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Abstract

The present research investigates the effect of norm uncertainty on pro-social behavior in the

context of charitable giving in a classroom experiment. By varying answering options assessing

beliefs about giving behavior using scale manipulations, we systematically steer individuals’

expectations about the locally present norm. The results show that especially inexperienced,

young donors are influenced by the norm manipulation and condition their pro-social acts to

this constructed belief about others’ behavior. More strongly for younger donors, expecting a

higher giving norm was associated with significantly higher donations to a charitable organization.

Keywords: charitable giving, norms, scale manipulation, classroom experiment

∗Sebastian Berger (sebastian.berger@iop.unibe.ch) and Stefanie Jaussi (stefanie.jaussi@iop.unibe.ch) are from the
Institute of Organization and Human Resource Management, University of Bern. We thank Zentrum Baeregg (Bern,
CH) for their cooperation in this study and Andreas Hack by giving us access to his lectures. This research has
benefited from research assistance by Clemens Ammann and Zita Spillmann. We are grateful for comments made by
Frauke von Bieberstein, Andrea Essl, Christoph Feldhaus, Lorenz Goette, Peter Werner, and the audience of the
ISJR 2016. All errors are ours. Data and code are available from the authors upon request.

1



2

1 Introduction

Behavioral research has developed a core interest in the determinants and consequences

of pro-social behavior of economic agents. One prototypical example of pro-social

behavior is charitable giving, which is a widespread phenomenon around the world. In

the United States alone, 1 in 2 adults give to charities, yielding about $500 billion per

year (as cited in Exley 2016) and, thus, making the charity sector a significant portion

of the total economy. But not limited to financial donations, charitable behavior

also takes place in terms of donating time. For instance, following the refugee crisis

in Europe, the German Red Cross has had support of 25,000 volunteers and full-

time workers providing around the clock support (Anca and Schuetz 2016). Central

theorizing about why people give to charity and behave pro-socially range from “warm

glow” preferences (Andreoni 1990) to image concerns about being perceived as a

decent person (Andreoni and Bernheim 2009). The present research adds to this

stream of literature by demonstrating the impact of ad-hoc derivation of normative

information in an effort to conform to the population behavior.

Importantly, the research interest in conformity effects is not limited to (behavioral)

economics. Research in evolutionary anthropology, for example, highlights the role of

conformist transmission implying that an individual is likely to adopt the most frequent

behavior observed within her group. This mechanism increases with interpersonal

similarity and fosters the spread of beliefs and values in a social group (Henrich

and Boyd 1998). In the domain of pro-social behavior, experiments demonstrate

that people act particularly pro-social after witnessing similar acts by others and

preferences for “conditional cooperation” have been found to drive individual’s social

behavior (Keser and van Winden 2000, Fischbacher et al. 2001, Fehr and Fischbacher

2004, Kocher et al. 2008), even to the extent that mere cognitive similarity produces

such effects (Mussweiler and Ockenfels 2013). Also in the context of charitable giving

and donations, research consistently demonstrates that people react highly sensitive

to social information (Frey and Meier 2004, Martin and Randal 2008, Shang and

Croson 2009).

Likewise, research evidences the spread of pro-social behavior in social groups. For

instance, being exposed to a cooperative culture incurs pro-social spill-over effects to

subsequent one-shot interactions (Peysakhovich and Rand 2015). Resembling patterns
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are found for rudeness (Foulk et al. 2015). A recent study even suggests that behavior

which is seen as the locally accepted norm, spills over to private, individual behavior

affecting preferences for intrinsic honesty (Gächter and Schulz 2016). Therefore,

humans’ norm adherence can be regarded as a robust behavioral principle. And

furthermore, research in development psychology even suggests a strong need for

normative information as children as young as three years already infer norms in

situation where they simply observe one-shot instances of behavior that may not

necessarily imply “normative” behavior (Schmidt et al. 2016).

However, it remains an open question, how robustly pro-social behavior is influenced

by subtle normative cues. To address this question, our experimental design includes

a subtle manipulation in which people spontaneously construct a norm, instead of

related research that explicitly communicates normative information (e.g., Allcott

2011). Methodologically, we build on recent results described by Ockenfels and Werner

(2014), who report that scale manipulations can serve as a minimally invasive method

to study the consequences of different expectations on behavior. In a series of dictator

games, they show that expectations causally influence average dictator giving, an

effect that is driven by laboratory participants with little or no prior experience in

dictator games. We embedded this manipulation into a similar context in order to

steer beliefs about others’ charitable giving behavior apart. Our experiment shows

that ad-hoc conformist responses underlie pro-social giving in similar ways as observed

in the study of Ockenfels and Werner (2014).

Donations of inexperienced, young participants,1 whose expectations were adminis-

tered on a scale with a relatively high mid-point ended up being significantly higher

than those in the control group in which we used a scale with a lower mid-point.

