paper and study Cause Method Main findings Conditions Participation Magnitude Total 

Weyant and Smith 
(1987) – Study 2 

American 
Cancer Society. 

Field study with 
60,000 

households. 

Lower quantity requests increase 
participation relative to higher, but not the 
control. Donor magnitude is higher in the 
control condition than quantity requests 

(due to large gifts). 

None vs. low ($5, $10, $25) 
vs. high ($50, $100, $250). + - n.a 

Focus: How the Design of Quantity Requests Affects Participation, Donor Magnitude and Total Donations 

De Bruyn and 
Prokopec (2013) 

Large European 
non-profit 

organization. 

Field study with 
50,208 existing 

donors. 

The lowest part of the scale is most 
important relative to the consumers’ last 
donation if it is less/equal to that which 

they are more likely to donate, if it is higher 
– the steepness has a small effect. 

Lower vs. equal vs. higher 
than last donation amount. (!) (!) (!) 

Desmet (1999) 

French charity. 

Field study with 
27,380 French 

donors. Standard, opposed to personalized quantity 
requests, work better for irregular donors, 

and a higher quantity request scale 
increases donor magnitude. 

Standard: (100, 150, 250, 
500, 1000, ____) vs. very 

low (70, 120, 200, 300, 400, 
___) vs. LowR (120, 180, 
250, 350, 500, ____) vs. 

LowI (120, 200, 350, 500, 
750, ____), mean (100, 150, 

200, 350, 500,  ___) vs. 
large (150, 250, 400, 600, 

1000, ____). 

+ (!) ($) + ($+) n.a. 

Desmet and 
Feinberg (2003) 

Field study with 
114,874 French 

donors. 
+ (!) ($) + ($+) n.a. 

Ekström (2021) – 
Study 1 

Large 
American 

hospital located 
in Chicago. 

Field study with 
63,494 potential 

donors. 

No evidence to suggest that providing more 
options in the quantity request increases 

participation, but quantity requests increase 
total donations through participation. 

Baseline ($10, $50, $100, 
____) vs. compromise ($10, 

$50, $100, $250, $500, 
____) vs. uncompromise 

($10, $500, ____). 

+ ($+) - + ($+) 

Hershberger and 
Hair (2022) 

Services for 
blind and 
visually 
impaired 

children > three 
years. 

Field study with 
507 potential 

donors. 

Precise amount quantity requests (e.g., 
$1.13) are more effective at increasing 
donor magnitude for new donors, not 

existing. 

Rounded amounts ($50, 
$100, $250, $500, $1000, 

$2,500) vs. precise amounts 
($52, $117, $263, $567, 

$1,062, $2,534). 

n.a. n.a. + (!) 
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Paper and study Cause Method Main findings Conditions Participation Magnitude Total 

Reiley and Samek 
(2019) – Study 1 

Tucson 
television 

station's normal 
year-end 

fundraising 
procedures. 

Field study with 
10,548 members 

(previous 
donors). 

Scales with odd amounts (unrounded) "e.g., 
$35 vs. $30" decrease participation, donor 
magnitude, and total donations. Potential 

donors are more likely to give to a rounded 
suggested donation amount ($100 vs. $95). 

Fixed 1 ($30, $50, $75, 
$100, $200, ___) vs. fixed 2 
($35, $60, $95, $120, $240, 
____) vs. variable 1 (50%, 
75%, 100%, 150%, 200%, 
____) vs. variable 2 (60%, 
90%, 120%, 180%, 240%, 

____). 

+ (rounded) + (rounded) + (rounded) 

Study 2 

Treatment 1 ($35, $50, $75, 
$100, $250, ____) vs. 

treatment 2 ($50, $75, $100, 
$250, $500, ____) vs. 

treatment 95 ($35, $50, $75, 
$95, $250, ____). 

+ (rounded) + (rounded) + (rounded) 

Schibrowsky and 
Peltier (1995) 

Local United 
Way campaign. 

Field study with 
7,201 people 
from local 

workplaces. 

Lower quantity requests increase 
participation relative to higher. Higher 

quantity requests increase donor magnitude, 
which increases total donations. 

Low ($2, $4, and $6) vs. 
high ($4, $6, and $8). - ($+) + ($+) + ($+) 

Verhaert and Van 
den Poel (2011) 

Fundraising 
campaigns of a 

European 
charitable 

organization. 

