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Abstract 

Recently, crowdfunding -raising external funding through an open call- emerged as a new 

funding instrument for non-profit organizations. Practitioners assume that social information 

influences donation behavior in crowdfunding. We provide a systematic literature review of 

the effects of social information, in particular in the context of charitable giving. Since the 

number of publications on crowdfunding is limited, our literature review is mainly based on 

traditional charitable giving. We will theorize whether effects of social information found in 

traditional charitable giving -mainly offline- apply to the online crowdfunding context. As a 

result, we develop a theoretical framework explaining effects of social information on online 

donation behavior. 
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1.0 Philanthropic crowdfunding in need of a stimulant                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

Philanthropic crowdfunding is a new phenomenon. Based on the definition of Belleflamme, 

Lambert and Schienwbacher (2014) and Lehner (2013) we offer the following definition: a 

fundraising instrument using an open call, mostly through the internet, to tap a large crowd of 

(unknown) individuals for small sums of money without providing a financial return. For the 

time being, philanthropic crowdfunding has a limited impact and attracts fewer funders per 

project than other forms of crowdfunding (Massolution, 2012). For example, in the USA the 

total philanthropic crowdfunding amount was 900 million (Massolution, 2012) while the total 

fundraising amount is around 290 billion (Giving foundation USA, 2011), in other words in 

the USA philanthropic crowdfunding makes up for less than 1 per cent of the total fundraising 

amount. 

For these reasons, stimulants that enhance the crowdfunding impact will be important for 

the development into a serious fundraising instrument. One such a stimulant is the 

implementation of social information (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2007), defined as information 

about the behavior of other individuals (Shang & Croson, 2009) and has mostly been studied 

in a traditional fundraising context, such as going door-to-door and public radio campaigns. In 

general, research on giving in offline contexts shows that social information has a positive 

effect on donation behavior ( Shang & Croson, 2009, Martin & Randal, 2008). Due to the 

difference between offline and online context, it is the question whether social information 

effect has a similar effect in a crowdfunding context. How will social information have an 

influence on donation behavior in a crowdfunding context? 

The development of new tools can benefit from theories in adjacent areas (Von Korch, 

Haefliger, Spaeth, & Wallin, 2012). In this paper we systematically review previous studies 

on social information effect in a charitable context. To be specific: we focus on one type of 

social information namely the donation amount of previous donors. In practice, most 
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crowdfunding projects already publish social information types like the number and names of 

previous donors. Researching this type of social information, will not result in knowledge of 

new mechanisms that can increase the strength of crowdfunding. We therefore focus on one 

type of social information, namely the donation amount of previous donors. 

Next to providing a systematic overview surrounding these social information effects. We 

aim to add to the existing literature by theorizing whether social information can be used in 

the context of philanthropic crowdfunding.  

Our research questions are the following: 

1. What are possible factors influencing the relation between social information and 

donation behavior? 

2. How can insights from studies on social information effects in offline context be used for 

crowdfunding?  

For researchers, the results of our research yield insight not only in the relation between social 

information and donation behavior and possible influencing mechanisms, but we also theorize 

if the relation works the same in a different philanthropic context, namely crowdfunding.  

Several experiments using data from Justgiving platforms have provided evidence for 

an effect of social information in an online context (Bøg, Harmgart, Huck, & Jeffers, 2012; 

Sasaki, 2015; Smith, Windmeijer, & Wright, 2014), finding a positive effect. Even though, 

the context of these studies comes closer to the crowdfunding context than for example that of 

Shang and Croson (2009), we argue for a difference between the two fundraising platforms in 

the backers. Justgiving projects are primarily funded by strong ties (Bøg et al., 2012); 

individuals known to the project creator like family, friends, work colleagues. Backers of 

crowdfunding projects, however, are primarily weak or latent ties (Borst, Moser, & Ferguson, 

forthcoming). Thus, the strength in relation between ‘asker’ and backer differs between 

Justgiving and crowdfunding projects. As a result of mechanisms like reciprocity – family and 
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friends do not want to damage the relation with the ambassador- the Justgiving context could 

result in a different/positive influence of social information, compared to crowdfunding 

projects where project creators assemble money for themselves. 

For practitioners, the recent rise of the use of crowdfunding by charitable organizations 

asks for an advanced understanding of the amount raised. Especially since the impact of 

philanthropic crowdfunding is small. When chosen adequately, publication of social 

information might help to raise donations in crowdfunding for philanthropic organizations. 

This outline of this paper is as follows. In the next section  we present the methodology. 

Following this, we review papers from the field of economics, psychology and philanthropy 

on the subject of social information effects on donation behavior. Next, we illustrate our 

framework surrounding the social information effect, based on the theories applied by 

researchers to explain the social information effect, e.g. conforming. We then introduce 

several similarities and differences between the offline and online context, to theorize if 

offline findings can directly be applied to the online context of crowdfunding. We conclude 

with a discussion of the framework’s implications for the philanthropic literature on donation 

behavior.  

 

2.0 Methods 

We have followed the approach as described in the literature review of Bekkers and Wiepking 

(2011). This paper is based on an extensive literature review that we conducted using four 

types of sources. We searched (1) academic databases (PsychInfo, PubMed, REPEC); (2) 

Google Scholar; (3) references cited in the found articles; (4) Arnova abstracts. We used the 

following keywords: social information, peer information, conforming, charitable 

contribution, donation behavior, social influence, previous donation amount. We searched for 

studies (1) with these keywords in the title, keywords abstract, or (2) that use a pair of 
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possible formulations of the independent and dependent variable in title, keywords or abstract. 