Expectations and donations of older participants, however, were much less affected by

the differing answer scales. In contrast to studies focusing on pro-social behavior in

dictator games, we do not rely on endowments that are paid by experimenters to the

participants, therefore muting concerns that the effect may only emerge under experi-

mental conditions involving “house money” (Thaler and Johnson 1990). Instead, our

study operationalized pro-social behavior by means of donating one’s own money to a

charitable cause and, thus, provides a much more natural assessment of pro-sociality.

1Following standard procedure on interpreting interactions (Aiken and West 1991) we conceptualize “young” vs.
“old” in terms of scoring one standard deviation below or above the mean age of our sample. For ease of reading, we
coin these groups ”young” and ”old”, with respect to their relative position in the sample.



4

We embedded our experiment into a classroom donation call at the University of Bern.

The beneficiary was a Swiss welfare organization aiding young refugees. All money

collected was intended for financial aid programs that help adolescent refugees in

Switzerland once they turn 18 and loose some government support. For example, the

charity fills a gap to allow successful termination of degrees and a smoother transition

into the workforce. Based on previous research, we hypothesize that the scale

manipulation will be effective in steering participants’ beliefs about average donations

apart when they are uncertain about the norm. In our study, we conceptualize norm

uncertainty as differences in age. Whereas young students are particularly uncertain

about giving norms in university lectures, older students may have already been

exposed to similar donation calls at various instances.

Thus, our experiment also contributes to the literature on heterogeneous treatment

effects in pro-social behavior (e.g., Exley 2016, Exley and Petrie 2016, Lotz et al.

2013, Lacetera et al. 2014, Karlan and Wood 2017). This literature suggests that

treatment effects may differentially impact participants along important psychological

and economic variables such as personality, experience, or income.

2 Method and procedure

We recruited a sample of 473 potential donors who have been solicited in three lectures.

Although it is likely that participants expected to be in a study, we did not explicitly

tell them. Due to the curriculum, no participant could have been present in more

than one lecture. Potential donors were asked to complete a short questionnaire on

an envelope and to make a donation decision. Importantly, all potential donors were

asked to seal the envelopes also if their decision was to donate nothing.2 To encourage

giving within the scope of our study, we incentivized donations by a 25% match (e.g.,

Eckel and Grossman 2008). Thus, each donated Swiss Franc (CHF) lead to a payment

of 1.25 CHF to Zentrum Baeregg. The total budget for matching was announced to

be capped at 1,000 CHF. In each lecture, we disbursed both experimental treatments

and randomized in a way that aimed to minimize biases such as contamination. To do

so, we counterbalanced treatments in terms of class as well as row in class, but tried

2One envelope needed to be excluded from the analysis because two participants filled in the survey together.



5

to avoid that people directly sitting next to each other are allocated into different

treatments. 49.47 % of the participants were female and gender was balanced across

treatments (50.41% women in the low scale treatment and 48.47% women in the high

scale treatment). Participant’s age ranged from 18 to 34 years (mean 21.28, S.D.

2.60) and did not differ significantly across treatments (p=0.954, Mann-Whitney rank

sum test).3 The front page of the envelope, as displayed in Figure 1, contained basic

information on the charitable cause as well as the experimental scale manipulation.

Figure 1: Envelopes used to collect donations, front page in the high scale condition

The manipulation was operationalized by a subtle change in the belief assessment

that was designed to steer expectations about peer behavior. We relied on a method

that has been discussed in the methodological literature about survey design (Schwarz

et al. 1985), and which has already been validated by behavioral economic research

(Ockenfels and Werner 2014) in dictator games. In our manipulation of norms, we

anchored the scale’s mid-point at various levels to systematically steer expectations

with minimal levels of obstructiveness and without letting participants actually

3All statistical tests are two-sided.
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observe peer behavior. The exact wording was: “What do you think: What average

amount of money will be donated in this class? Please mark your evaluation with a

cross (X) in the subsequent scale.” Answers were given on a 5-point scale, but ranges

differed by condition. In the “low expectation” condition, answers are translated to

0, 1, 2, 3, or >3 CHF (CHF∼USD). In the “high expectation” condition, the scale

points are translated to <3, 3, 4, 5, >5 CHF. Therefore, the mid-points differed by 2

CHF and, thus, aimed to shift the beliefs about average donations to be relatively

higher or lower. This difference in expectations should steer behavior if the perception

of norms is relevant in the decision making process and outcome. On the back of the

envelopes as visualized in Figure 2, we printed a short survey to gather demographics

of the donors and to highlight anonymity as well as the matching procedure.