Field study with 
57,513 current, 
previous, and 
prospective 

donors. 

No main effect of recently suggested 
donation amounts on participation, donor 
magnitude, or total donations, but this is 

segment dependent. They are most effective 
for acquiring new, and reactivating 

previous donors, but for retention, net 
average amounts are more effective. 

Recent vs. average vs. 
maximum gift amount. + (!) + (!) + (!) 

Note: ‘Participation’ refers to whether quantity requests affect total number of donors; ‘Magnitude’ refers to quantity request’s effect on donor magnitude 
decisions; ‘Total’ refers to the effect on total donations; (-) = significant negative effect; (+) = significant positive effect; ($) = scale design dependent; (!) = 
sample dependent; n.s. = no significant differences found; n.a. = not assessed in the study.
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Appendix B: Notation for Total Donations 

 
TotalDonations =  Σ𝑖=1

𝑁 (𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑝𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖  ×  𝑀𝑎𝑔𝑛𝑖𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑖) 
 
𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑝𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖 is a categorical variable = 1 if the individual i donates and otherwise = 0. 
 

𝑃 =  Σ𝑖=1
𝑁 𝑃𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑖𝑐𝑖𝑝𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖 

 
TotalDonations𝑡1 ≥ TotalDonations𝑡0 = (𝑃𝑡1 < 𝑃𝑡0 → 𝑀𝑎𝑔𝑛𝑖𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑡1 >  𝑀𝑎𝑔𝑛𝑖𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑡0) 
 
If participation decreases, then for total donations to increase or stay constant, there needs to 
be an increase in donor magnitude. 
 
TotalDonations𝑡1 ≥ TotalDonations𝑡0 = (𝑀𝑎𝑔𝑛𝑖𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑡1  ≤  𝑀𝑎𝑔𝑛𝑖𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑡0 → 𝑃𝑡1 > 𝑃𝑡0) 
 
Whereas, if magnitude decreases or stays the same, then in order to maintain or increase total 
donations, there needs to be an increase in participation.
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Appendix C: Study Materials

Table 1: Study 1a
Reward structure Cause appeal Request type

Open-ended Quantity request

Table 2: Study 1b
Reward structure Cause appeal Request type

Open-ended Quantity request

Here is your chance to win a $5 surprise reward!

At the end of the survey, we will do a surprise lucky draw and FIVE 
participants from this survey will be selected randomly and given a 
$5 reward in their Prolific account within two days of study 
completion (end of data collection).

Since anyone participating in this survey can win the surprise 
reward with equal probability, you have as good a chance as 
anyone else participating in this survey.

As a global organisation, Save the Children directly reaches millions of children across the world 
whose rights are threatened across more than 100 countries every year.

Your generous donation today has the power to save and transform the life of an Ugandan child.

You can become the lifeline for an Ugandan child suffering from deadly hunger, caught in brutal 
conflicts, or living in constant fear of abuse.

Together, we can make a significant impact in communities in Uganda which are among the most 
challenging regions around the world.
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Table 3: Study 2
Cause appeal

National International

Note: Study 2 used the same reward structure and request type as Study 1.

Table 4: Study 3
Cause appeal Request type

National International-national International Open-ended Quantity request

Note: Study 3 used the same reward structure as Study 1 and 2, but with £5.00 GBP instead of $5.00 AUD.
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Table 5: Study 4
Reward structure Cause appeal Request type

Open-ended Quantity request

Table 6: Study 5

Reward structure Cause appeal
Request type

Open-ended Quantity request
Non-impact-focused Impact-focused

Note: The amounts calculated in the impact-focused quantity requests were worked out to be in some way ecologically valid from available cost estimator
(see: https://livingcost.org/cost/syria).

You have been selected to receive a $0.50 bonus for your 
participation in this study.

At the end of data collection for this survey, you will receive your 
$0.50 bonus along with your $0.50 payment for participation in 
your Prolific account.

https://livingcost.org/cost/syria
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Appendix D: Modifications to Pre-registrations 

Study Original Updated 
Study 4 We hypothesize that the effect of 

quantity requests on participation will 
be mediated by cognitive load. 

We hypothesize that the effect of 
quantity requests on magnitude will be 
serially mediated by cognitive load and 

empathy. 
 

Study 5 No changes. 
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Appendix E: Analysis with Outliers (Study 1b) 

Participation 

 Results revealed no significant difference in participation between quantity requests 

(87.64%) and open-ended requests (80.81%, χ2 = 2.58, p = 0.11). Although this does not 

research significance as it marginally does in the main analysis, the effect is still directional 

and thus partially robust.  