Our search extends back to 1955 and we conducted our search from April 2015 till November 

2015.   

Then we refined our search to include only papers that contained analyses of 

charitable giving. Studies researching social information effects on consumer behavior are 

excluded from this paper, since the key goal of philanthropy is a contribution for the benefit 

of the public good (Payton, 1988), while consumers buy products for themselves or close 

others.  

The literature describes two types of information used to influence donation behavior; 

(1) impact information and (2) social information. Contrary to social information, impact 

information does not refer to a social norm but is based on financial calculations. Impact 

information therefore refers to objective information (e.g. an amount of five euros could help 

one child) instead of a social group. We focus solely on papers using social information – i.e. 

referring to the contributions of other individuals or social groups. 

In addition, our search was limited to publications in English, Dutch or German. Most 

of the studies were conducted in the United States. We indicate the sample country alongside 

other methodological characteristics of the studies, since there are cross-national differences 

in donation behavior (Wiepking & Handy, 2015) and the methodology per country could 

differ.  

 Moreover, the included papers are either published in academic journals (but not 

necessarily peer-reviewed), books, edit volumes or working papers made publically available. 

The conditions mentioned above may be source of bias; although it is unclear to what extent 

this bias is systematic.  

Unless otherwise noted, we use the term ‘donating’ as a measurement of monetary 

amounts voluntary contributed by individuals or groups to non-profit organizations as 
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reported in questionnaires or  observed in experiments (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011). 

Throughout this article, we use three terms to describe the donation outcomes; donation 

amount, frequency and realized amount. We will use the term ‘donation amount’ as a measure 

of the individual donation amount and the term ‘number of donors’ as a measure of the 

participation rate. The third term used is ‘realized amount’, which refers to the sum of all the 

donated amounts per project.  

For each paper we indicate its methodology, i.e. whether it is a lab experiment, a field 

experiment or a survey. Lab experiments are able to study the relation between social 

information and donation behavior in a controlled setting, while field experiments are 

confronted with interfering factors. It is likely that the context of laboratory studies increases 

the chance of finding an effect of social information on donation behavior, since individuals 

participating in a lab experiment are more sensitive to social cues as a result of their 

awareness of being observed (de Wit & Bekkers, 2014) and social information effects are 

based on social pressure (Croson, Handy, & Shang, 2009). In addition, most lab experiments 

depend on ‘play money’ provided during the experiment, which might have a negative 

influence on the external validity (Levitt & List, 2007), meaning that individuals might 

behave different when donating with money they received for the experiment instead of suing 

their own money. 

We also indicate whether the social information in the study is based on the average or 

median of donated amounts, see table 1. In most cases, a limited number of donors contribute 

substantially higher amounts causing the mean to be higher than the median. Social 

information including higher amounts may have different effects, therefore this categorization 

may be relevant.  

 

3.0 Overview of social information effects on donation behavior  
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Our literature review is structured according to the model in figure 1. Frist we discuss the 

main effect of social information on donation behavior (arrow A). Next, we discuss 

moderating factors, which amplify or diminish the effect of social information (arrow B). 

 

 

3.1 The effect of social information on donation behavior 

Studies on donation behavior provide a consistent view: in general publication of social 

information positively correlates with donation behavior. Not only lab experiments confirm 

this positive relation (e.g. Jones & McKee, 2004; Klinowski, 2015; Sell & Wilson, 1991; 

Vesterlund, 2003), but also field experiments show similar results (e.g. Alpizar, Carlson & 

Johansson-Stenman, 2008a, 2008b; Sasaki, 2015; Silverman, Robertson, Middlebrook & 

Drabman, 1984; Smith et al., 2014; Vesterlund, 2003). To be specific: social information has 

a positive effect on the amount an individual donates (e.g. Shang, Croson, & Reed, 2012; 

Shang & Croson, 2009; Smith et al., 2014) the number of donors (e.g. Alpizar, Carlsson, & 

Johansson-Stenman, 2008a, 2008b; Klinowski, 2015; Martin & Randal, 2008) and realized 

amount (Alpizar et al., 2008a, 2008b; Shang & Croson, 2009). Please note that social 

information does not always enhance the decision to donate. For example, Reingen (1982) 

found that although social information increases the amount individuals donate, it did not 

result in an increasing number of donors. In addition, Catt and Benson (1977) found no 

significant effect of social information. Moreover, Murphy and colleagues (2015) could not 

replicate the findings of Shang and Croson (2009) and found no evidence that social 
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information influences donation behavior. To reconcile the contrasting results, note that the 

sample of Murphy and colleagues consists out of mainly renewing members, a group which 

Shang and Croson (2008) identified as unaffected by social information. 

Alpizar (2008a;2008b) notes that the positive effect found in their field experiment  is 

rather small. Martin and Randal (2008) demonstrate that social information provided in a 

visual and indirect manner still influence the donation behavior. The researchers found that 

different combinations of bills and coins in a transparent box at an art gallery (free admission) 

had different effects. The highest ($50) experimental condition resulted in the highest average 

contribution, while the low ($.50) condition resulted in the highest number of donors. The 

medium ($5) condition results in the highest realized amount and is therefore favourable over 

the other conditions. These results are consistent with the predictions based on the social 

norms model (Martin & Randal, 2008); a high amount signals the norm is high, while an 

empty treatment signals that free-riding is the norm (i.e. benefit from resources without giving 

something back).  