Figure 2: Envelopes used to collect donations, survey

Once all participants sealed their envelopes, research assistants collected the envelopes

while the lecturer thanked the class for their donation. Afterwards, the lecturer started

with the content of his class.
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3 Results

First, we analyze whether the experimental manipulation was effective in steering

beliefs between treatments apart. Table 1 shows the answers of the belief assessment

for both treatments.4 The share of participants reporting an expectation of >3 CHF

differed substantially (28.81% vs. 61.61%) and was statistically highly significant

(p<0.001, Fisher’s exact test).

Table 1: Distribution of beliefs by treatment

Low Scale Obs. Share in % High Scale Obs. Share in %

0 4 1.69 <3 28 12.50

1 24 10.17 3 58 25.89

2 65 27.54 4 48 21.43

3 75 31.78 5 69 30.80

>3 68 28.81 >5 21 9.38

Total 236 Total 224

This is confirmed by the results of a linear probability model displayed in Table 2.

The dependent variable in all specifications is a dummy variable taking the value of 1

if the belief was higher than three and 0 otherwise. 5 In the first specification, we

regress the treatment dummy on the dependent variable. The omitted category is

the low scale treatment. In specification 2, we include a control variable for age and

then an interaction term between the high scale treatment and age. In specification 4

and 5, we include additional controls for gender and self-reported previous donations.

Generally, we observe a highly significant effect of the high scale condition on the

likelihood to state a belief higher than 3 CHF. Interestingly, the shift in beliefs

induced with the scale manipulation depends on participant’s age. The interaction

term between the treatment condition and age is negative and significant on the 5%

level. This means that the positive effect of the high scale condition on beliefs about

others’ behavior is reduced the older the donors are.
4We administered beliefs of 236 participants in the low scale and 224 participants in the high scale treatment. In

each treatment, six participants did not fill in the belief assessment, but filled in (parts of) the survey and/or made a
donation. In addition, one participant stated two different beliefs.

5The same analysis using logit regressions with dependent variables of values smaller vs. higher than 3 CHF are
presented in the supplementary material. They yield identical effects in terms of statistical significance.
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Table 2: Belief higher than 3 CHF (Linear Probability Model)

1 2 3 4 5
High Scale (1 if yes) 0.328∗∗∗ 0.327∗∗∗ 1.056∗∗∗ 1.056∗∗∗ 1.099∗∗∗

(0.044) (0.044) (0.377) (0.378) (0.387)
Age 0.005 0.024∗ 0.024∗ 0.027∗∗

(0.009) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013)
High Scale x Age -0.034∗ -0.034∗ -0.035∗

(0.018) (0.018) (0.018)
Female (1 if yes) 0.000 0.006

(0.044) (0.046)
Prior Donation 0.000∗

(0.000)
Constant 0.288∗∗∗ 0.185 -0.212 -0.212 -0.295

(0.030) (0.182) (0.275) (0.280) (0.287)
Observations 460 460 460 460 423
R2 0.109 0.109 0.117 0.117 0.143

The table presents estimates of a linear probability model. Robust standard errors are in

parentheses. The number of observations is reduced to 423 in the last specification

because of participants who did not provide information on previous donation

behavior. Significance levels ∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01.

Turning to behavior, we analyze whether the scale manipulation had an effect on

subsequent donations. For the behavioral analyses, we cleaned our sample to exclude

extreme donors, that is, donors whose donations exceeded three standard deviations

of the mean (n=4, whose average donation was 36.33 CHF and therefore almost a

tenfold increase in comparison to the average donation).6 469 donors raised a total

of 1,902.66 CHF (mean = 4.06, S.D. = 4.40) for the charitable cause. To analyze

the predictive power of age as a proxy for uncertainty about the giving norm, given

the distinct treatment manipulations, we ran Tobit regressions (censored at zero) as

displayed in Table 3. The dependent variable in all specifications is the donation made

to the charity in Swiss Francs. In specification 1, we regress the treatment dummy

on the dependent variable. The omitted category is the low scale treatment. In the

second specification, we add a control variable for age and then include an interaction

term between the high scale treatment and age in specification 3. In specification 4

and 5, we additionally control for gender and for self-reported previous donations.

In the first two specifications, we observe a marginally significant effect of the scale

manipulation, as well as a positive effect of age on donations. In specification 3 to

5, a significant and negative interaction effect between the high scale treatment and

6An analysis including the full data set and additional robustness checks can be found in the a supplementary
material. These alternative specifications of the data set do not change the interpretation of the results.
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participant’s age emerged, as did a highly significant treatment and age effect. The

effect remains robust when adding further control variables such as gender and prior

donations. The interaction term indicates that the positive effect of the high scale

treatment decreases as age increases. This shows again that the norms manipulation

was especially successful in influencing the donation behavior of younger ones.