 

Donor Magnitude  

We find that donor magnitude significantly decreased when participants used a 

quantity request (M = $8.40, SD = $2.70) instead of an open-ended request (M = $7.05, SD = 

$3.57, t(293) = -3.51, p < 0.001). This is a similar pattern to that uncovered in the main 

analysis. Thus, we find a robust effect for donor magnitude. 

 

Total Donations  

We uncover no significant difference in total donations between quantity requests 

(M= $6.18, SD = $4.07) and open-ended requests (M = $6.76, SD = $4.10, t(348) = -1.31 , p 

= 0.19). Therefore, we find a robust effect for total donations in Study 1b. 
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Appendix F: New vs. Existing Donors (Additional Analysis) 

Study 3 

Participation  

We observe no differences across existing and new donors for participation outside of 

the results from the main study, apart from in the international cause location condition. In 

the international cause location condition, quantity requests significantly increased 

participation (73.23%) compared to open-ended requests for new donors (58.46%, χ2 = 8.89, 

p < 0.01), but not for existing donors (χ2 = 0.29, p = 0.59). The interaction between these two 

variables (quantity requests and previous donation) was significant (b = -0.91, p = 0.03). This 

suggests that the effect of quantity requests on participation is larger for new donors. A 

visualization of all results can be seen in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Donation participation based on previous donation per condition (Study 3). 

 

Note: n.s. = not significant; ^ = p < 0.10; * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001. 

** 

n.s
. n.s

. 

n.s
. 

n.s
. 

n.s
. 
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Donor Magnitude  

For international causes there was a significant main effect of previous donation on 

donor magnitude, such that previous donation increased donor magnitude (M = £3.30, SD = 

£1.47) compared to new donors (M = £2.74, SD = £1.50, t(409) = 3.66, p < 0.001). The effect 

of quantity requests on donor magnitude only marginally applied to new donors, and existing 

donors’ magnitude decisions were unaffected (t(150) = 0.54, p = 0.59). Specifically, amongst 

those that had not previously donated, quantity requests marginally decreased donor 

magnitude (M = £2.58, SD = £1.45) compared to an open-ended request (M = £2.94, SD = 

£1.54, t(257) = 1.91, p = 0.06). We do not observe any of these differences for the national 

nor the international-national cause location conditions apart from the main effect of previous 

donation (t(337) = 2.51, p = 0.01). A visual representation is shown in Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Donor magnitude based on previous donation per condition (Study 3). 

 

Note: Error bars represent ±2 SE (standard errors). 
n.s. = not significant; ^ = p < 0.10; * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001. 

n.s
. n.s

. 

n.s
. 

n.s
. 

n.s
. 

^ 
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Total Donations  

Results show that there is a significant main effect of previous donation on total 

donations (MPrevious = £2.24, SDPrevious = £1.84 vs. MNew = £1.66, SDNew = £1.75, t(1581) = 

6.42, p < 0.001), which was observed in the international (t(586) = 4.80, p < 0.001), 

international-national (t(495) = 3.95, p < 0.001), and national cause conditions (t(496) = 3.42, 

p < 0.001). However, we find no significant interaction between quantity requests and 

previous donations on total donations overall (F(3, 1579) = 0.49, p = 0.48), nor for any of the 

other conditions. Results are visualized by cause condition in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3: Total donations based on previous donation per condition (Study 3). 

 

Note: Error bars represent ±2 SE (standard errors). 
n.s. = not significant; ^ = p < 0.10; * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001. 
  

n.s
. 

n.s
. 

n.s
. 

n.s
. 

n.s
. 

n.s
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Study 4 

Participation  

Unlike in Study 3, we do not find a significant main effect of previous donation on 

participation (49.75% vs. 44.44%, χ2 = 0.27, p = 0.61). We find that for new donors, quantity 

requests (vs. open-ended requests) increase donation participation for new donors (60.10% 

vs. 39.39%, χ2 = 16.16, p < 0.001), but not for previous donors (χ2 = 1.22, p = 0.27). These 

results should be interpreted with caution, as there were only 45 participants (< 10% of the 

total sample) that identified as previous donors compared to 396 who did not. Thus, it is 

unlikely that these results are representative. The interaction effect is largely not significant 

(p = 0.97), as both effects are in the same direction and the previous donor segment is 

potentially underpowered. A visual representation is shown in Figure 4. 