Shang and Croson (2004c) analyses the long term effect of social information, and 

found that social information does not crowd out future contributions; individuals were 

significantly more likely to donate again next year. The researchers explain, based on 

cognitive dissonance theory, that once an individual donates higher amounts as a result of the 

previous manipulation, they will continue to donate higher amounts (Shang & Croson, 

2004c). 

 

3.2 Moderators: conditions influencing the relation between social information and 

donation behavior 

In this paragraph we describe several conditions that enhance or undermine the relation of 

social information on donation behavior.  
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Framing. Studies show that social information consisting of aggregated amounts of 

prior donors have different effects than amounts per individual donor (Jones & McKee, 2004; 

Sell & Wilson, 1991). Framing social information as information of individual donors has a 

positive effect, while aggregated information completely diminished the positive effect of 

social information on donation behavior, however it does not work counterproductive (Jones 

& McKee, 2004; Sell & Wilson, 1991).  

Blake and colleagues  (1955) found that it did not matter whether social information 

consists out of a small or large range. Donors shown donation amounts with small variation, 

around the 25 cent average in the values of the individual contribution, did not gave less than 

donors shown amounts that varied widely around the 25 cent average.  

Edwards and List (2013) demonstrate that the effect of social information cannot be 

increased or decreased by connecting it to personal numbers. Donors shown social 

information connected to their graduation year (e.g. $20.03 for individuals graduated in 2003) 

did not gave more than donors shown regular social information based on an average (e.g. 

$20). 

Size of the amount. Recent research indicate that the size of the amount matters: low 

amounts can decrease the amount given by donors (Croson & Shang, 2008; Meyer & Yang, 

2015). This negative effect – the so called downward social information –appears to be 

substantial: twice as high as the positive effects of upward social information (Croson & 

Shang, 2008). They explain their finding by stating that individuals are conflicted between 

conforming according to social norms and satisfying their self-interest. In the case of 

downward information the social norm and self-interest both have a negative influence. In the 

case of upward social information, the social norm should have a positive influence, however 

the self-interests should have a negative effect. Therefore, the researchers found a smaller 

positive effect in comparison to the larger negative effect of downwards social information.    
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Croson and Shang (2013) and Shang and Croson (2006) demonstrate that the effects of 

upward social information is not unlimited. This means that increasing the amount shown to 

potential donors at a certain level do no longer have effects. Shang and Croson (2013) show 

that information on the 99th percentile of prior donations does not increase donated amounts, 

nor decrease those amounts. Social information based on the 95th percentile – which express 

high amounts and are therefore quite ambitious – still significantly increase donations (Croson 

& Shang, 2013; Shang & Croson, 2006). Apparently, social information based on the 95th 

percentile is still perceived as relevant contrary to the 99th condition; Cialdini (2001) 

argued/proved that social information solely effects behavior when it is perceived as relevant 

by the donor. 

Solicitation timing. Klinowski (2015) demonstrates that the timing of presenting social 

information can result in different effects. Klinowski distinguished between two stages, (1) 

before the individual has indicated he/she wants to donate and (2) after the individual decided 

to donate. Klinowski found that showing high amounts of prior donations in the first stage is 

contra-productive, since less generous individuals were discouraged to donate. Showing low 

amounts of prior donations in this phase gives them less reason to consider critically the 

decision to donate and moves them to actual transaction. In stage two, showing high amounts 

of prior donations has a positive effect on the amount participants donate, since reframing in 

this stage would appear selfish.  

  

3.3 Moderators: donors characteristics influencing the relation between social 

information and donation behavior 

In this paragraph we describe several personal characteristics of the (potential) donor that 

enhance or undermine the relation of social information on donation behavior.  
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Gender. Recent research indicates that the gender of the potential donor matters: 

women are more affected by social information than men (Klinowski, 2015). In general 

women contribute less than men (Sell & Wilson, 1991) and are more likely to avoid 

solicitation (DellaVigna, List, Malmendier, & Rao, 2013), however women are more 

concerned with their reputation than men (Klinowski, 2015). The implementation of social 

information could result in women conforming to social information to protect their 

reputation.     

Shang, Croson and Handy (2012) demonstrate that the influence of social information 

is larger when the identity between the donor and the source of social information is more 

congruent. When the gender is alike, it results in a higher donation amount (Shang et al., 

2012). The influence of social information on donation behavior appears to be sensitive to the 

congruence between the gender of the source of social information and the potential donor. 

Uncertainty. Shang and Croson (2008, 2009) demonstrate that some individuals are 

more sensitive to the influence of social information than others. New members are 

influenced by social information (Shang & Croson, 2009), while prior donors were not 

influenced. The positive impact of social information is re-established when the solicitation 

for prior donors included the term ‘renewing member’(Croson & Shang, 2008). The lack of 

effect for the prior donor could be explained by a lack of uncertainty: when the donor already 

has a reference amount (his previous donated amount) he is not uncertain, social information 

has limited or no influence in this situation (Bekkers, 2012).  

In sum. Experiments have provided evidence for mechanisms that enhance or 

undermined the influence of social information on donation behavior. The framing of social 

information as an individual amount is more effective than as aggregated information (Jones 

& McKee, 2004; Sell & Wilson, 1991). The size of the amount mentioned in social 

information appears to be relevant. Publishing lower amounts than what potential donors 
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initially are willing to donate, has a substantial negative effect on actual donated amounts. 

Publishing higher amounts have a positive effect. Therefore the optimal fundraising will be 

achieved when social information consists of an amount higher than an individual’s initiated 

amount (Croson & Shang, 2008), but not ant an infinitely high amount (Croson & Shang, 

2013; Shang & Croson, 2006). Women are more affected by social information than men 

(Klinowski, 2015) and the influence of social  information is larger when the gender between 

donor and source of social information is alike. New donors are potentially most influenced 

by social information since they are assumed to be more uncertain about the amount they 

donate. Lastly, the effectiveness of social information depends on the combination of the 

amount and the moment of presenting the information (Klinowski, 2015). 