Table 3: Donations made in CHF

1 2 3 4 5
High Scale (1 if yes) 0.722 0.682 10.419∗∗ 10.770∗∗ 11.411∗∗∗

(0.508) (0.509) (4.187) (4.186) (4.377)
Age 0.203∗∗ 0.454∗∗∗ 0.486∗∗∗ 0.498∗∗∗

(0.098) (0.145) (0.146) (0.150)
High Scale x Age -0.457∗∗ -0.473∗∗ -0.498∗∗

(0.195) (0.195) (0.203)
Female (1 if yes) 0.895∗ 0.914∗

(0.511) (0.537)
Prior Donation 0.001

(0.002)
Constant 2.974∗∗∗ -1.344 -6.677∗∗ -7.818∗∗ -8.126∗∗

(0.358) (2.113) (3.100) (3.167) (3.284)
Observations 469 467 467 467 431
Chi2 2.008 6.177 11.627 14.699 14.981

Results of Tobit regressions (censored at zero). Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

Figure 3 depicts our hypothesized interaction effect with values taken from on OLS

regression as in specification 3 in Table 3. We plotted estimated donations at one

standard deviation below and above the mean age. The graph displays the predicted

donations for both age groups across treatment conditions, showing a large and

significant effect of the treatment manipulation for younger donors (p=0.027, t-test

obtained from moderation analysis), but not for the older donors (p=0.169, t-test

obtained from moderation analysis).
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Figure 3: Donations made in CHF across age groups

Finally, we analyze the decision to donate by treatments. Results show that the

probability to donate itself was unaffected by the experimental manipulation (p=0.740,

Fisher’s exact test), suggesting that the decision to give was not affected by a shift in

beliefs about others. 78.51% made a donation if expectations were low and 77.06%

decided to give if expectations were high.7

4 Discussion

The present research aimed to provide a “norms” explanation to assess charitable

behavior in a classroom experiment. Our research shows that giving behavior differs

in heterogeneous expectations, an effect driven by inexperienced, young experimental

participants. Varying the expectations about others’ donations with help of scale

manipulations (Schwarz et al. 1985, Ockenfels and Werner 2014) causally affects

charitable giving for younger participants, leading to overall positive effects of the

manipulation. These findings fit well into anthropological theorizing on conformist

transmission and offer insights about the spreading of norms and the emergence of

reinforced within-group similarity (Henrich and Boyd 1998). Practically speaking,

7The results of a logit regression confirm these findings (see Supplementary Material).
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our research may imply that spontaneous assessments of local norms helps to explain

behavior.

Our study informs two streams of research. First, our paper contributes more data

to the literature on scale manipulations and helps to better understand consequences

of expectations on behavior. It also gives further support to the results reported

by Ockenfels and Werner (2014), who also find effects of scale manipulations on

participants who have minimal prior experience in such games. Werner et al. (ming)

show in subsequent work, that scale manipulations also affects behavior in pay-what-

you-want pricing schemes, but only under norm uncertainty. Thus, one can draw the

conclusion that economic agents actively search for norm information to trigger their

behavior to what others do. Interestingly, the authors find effects only in terms of the

relevant dependent variable, but no such effects on answers to unrelated questions and

thereby rule out alternative explanations such as anchoring (Tversky and Kahneman

1974). Thus, in our context, the scale manipulation mainly influenced young donors

who probably had no prior belief about what their donation would look like.

Second, we add to the literature examining factors influencing charitable giving. Prior

research has not only accumulated evidence on the importance of social information

(Martin and Randal 2008, Shang and Croson 2009), but also on the choice architecture

around how the question to donate is designed (see e.g., Altmann et al. 2015 for

default effects). Our results enrich those findings by providing further evidence

for the importance of the decision-making context. Plausibly, the abundant use of

behavioral defaults may also communicate normative information and may provide

a psychological explanation on why default effects work so well. Various research

has already established that people may perceive defaults as norms or recommended

actions (see e.g., Altmann et al. 2014, McKenzie et al. 2006, Madrian and Shea 2001).

Finally, our results emphasize the influence of individuals’ expectations about their

peers’ behavior and provides evidence for the importance of norm compliance even

when norms are not explicitly communicated. The results fit well into economic

models of norm adherence (Bernheim 1994) as well as on how reference-points affect

behavior. This theorizing suggests that humans have a stable preference not to behave

in contrast to a norm and that people’s expectations can serve as reference-points in
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an individual’s value function (Kőszegi and Rabin 2006). Thus, our research speaks

to the importance that perceptions of norms play when making actual decisions.

To summarize, our results highlight the importance of communication of norms as

they reduce uncertainty of such or mis-perceptions due to localized social networks.

Given that pro-social conformity may spill-over to intrinsic empathy (Nook et al.

2016), it seems that large-scale initiatives that signal what is the norm may be able to

transcend to large parts of the society. Our experimental results, once again, highlight

the importance of incidental information on human behavior, a factor highly relevant

to a complete understanding of economic and social behavior.
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