Figure 4: Donation participation based on previous donation per condition (Study 4). 

 

Note: n.s. = not significant; ^ = p < 0.10; * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001. 

*** 
n.s
. 
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Donor Magnitude  

We also do not find a significant main effect of previous donation on donor 

magnitude (MPrevious = $0.66, SDPrevious = $0.31 vs. MNew = $0.56, SDNew = $0.27, t(215) = 

1.35, p = 0.18). We find no significant interaction between quantity requests and previous 

donation (F(3, 213) = 0.86, p = 0.36). Results per condition can be seen in Figure 5. Pair-wise 

comparisons reveal similar patterns of quantity requests to the main study for new donors 

(t(195) = 2.68, p < 0.01), but not for previous donors (W = 43.50, p = 0.89)12.  

Figure 5: Donor magnitude based on previous donation per condition (Study 4). 

 

Note: Error bars represent ±2 SE (standard errors). 
n.s. = not significant; ^ = p < 0.10; * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001. 
 

 

 
 
12 We used the non-parametric Mann Whitney U test due to the low sample sizes. 

** 

n.s
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Total Donations  

We find no significant main effect of previous donation on total donations (MPrevious = 

$0.29, SDPrevious = $0.37 vs. MNew = $0.28, SDNew = $0.35, t(439) = 0.24, p = 0.81). Results 

per condition can be seen in Figure 6. In pair-wise comparisons, we observe marginal 

significance for new donors (t(394) = 1.68, p = 0.09) but no significance for previous donors 

(W = 197.50, p = 0.17).  

Figure 6: Total donations based on previous donation per condition (Study 4). 

 

Note: Error bars represent ±2 SE (standard errors). 
n.s. = not significant; ^ = p < 0.10; * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001. 
 

  

n.s
. 

n.s
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Study 5 

Participation  

We find a significant overall difference between existing and new donors on donation 

participation, such that previous donors are significantly more likely to donate than new 

donors (79.70% vs. 69.38%, χ2 = 13.15, p < 0.001). Unlike in Studies 3–4, we find that the 

significance and direction of quantity requests (both impact-focused and non-impact-focused) 

on participation holds for both new (χ2 = 27.28, p < 0.001) and existing donors (χ2 = 8.02, p < 

0.01). We find a marginally significant, negative interaction of quantity requests (both 

impact-focused and non-impact-focused combined) and previous donation on participation (b 

= -0.11, t(980) = -1.89, p = 0.06). Such that we marginally observe that the effect of quantity 

requests on participation is larger for individuals that have not previously donated.  

Figure 7: Donation participation based on previous donation per condition (Study 5). 

 

Note: n.s. = not significant; ^ = p < 0.10; * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001. 

n.
s. 

n.
s. 

*** 

*** 
** 
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Donor Magnitude  

Similarly, we find a significant, positive main effect of previous donation on donor 

magnitude (MPrevious = £9.11, SDPrevious = £5.51 vs. MNew = £8.17, SDNew = £5.61, t(729) = 

2.30, p = 0.02). Interestingly, the same patterns found in the main study relative to donor 

magnitude across conditions were found for both previous donors and new donors (see Figure 

W8), and the interaction between quantity requests (F(3, 727) = 0.23, p = 0.63). Thus, we 

observe no differences in the patterns of the effects found in the main study between previous 

and new donors.  

 

Figure 8: Donation magnitude based on previous donation per condition (Study 5). 

 

Note: Error bars represent ±2 SE (standard errors). 
n.s. = not significant; ^ = p < 0.10; * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001. 
  

n.s
. 

n.s. 

*** *** 
* *** 
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Total Donations  

Results show a significant, positive main effect of previous donation on total 

donations (MPrevious = £7.26, SDPrevious = £6.14 vs. MNew = £5.67, SDNew = £6.00, t(982) = 

4.13, p < 0.001). We find that the positive effect of impact-focused quantity requests is 

maintained for both new donors (F(1, 514) = 15.97, p < 0.001) and previous donors (F(1, 

466) = , p < 0.01), and that there is no interaction between conditions and previous donation 

(F(3, 980) = 0.11, p = 0.74). Results per condition can be visualized in Figure 9.  

Figure 9: Total donations based on previous donation per condition (Study 5). 