   

4.0 Mechanisms that explain social information effects  

Most papers on experiments just report effects of social information without theorizing why 

these effect occur. Please note that when theories are described, these appear to be relatively 

old. Based on philanthropic, psychology and economic literature, we will investigate whether 

the theoretical framework for social information effects can be extended and – if necessary – 

updated.  

Social norms. Social information can be perceived as a social norm, since it helps 

individuals to align their behavior with others’ behavior. Based on the social influence 

literature, it is suggested that prosocial behavior is influenced by two types of social norms: 

descriptive and injunctive (Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990). Descriptive social norms 

describe what is typically done in a given situation (i.e. what most people do), while 

injunctive social norms refer to the ‘ought’, that what is typically approved in society (i.e. 

what people ought to do). Social information as described in this paper refers to descriptive 

norms: it provides individuals with typical behavior in a given situation (Cialdini et al., 1990).  
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The influence of social norms are stronger when the following conditions hold. First 

the individuals must perceive the situation as ambiguous (Crutchfield, 1955), meaning that 

there is no obvious correct handling. As a result, individuals depend on the observed 

behaviour of other individuals (Reno, Cialdini, & Kallgren, 1993). More specifically, social 

information refers to the behaviour of individuals with similar attributes, used when objective 

standards and information of similar others (e.g. family and friends, i.e. strong ties) are not 

available (Festinger, 1954). This reasoning seems to be consistent with the finding that social 

information has no effect on renewing donors (Shang & Croson, 2009). Renewing donors can 

be expected to no longer perceive the donation environment as ambiguous and as a result 

social information has no effect. 

Second, as confirmed by the finding that social information based on the 99th 

percentile no longer has an effect on donation behaviour (Croson & Shang, 2013), the 

descriptive social norm has to  be perceived as relevant. Thus, when the descriptive social 

norm is unknown, they are likely to rely on the behaviour of others to form their perception of 

descriptive social norms, their subsequent donation behaviour is then influenced by this 

perception. By providing evidence as to what is normally done in a given situation, social 

information provides individuals with the normative amount: the amount socially acceptable 

to donate. 

A recent article of  Smith and colleagues (2014) confirm the view that social 

information is used to decide the appropriate amount to donate, therewith referring to social 

norms. An alternative explanation is provided by Vesterlund (2003) who states that 

individuals use social information as a signal of quality. This means that prior donations 

signals that other people trust the fundraiser and the fundraising project which may convince 

people that it its worthwhile to also donate. Even though the explanation of Vesterlund (2003) 

is applicable to the finding that social information influences the decision to contribute (e.g. 
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Alpizar, Carlsson, & Johansson-Stenman, 2008a, 2008b; Klinowski, 2015; Martin & Randal, 

2008), it is the question whether it is applicable to the finding that individuals conform their 

donation amount according to social information (e.g. Sasaki, 2015; Shang & Croson, 2009a; 

Smith et al., 2014).  

 We propose that social information as a descriptive norm can be processed through 

three distinct mechanisms which are (1) intrinsically, (2) socially or (3) extrinsically driven. 

 

4.1 Intrinsically driven mechanism: fairness  

Earlier economic models assumed that individuals are exclusively pursuing their ‘material 

self-interests’ instead of ‘social goals’ (Fehr & Schmidt, 1999). This may be true for some 

individuals, but certainly not for everybody, now a days evidence suggests that the motive 

fairness has an effect on donation behavior (e.g. Meyer & Yang, 2015). Fairness refers to an 

intrinsic processing of social information: individuals want to give at least as much as they 

intended to donate and at least more than the least generous person is donating (Sugden, 

1984). When the donation amount of the least generous individual is unknown, social 

information can affect their beliefs surround this amount, therefore affecting their own 

contribution. Thus, individuals compare their intended amount with the behavior of others, 

given through social information, to decide on a fair amount to donate.  

 

4.2 Socially driven mechanisms: acceptance 

Another theory referred to is conforming (e.g. Meyer & Yang, 2015; Sasaki, 2015), which is 

the act of mirroring the behavior of others according to social norms (Cialdini & Goldstein, 

2004). The assumption behind the conformity model is based on the idea that individuals care 

about acceptance (Bardsley & Sausgruber, 2004) and deviation from social information – 

providing the normative amount - can decrease this. In this interpretation, conformity is a 
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social phenomenon, and differs sharply from economic concepts or rational imitation and 

information cascades (Bardsley & Sausgruber, 2004). The economic concept of conformity 

refers to different ways in which individuals learn from observing others’ behavior to further 

their self-interest (Bardsley & Sausgruber, 2004). In contrast, in philanthropy conforming 

involves perceiving others’ behavior as a guide of appropriate behavior and therefore predicts 

that individuals conform independently of the material consequences of doing so.  

Conforming and fairness are both used as explanatory factors for the same effect: 

donating an amount that closely resembles the amount provided through social information. 

However, the distinction is that conformity is motivated socially to increase the chance of 

acceptance (Meyer & Yang, 2015) while fairness is motivated intrinsically. Meyer and Yang 

(2015) further explain that both motivators will give rise to ‘conditional cooperation’, which 

broadly states that individuals donate more to charity when others also contribute which may 

in part reflect reciprocity and in part conformity (Alpizar et al., 2008a). Even though 

conformity and fairness have been identified as separate motivations for donating (Bardsley & 

Sausgruber, 2004), these explanations are not validated. It would be informative to pose a 

series of questions connected to a field experiment to test between these motives underlying 

social information effects.  

Uncertainty. Uncertain individuals can depend on social information for ‘social proof’ 

(Cialdini, 1998): when uncertain about how to behave appropriately individuals are more 

likely to behave according to social norms provided via social information.  The 

argumentation that (un)certainty affects the working of social information seems to be 

consistent with the finding that social information has no effect on renewing donors (Shang & 

Croson, 2009). Renewing donors can be expected to be less uncertain since they already know 

the process. Therefore the renewing donors will be less influenced by social information 
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4.3 Extrinsically driven mechanism: reputation 

Reputation is a third mechanism used to explain individuals donating an amount closely to 

social information (e.g. Klinowski, 2015). Individuals driven by reputation are concerned with 

donating the appropriate amount, since people donating to charitable causes are held in high 

regard by their peers (Wiepking, 2008) and receive recognition and approval from others 

(Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011).  

When presented with positive social information, the mechanism reputation results in 

a positive effect on donation behavior information (Bekkers, 2012). However, as Bekkers 

(2012) describes the direct nature of this positive effects depends on two conceptually distinct 

motives connected to the reputation mechanism: the desire to conform and the desire to obtain 

prestige. When an individual is motivated by conforming, individuals donate an amount that 

closely resembles the amount given through social information (Bekkers, 2012; Blake, 

Rosenbaum, & Duryea, 1955). Individuals motivated by prestige, donate in order to stand out 

and therefore ‘outgive’ (Bekkers, 2012) and as a result donate an amount higher than the 

amount provided through social information. 

Anonymity. In order for the motive reputation to have an influence, the donation 

amount of the person receiving the social information context has to be made public, since the 

reputation mechanism stems from social image concerns (Bekkers, 2012) and is conditionally 

to public announcement or visibility (Alpizar et al., 2008a; Soetevent, 2005). The motive 

acceptance is also expected to be subject to public announcements or visibility, since an 

individual cannot receive approval if their donation behaviour is unobservable. When donors 

receive social information and have the perception that their donation is not made public, no 

effect of social information can be expected. Therefore, the perceived anonymity has an effect 

on the relation of social information on donation behavior and in particular on the donation 

amount.  
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5.0 Social information in a crowdfunding context 

Uncertainty is expected to increase the effectiveness of social information (Bekkers, 2012). 

We argue that a crowdfunding context creates a more uncertain donation environment  than a 

traditional context - used in most studies reporting social information effect - based on (1) 

new phenomenon, (2) questions are answered with a longer time-range and (3) visible target 

amount.  

While most individuals are probably used to giving in a traditional fundraising 

campaign like going door-to-door, crowdfunding is a relatively new phenomenon. It could be 

that there is no standard giving behavior, in other words the social norm for donating amounts 

to crowdfunding projects may be undefined. As a result, individuals could be more uncertain 

about what ‘the right amount’ is to give.  

Second, a potential crowdfunder can ask questions, however it is likely that the online 

context of crowdfunding results in a longer time between questions and answers, compared to 

an offline context. In an offline context like for example a radio campaign, the individual is 

asked to donate at the same time the asker is present, therefore making it possible to directly 

ask questions. However, in an online context an individual can donate at any time, without 

contact and therefore no opportunity to directly ask the creator questions. Instead, a potential 

donor has to for example send an email and wait for a reply.  

Third, the representation of the target amount could result in more uncertainty, based 

on the finding that efficacy in an charitable context is an important variable connected to the 

motivation of individuals donating (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011): individuals perception about 

that their contribution makes a difference. Thus, seeing the target amount could result in 

individuals questioning if their (small) donation amount has an effect, therefore increasing the 

uncertainty. 
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In sum, we propose that crowdfunding creates a fundraising environment more 

uncertain than traditional methods as a result of several conditions: new phenomenon, 

questions are answered with a longer time-range, the target amount creates a lower perceived 

efficacy. Alpizar (2008a;2008b) notes that the positive effect found in their field experiment  

is rather small, we expect social information to have a larger effect in a crowdfunding context 

as a result of a more uncertain donation environment.  

 

5.1 Social information effects in an online context  

The majority of articles that we discussed until now describe lab or field experiments which 

lack an online environment. Recent field studies demonstrate that the effect of social 

information also exists in an online setting. These field studies analyse donation behavior on 

the British (Bøg et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2014) and Japanese (Sasaki, 2015) platform 

Justgiving. Justgiving is an online donation platform that facilitates people to raise money for 

a good cause e.g. 2010 London marathon. These people ask their family and friends and other 

known relation to support their campaigns (Bøg et al., 2012). The studies of the British 

Justgiving platform(s) demonstrate that donors mirror the online donation behavior of earlier 

donors (Bøg et al., 2012). Sasaki (2015) found similar effects analysing the Japanese 

platform. Smith and colleagues (2014) found that an increase of 10 pounds of the average 

donations, results in later donors to donate £2.50 more. 