 

Note: Error bars represent ±2 SE (standard errors). 
n.s. = not significant; ^ = p < 0.10; * = p < 0.05; ** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001.  

*** *** 

*** 

** 

n.s
. 

n.s
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Appendix H: Brand Familiarity Controls (Additional Analysis) 

Across all studies, apart from Study 1b, we use real global non-profit organizations 

and adapt copy from their website in relation to the cause and adapt it into a similar format as 

stimuli. Although we provide separate analyses for new and previous donors, we also 

included measures in Studies 3–5 to serve as controls for brand familiarity. In the following 

sections for these studies, we observe the main effect of familiarity for the outcomes of each 

dependent variable (participation, donor magnitude, and total donations), as well as rerunning 

all analyses including brand familiarity as a control. Across all studies we operationalize 

participation by the percentage of the total sample that donate > $/£0.00, donor magnitude as 

the average amount that participants that donate > $/£0.00 give, and total donations as the 

average amount that all participants give (including = $/£0.00). 

 

Study 3 

We measured brand familiarity with an established three-item, seven-point Likert 

scale. Specifically, we asked participants to indicate to what extent they were familiar with 

the organization on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = unfamiliar/ inexperienced/ 

unknowledgeable, 7 = familiar/experienced/knowledgeable) (α = 0.88, adapted from Kent 

and Allen 1994). We did find differences in familiarity because of the non-profit organization 

used across conditions in the study. Such that participants were significantly more familiar 

with the British Red Cross, used in the national and international-national condition (M = 

4.62, SD = 1.27), than the International Committee for the Red Cross (M = 3.92, SD = 1.54, 

t(1581) = 9.88, p < 0.001). Thus, we conduct spotlight analyses on each condition to 

understand the validity of each effect. 
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Participation  

We observe a significant main effect of brand familiarity (b = 0.05, s.e. = 0.01, 

t(1581) = 6.68, p < 0.001), such that participants that were more familiar with the brand were 

more likely to donate. Results reveal that the overall positive main effect of quantity requests 

on participation was significant (t(1580) = 3.33, p < 0.001) when controlling for brand 

familiarity. Spotlight analyses on each cause location condition found that this became 

marginally significant in the national cause (t(495) = 1.82, p = 0.07), was not significant for 

the international-national cause (t(494) = 1.59, p = 0.11), consistent with the results of the 

main analysis, and significant for the international cause (t(585) = 2.17, p = 0.03).  

 

Donor Magnitude  

Results show that brand familiarity has a significant positive effect on donor 

magnitude (b = 0.09, s.e. =0.03, t(1068) = 2.73, p = 0.01), such that similarly to participation, 

donors that are more familiar with the brand are highly likely to donate more. We also find 

that there is a significant negative main effect of quantity requests on donor magnitude, as 

found in the main study (t(1067) = -2.93, p < 0.01). Consistent with the results of the main 

study, we find that there is a significant negative effect of quantity requests on donor 

magnitude in the national (t(336) = -2.39, p = 0.02) and the international cause location 

condition (t(408) = -1.99, p = 0.05), but not the international-national condition (t(317) = -

0.78, p = 0.44).  

 

Total Donations  

Findings indicate a significant positive main effect of brand familiarity on total 

donations (b = 0.21, s.e. = 0.03, t(1581) = 6.72, p < 0.001), such that individuals that were 

more familiar with the brand were more likely to donate more. Similarly to the main study, 



 
 
 

 295 

we find that there is no significant difference between quantity requests and open-ended 

requests in the national cause condition (t(495) = -0.47, p = 0.64), international-national 

cause condition (t(494) = 0.65, p = 0.51), and international cause condition (t(585) = 0.17, p 

= 0.87). Thus, controlling for brand familiarity did not affect the relationships observed in the 

main study.  

 

Study 4 

In Study 4, we use the same scale for brand familiarity as in Study 3 (α = 0.91). 

However, we find that on average participants were significantly less familiar with UNHCR 

(M = 2.77, SD = 1.54) than they were with the non-profit organizations used in Study 4 

(t(2022) = 20.48, p < 0.001). We used a similar analysis procedure in Study 4 as in Study 3, 

in line with the main analyses.  

 

Participation  

Results indicated that there was no significant main effect of brand familiarity on 

participation (t(439) = 0.36, p = 0.72). Consistent with the main results, and using brand 

familiarity as a control, we find that there is still a significant positive effect of quantity 

requests on participation (t(438) = 4.42, p < 0.001).  

 

Donor Magnitude  

We find that brand familiarity has no significant main effect on donor magnitude 

(t(215) = 1.36, p = 0.18). Yet, similar with the main results and participation, we find that 

controlling for brand familiarity does not change the significance, and quantity requests still 

have a negative effect on donor magnitude (t(214) = -2.63, p < 0.01).  
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Total Donations  

Results suggest that there is no significant main effect of brand familiarity on total 

donations (t(439) = 1.07, p = 0.29). However, similarly to the main analysis, we find a 

significant positive effect of quantity requests when we control for brand familiarity (t(438) = 

2.02, p = 0.04).  

 

Mediation Analysis  

We re-ran Hayes PROCESS model 6 with brand familiarity as a covariate. We 

observe the same indirect index as uncovered in the main analysis where the confidence 

interval touches zero by four significant figures [-0.01 to 0.00], which suggests that there is 

still a small serial mediation. Further, including brand familiarity removes the significant b2 

path effect of empathy on donor magnitude (t(212) = 1.45, p = 0.15).  

 

Study 5 

We use the same method to operationalize brand familiarity in Study 5 as in Studies 

3–4 (α = 0.86, M = 4.74, SD = 1.29). In the following analyses, we use linear regression 

models to include brand familiarity as a control and observe any changes in significance of 

quantity request conditions because of the inclusion of brand familiarity. We present our 

findings in line with the relevant contrasts included in the main analysis. 

 
Participation  

We observe a marginal main effect of brand familiarity on participation (b = 0.02, s.e. 

= 0.01, t(979) = 1.82, p = 0.07). We observe that when controlling for familiarity, the positive 

effect of quantity requests on participation is still significant (t(978) = 6.26, p < 0.001). In 

pair-wise comparisons between non-impact focused quantity requests and open-ended 

responses, we observe a significant positive effect of quantity requests on participation when 
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we control for brand familiarity (t(649) = 4.60, p < 0.001). We find the same pattern for 

impact-focused quantity requests and open-ended responses (t(649) = 5.88, p < 0.001). Thus, 

we observe no differences in findings of the effect of quantity requests on participation due to 

brand familiarity.  

 

Donor Magnitude  

Results indicate a significant main effect of brand familiarity on donor magnitude (b = 

0.61, s.e.= 0.16, t(726) = 3.72, p < 0.001), such that donors that were more familiar with 

Oxfam International donated significantly more than those that were less familiar. We find 

that when we controlled for brand familiarity the overall negative significant effect of 

quantity requests (both impact-focused and non-impact-focused) vs. open-ended requests was 

not significant (t(725) = -1.14, p = 0.26), consistent with the main analysis. Further, through 

pair-wise comparisons, we found that there was still significant difference between non-

impact-focused quantity requests and open-ended requests (t(454) = -3.67, p < 0.001), and 

non-impact focused quantity requests and impact-focused quantity requests (t(525) = -4.85, p 

< 0.001). Such that non-impact focused quantity requests decreased donor magnitude 

compared to both open-ended requests and impact-focused quantity requests, as found in the 

main analysis. Therefore, we find that although brand familiarity has a positive effect on 

donor magnitude, it does not eliminate the negative effect of non-impact-focused quantity 

requests. 

 

Total Donations  

Findings reveal a significant main effect of brand familiarity on total donations (b = 

0.60, s.e.=0.15, t(979) = 3.98, p < 0.001). Such that those more familiar with Oxfam 

International were more likely to donate more. Similarly, using pair-wise comparisons, we 
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find that whilst controlling for brand familiarity, there is no significant difference between 

non-impact focused quantity requests and open-ended responses (t(649) = 0.13, p = 0.89). 

Yet, consistent with the main analysis, we find that impact-focused quantity requests are 

significantly more effective than non-impact-focused quantity requests (t(655) = 4.83, p < 

0.001), and open-ended requests (t(649) = 4.78, p < 0.001). Thus, similar to donor magnitude 

and total donations, although significant, controlling for brand familiarity had no impact on 

the results observed in the main study. 