 

5.1 Comparison between the context of Justgiving and crowdfunding  

The online platform Justgiving (Bøg et al., 2012; Sasaki, 2015; Smith et al., 2014), comes 

closer to the crowdfunding context than for example the research of Shang and Croson. We 

argue that the backers of crowdfunding consist out of a more diverse crowd than backers of 

Justgiving projects on two points: average total amount raised and the use of ambassadors.  
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The average total amount raised for the projects used by Smith et al. (2014) was 

around 15hundred euros (Smith et al., 2014) while for example the average amount raised per 

project by Dutch philanthropic crowdfunding platforms in 2013 was almost twice as large 

(DouwenKoren, 2014). In general donations to a crowdfunding project are relatively small as 

a result a large number of backers is required to reach the target amount (Belleflamme, 

Lambert, & Schwienbacher, 2013). In order to reach a large audience creators are expected to 

reach beyond their own inner circle of family and friends (i.e. strong ties).  This reasoning is 

supported by the finding that a large number of backers in crowdfunding have never met or 

meet the creator (Hui, Gerber, & Gergle, 2014): backers of crowdfunding projects are 

primarily weak or latent ties (Borst et al., forthcoming). Justgiving projects are primarily 

funded by strong ties (Bøg et al., 2012); individuals known to the project creator like family, 

friends, work colleagues. Thus, the strength in relation between ‘asker’ and backer differs 

between Justgiving and crowdfunding projects, as a result of for example a larger target 

amount. 

Another difference between Justgiving and crowdfunding projects that could add to a 

difference in backers is that Justgiving makes use of ‘ambassadors’, who turn to their close 

circle of friends and family, to assemble funds for charity. As a result of mechanisms like 

reciprocity – family and friends do not want to damage the relation with the ambassador- the 

Justgiving context could result in a different/positive influence of social information, 

compared to crowdfunding projects where project creators assemble money for themselves.  

In addition, individuals turn to social information when objective standards and 

information of similar others (e.g. family and friends, i.e. strong ties) are not available 

(Festinger, 1954). We therefore expect that social information has an influence in a 

crowdfunding context, since backers of crowdfunding projects are primarily weak or latent 

ties (Borst et al., forthcoming). 
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Proposition 1: Social information has a positive effect on donation behavior in a 

crowdfunding context. 

 

5.2 Mechanism facilitating social information effects in a crowdfunding context 

Crowdfunding provides an individual the opportunity to make a donation anonymous or 

publicly. Earlier we described that social information might emerge from three distinct 

mechanisms. Individuals who process social information using the extrinsic mechanism a 

moved by a desire for a certain reputation. Additionally, the mechanisms reputation depends 

on the visibility of the donation situation. Donors who receive social information and have the 

perception that their donation is not made public. We propose that individuals who decide to 

make an anonymous donation are less influence by social information. 

Proposition 2: Anonymity negatively affects the influence of social information on 

donation behavior in a crowdfunding context. 

The hypotheses are visualized in the model below. We shall test these hypotheses in an 

upcoming field experiment at the Dutch philanthropic crowdfunding platform Voordekunst.  

 

6.0 Conclusion and discussion 

This paper has reviewed extensive literature on social information and its influence on 

donation behavior, and has outlined two mechanism that would provide valuable information 

into the working of social information effects.  
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Studies on donation behavior seem to provide a consistent view: in general publication 

of social information positively correlates with donation behavior. Additionally, the data set 

of three (Blake et al., 1955; Croson & Shang, 2013; Klinowski, 2015) of 24 studies showing a 

negative relationship is very thin. Few papers report finding no significant effect (Catt & 

Benson, 1977; Murphy, Batmunkh, Nilsson, & Ray, 2015; Reingen, 1982). However in the 

case of Catt and Benson (1977), this could be due to methodological issues, since no control 

condition was used. In general we can conclude for support of the view that social 

information has a positive effect on donation behavior. 

Despite the fact that his overview included studies from several research fields and 

methods, the overall results predominantly points towards a positive link between social 

information and donation behavior. However, it is the question whether our sample based on 

mainly published papers, gives an accurate unbiased view, since papers reporting significant 

results are favoured over papers reporting non-significant results (Etter & Stapleton, 2009), 

i.e. publication bias.  

 Even though we expected a difference in findings between field and lab experiments, 

since lab experiments use for example seed money, this effect is not observed. Both lab (e.g. 

Jones & McKee, 2004; Klinowski, 2015; Sell & Wilson, 1991; Vesterlund, 2003), also field 

experiments show similar results (e.g. Alpizar, Carlson & Johansson-Stenman, 2008a, 2008b; 

Sasaki, 2015; Silverman, Robertson, Middlebrook & Drabman, 1984; Smith et al., 2014; 

Vesterlund, 2003). In addition, we also expected that social  information based on an average, 

therefore influenced by outliers, would result in different findings compared to social 

information based on the median. However, in general both result in a positive effect.  

 Crowdfunding is a relatively new phenomenon in philanthropy, both in practice and in 

research. As a result of the absence of a financial compensation, prosocial behavior is 

expected to have a dominant influence in philanthropic crowdfunding (Burtch, 2012; Smith, 
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Windmeijer, & Wright, 2012). However, to the best of our knowledge no studies exist 

reporting social information effects in a crowdfunding context. The development of new tools 

can benefit from theories in adjacent areas (Von Korch et al., 2012). We need to see rigorous 

and robust conceptual and empirical research, drawing and developing from existing proven 

theories from a multitude of disciplines. Therefore, we focussed on social information in 

traditional philanthropy reported in by economists, psychologists and philanthropists. 

However, most papers reporting social information effects appear to lack an extensive 

theoretical framework and the theories mentioned are relatively old.  
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Table 1. Schematic overview of papers reporting social information effects 

                                                           
1 Unless otherwise noted, in the field experiments the sample size refers to the number of donations, which could exist out of one individual donating multiple times, while in the lab experiments 

the sample size refers to the number of donors.  
2 Please note that in lab experiments the donation goal is fictional, with the exaptation of Blake et al. (1955). 
3 We refer to three possible outcomes in terms of donation behavior: composition (i.e. individual donation amount), frequency (i.e. number of donations or number of observations) and realized 

amount (i.e. total donation amount per project). 