 

Mediation Analysis  

We similarly find that when brand familiarity is included as a covariate in the custom 

moderated serial mediation model, all paths are the same as those uncovered in the main 

analysis. Such that the indexed moderated mediation confidence intervals do not include zero 

[0.01 to 0.14], and the interaction effect is significant (p < 0.01). Specifically, we find that the 

impact-focused quantity request breaks the link between cognitive load and empathy (0.19, p 

< 0.01). 
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Appendix H: Cohen’s d of Observed Effects across all Studies 

Study Condition Participation Donor magnitude Total donations 

Study 1a  0.12 0.29 0.04 

Study 1b  0.21 0.41 0.12 

Study 2 
National 0.28 0.02 0.21 

International 0.31 0.39 0.08 

Study 3 
National 0.19 0.25 0.01 

International-national 0.14 0.09 0.07 

International 0.19 0.17 0.04 

Study 4  0.42 0.33 0.23 

Study 5  0.40 0.36 0.00 
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Appendix I: Impact-focused Quantity Request Examples  

 

 
Impact-focused quantity requests from the British Heart Foundation (UK), and Oxfam 
Australia. 
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Conclusion 

 
This thesis set out to investigate the multifaceted aspects of ethical decision-making 

and prosocial behavior through three comprehensive essays. Throughout the composition of 

this work, each respective project (essay) sought to further understand a key result linking 

from the previous paper. In this vein, these three essays addressed the role of moral 

evaluations on ethical decision making, psychological distance in prosocial cause appeals and 

quantity requests for international humanitarian aid.  

Essay 1 synthesized 53 empirical papers in a quantitative review of 316 effect sizes 

that assessed how deontological (rule-based) and teleological (consequential) evaluations 

affect ethical decision making and conditions of the effect. The results from this essay 

informed that deontological evaluations are more influential than teleological evaluations in 

determining ethical judgments and intentions. Further, there were variations based on the 

stakeholders in the ethical issue and contextual factors. 

Essay 2 sought to further investigate the role of stakeholders focusing on how to 

position the cause and subsequently how the beneficiaries are positioned relative to the 

targeted consumer. This essay meta-analyzed 235 effect sizes from 132 empirical studies 

examining the effect of psychological distance in prosocial cause appeals. Although temporal 

distance is more effective, spatial, and social proximity are more impactful for prosocial 

responses. This study showed that existing comparisons between distant and proximal are 

relatively redundant in informing practitioners that are tasked with communicating distant 

causes (e.g., international humanitarian aid) how to meaningful design cause appeals.  

Essay 3 examined the effectiveness of quantity requests in the context of international 

humanitarian aid, which represent a spatially distant cause for individuals in developed 

nations. Six experimental studies (N = 4,243) found that quantity requests increase 

participation, but reduce donor magnitude which had no consistent, predictable effect on total 
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donations. The negative effect on donor magnitude is attributed to an increased cognitive 

load which reduces the donors’ ability to feel empathy. Despite this, this essay provides a 

solution for practitioners suggesting that in the context of international humanitarian aid, 

fundraisers should use impact-focused quantity request by communicating what the amounts 

presented will be used for. 

Taken together, this thesis provides empirical evidence to suggest that there is a 

critical need to consider the role of stakeholders when designing interventions to encourage 

ethical and prosocial behaviors. By synthesizing and building upon existing research, the 

essays within this thesis not only identify significant determinants of ethical decision-making 

and prosocial responses but also highlight actionable insights for practitioners. Notably, this 

research makes several novel contributions to both theory and practice. For marketing 

practitioners in the public and non-profit sectors, the findings offer clear, evidence-based 

guidance on crafting targeted, impactful interventions. For instance, practitioners are urged to 

frame ethical decisions with an emphasis on deontological evaluations, tailor prosocial 

appeals to minimize psychological distance while leveraging proximity and use impact-

focused quantity requests to mitigate cognitive load while preserving donor empathy. These 

insights provide a foundation for designing cause appeals that align with the unique 

characteristics of the issues and audiences they target. 

In addition, this thesis identifies crucial areas for future research, particularly the need 

for greater generalizability of findings to spatially distant causes. While much existing 

research tends to focus on proximate stakeholders or local interventions, this work 

emphasizes the importance of exploring how spatially distant contexts—such as international 

humanitarian efforts—shape ethical decision-making and prosocial behavior. Future studies 

are encouraged to expand on these insights, examining how cultural, contextual, and 

cognitive factors intersect in distant cause appeals. Furthermore, by integrating theoretical 
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perspectives with practical recommendations, this thesis invites scholars to investigate 

innovative solutions that bridge the gap between research and practice, ultimately driving 

more effective and ethically sound interventions. 
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