Authors  Year Country Research 

setting 

Research
1 context 

Donation goal2 Social 

informati

on based 

on 

Further 

description SI 

Dependent 

variable3 

Effect on 

donation 

behavior  

 

Meyer & 

Yang 

2015 USA Survey Students 

n=559 

Green fee 

university  

Average  Other universities 

fees between $1 per 

credit to 490 a year  

Average 

donation 

- Stated contribution were 25% lower ($8), compared to the control 

condition were the mean donation was $31.83, after exposing 

individuals to social information. 

Murphy et 

al. 

2015 USA Field Radio 

station 

n=317 

Alaska Public 

Media 

Percentile $120, $240, $360 Average  

donation  

Number of 

donors  

Realized 

amount 

0 No significant effect of social information on donation behavior 

Klinowski 2015 USA Lab  Students 

n=308 

Pittsburgh Cares Percentile $5 (high), $0.50 

(low) 

 

 

Average   

donation 

Number of 

donors  

Realized 

amount 

+- Stage 1 (before decision donate) stage 2 (after decision).  

In both stages the donation contribution increases relative to no 

social information. In stage 1 the social information has a 

positive effect on the donation number of donors, compared to 

the control, individuals are 61% more likely to donate in the 

$0.50 condition and 40% in the $5 condition. High treatment ($5) 

in stage 1 can have a negative effect, while it has no effect in 

stage 2, in terms of donation number of donors. In terms of 

donation realized amount, the low treatment ($0.50) in stage 1 

has the overall largest positive effect and a smaller but also 

positive effect in stage 2. 

Sasaki 2015 Japan Field  Online 

Justgiving  

n=9984 

Several projects Average  Average  

donation 

 

+ The range of previous donation amounts has an influence on the 

strength of social information effect; when more of the previous 

donation amounts are identical, later donors are more likely to 

mirror this amount resulting in a donor conformity effect 

Smith et al. 2014 UK Field  Online 

Justgiving  

n=10597 

2010 London 

marathon 

Average  Average  

donation 

+ Higher average donations results in donors donating higher 

amount; when the average donation amount increases with £10 

later donations increase with £2.50  
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4 The findings from Croson and Shang (2009) were earlier reported (Shang & Croson, 2004a) and published in Shang and Croson (2006).  

 

Edwards & 

List 

2013 USA Field  University 

n=9487 

UW Steven’s 

Point’s Annual 

Campaign 

Individual $20, personal, 

random and control 

Average  

donation 

Number of 

donors  

+ Significant increase donation number of donors (almost 50%) but 

not the average in the $20 condition versus the control. Donors 

tend to give an amount close to the suggested amount. Connected 

social information to a personal number, had no effect.  

Croson & 

Shang 

2013 USA Field  Radio 

station 

n=333 

 

Station’s on-air 

fund drive 

Percentile $600, $1000 Average  

donation 

- Even though $1000 had no significant effect on donation realized 

amount ($140) compared to the control condition ($121), the 

$600 condition did ($172). The social information in the $1000 

condition is most likely no longer perceived as accurate, while 

$600 is. Sample consists out of renewing members only. 

Bøg et al. 2012 UK Field  Online 

Justgiving  

n=253 

Campaign with 

‘cancer’ in 

project tittle  

Average  Marginal 

effects 

+ Donations systematically drop over time, however social 

information decreases this effect when a certain amount is 

“prominent”, meaning that this amount is donated frequently 

during the early phase of the campaign. Later donations tend to 

be equal (61.7%) to earlier donations , if the donation average 

changes over time it almost always shifts to a smaller amount. 

Large donations in an early stage negatively influence the 

donation realized amount. A higher mode of a certain amount 

results in a higher mirroring effect.  

Shang, 

Croson & 

Reed 

2012 USA Field Radio 

station 

n=248 

n=79 

Station’s on-air 

fund drive 

Percentile Experiment 1: $300 

Experiment 2: $240, 

gender matching 

Average  

donation 

+ Experiment 1:increase of 12% in average donation amount 

compared to the control condition. 

Experiment 2: the matched gender condition resulted in a higher 

donation average ($144.88) compared to the control condition 

($105.70). 

Shang & 

Croson4 

2009 USA Field  Radio 

station 

n=538 

Station’s on-air 

fund drive 

Percentile $75, $180, $300 Average  

donation 

Number of 

donors 

Realized 

amount  

Long-term 

+ The  $300 conditions results in a significant higher (12%) 

donation average ($119.70) compared to control ($106.72). The 

donation number of donors is highest in the $180 condition and 

lowest in the $75 condition. Social information does not have a 

significant effect on renewing members. 

No crowding out next year; the $180 and $300 conditions 

resulted in a significant increase in renewal rate (23% and 32% 

increase) compared to the control condition (12%), but not 

significant increase in donation average. The $300 condition 

results in the highest increase of donation realized amount 

($19.33).  

Alpizar et 

al. 

2008a Costa 

Rica 

Field Tourists 

National 

Park 

n=997 

National park 

Costa Rica 

Average High ($10), medium 

($5) low ($2) 

 

Average  

donation 

Number of 

donors 

Realized 

amount 

+- The $2 condition increase the donation number of donors, but 

lowered the donation average. The $10 condition resulted in an 

increase of the donation average. Overall, the donation realized 

amount was higher in the social information conditions compared 

to the control condition, however the effect was small. 
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5 The findings from Croson and Shang (2008) were earlier reported (Shang & Croson, 2004b) and published Shang and Croson (2006).  

Alpizar et 

al. 

2008b Costa 

Rica 

Field  Tourists 

National 

Park 

n=991 

National park 

Costa Rica 

Average High ($10), medium 

($5) low ($2) 

 

Average  

donation   

Number of 

donors 

Realized 

amount 

+- The high treatment had a higher donation average ($2.78) amount 

compared to the other treatments, however the control condition 

resulted in the highest donation average ($2.90). The donation 

number of donors was higher in the low treatment condition 

(56%), versus high (47%) and control (45%) and lowest in 

medium (44%), but resulted in a lower donation realized amount. 

           

Croson & 

Shang5 

2008 USA Field  Radio 

station 

n=225 

Station’s on-air 

fund drive 

Percentile A lower, equal or 

higher amount than 

individuals previous 

donation amount 

 +- When the social information was lower than an individual’s 

earlier donated amount, it results in a downwards effect ($24.05) 

which is stronger compared to the upwards effect ($12.08). 

Martin & 

Randal 

2008 New 

Zealand 

Field  Art 

gallery  

n=542 

City gallery Average $50, $5, $0.50 Average  

donation 

Number of 

donors 

Realized 

amount  

+ Significant positive effect on donation average, number of donors 

and realized amount. Overall, the $5 was most successful in 

terms of donation realized amount ($316.65). The control 

condition scored lowest on donation realized amount (205.25) 

and number of donors (104). 

Shang & 

Croson 

2006 USA Field  Radio 

station 

 n=196 

Station’s on-air 

fund drive 

Percentile $600 Average  

donation 

+ The $600 treatment had a significant higher effect on the 

donation average ($172.42) compared to the control condition 

($120.71). Sample consists out of renewing members only. 

Jones & 

McKee 

2004 USA Lab Students 

n= ???? 

Group 

investment pool 

Average 

& 

Individual 

 Average  

donation 

+ Four conditions (1) total contribution previous round, own 

payoff, (2) information of condition 1 and their own donation 

ranked within the donation amounts visible in a bar graph, (3) 

average contribution by the members of their group and (4) all 

the information above. Finding that social information results in 

significantly higher contributions, also the amount of zero 

donations are lower when social information is provided. 

Shang & 

Croson 

2004a USA Field  Radio 

station 

n=248 

Station’s on-air 

fund drive 

Percentile $300 Average   

donation 

+ The treatment condition ( $119.70) resulted in an increase of $13 

(12%) in donation average compared to the control condition 

($106.72). Sample consists out of new members only.                                                                                                                          

Vesterlund 2003 USA Lab   Public good 

game 

Individual  Number of 

donors 

Realized 

amount 

+ Found a positive effect of social information 

Sell & 

Wilson 

1991 USA Lab Students 

n=96 

Group 

investment pool 

Average 

& 

Individual 

 Average  

donation 

+ The aggregated condition provided individuals the total of three 

players, while the individual condition showed the individual 

amount donated per player. Finding that the donation 

contribution for individual information is significantly higher 

compared to the aggregated or control condition. There was no 

difference between the donation contribution between the control 

and aggregated condition.  
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Silverman, 

et al. 

1984 USA Field  Telethon United Cerebral 

Palsy Telethon  

Average  Average  

donation 

Number of 

donors   

+ Higher donation average and number of donors  in the social 

information condition ($771.08, n=101.2) versus the control 

condition ($412.00, n=49.8).    

Reingen 1982 USA 

 
Lab Male 

students 

n=300 

The Hearth 

Association 

Average $0.25 (low) or 

$0.85 (high) 

No control 

Average  

donation 

Number of 

donors 

Realized 

amount 

+ 

 

No significant difference in the number of donors between the 

low or high condition. The higher condition resulted in a higher 

donation average compared to the low condition. 

Catt & 

Benson 

1977 USA Field Door-to-

door 

n=240 

United Way 

annual fund-

raising drive 

Average $1, $5 

No control 

condition 

Average   

donation 

0 No significant effect of mentioning the average donation amount 

on the donation average  

 

Cialdini & 

Schroeder 

1976 USA Field Door-to-

door 

n=169 

American 

Cancer Society 

Average $0.01 Average  

donation 

Number of 

donors 

Realized 

amount  

+ Four conditions, (1) control, (2) social information ($0.01) and 

two impact giving conditions referring to a (3) penny ($0.01) or 

(4) dollar would help. Finding that compared to impact giving of 

a penny, social information of the same amount significantly 

increases the donation number of donors with 6.4% but resulted 

in a lower donation realized amount of $2.69. Still, the donation 

number of donors was 42.3% higher compared to the control 

condition as was the donation realized amount ($7.87 higher). 

Blake et al. 1955 USA Lab Students Secretary in 

their department 

Average $0.25, $0.75  Average  

donation 

 Used five conditions, control, $0.25 small range and wide range, 

$0.75 small range and wide range. The amount was shown on 

clipboard of the experimenter, shown so that an individual could 

calculate the average donation amount of previous donors. 

Finding that the $0.25 condition (average contribution $0.32) was 

significantly different from the control condition (average $0.75) 

in terms of donation average, however the $75 condition (average 

$0.63) did not result in a significant difference. A narrow range 

of realized amounts does not result in a higher degree of 

conformity compared to the wider range of variations. Donors 

donate an amount that closely resembles the social information; 

the contributions made by others may be set as a standard which 

could create the pressure to conform 
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