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Abstract

The social impact of observing others’ charitable donations remains underexplored, with few studies examining the
in	uence of donors’ social class. Across three experiments, we investigated how the donor social class–donation type
interaction in	uences the observers’ perceived sacri�cial costs or desire for a moral self-identity, which consequently
affects their willingness to donate. The participants perceived higher costs when lower-class donors made monetary
donations, but for time donations, they saw no difference in sacri�cial costs by donor social class. Moreover, when
the hourly wage was emphasized, the participants felt an increased desire for a moral self-identity from higher-class
donors’ monetary donations and became more willing to donate their money. These �ndings highlight the importance
of considering both the donor social class and donation type when designing donation campaigns, and offer valuable
insights for enhancing overall donation amounts.

Keywords: Social class, Donation type, Charitable donations, Sacri�cial costs, Moral self-identity, Hourly wage

1. Introduction

R esearch on prosocial behavior is fundamental
to understanding consumer behavior. It en-

compasses “ethical consumption,” which involves
redistributing resources for societal improvement.
However, studies on the factors in	uencing charita-
ble behavior have focused on individual consumer
traits and situational variables, with the social in	u-
ences among consumers largely ignored. This study
investigated the impact of the donor social class–
donation type interaction on potential donors’ dona-
tion intentions.

Strati�cation in society tends to depend on access
to economic, social, and cultural resources (Oakes
and Rossi 2003; Snibbe and Markus 2005), and pre-
vious research has shown that donors’ social class
affects others’ engagement in similar acts of altru-
ism (Schnall, Roper, and Fessler 2010). Although the
expression “noblesse obliges” suggests a positive

societal impact of higher-class individuals’ proactive
actions, lower-class donors surprisingly exert greater
in	uence toward benevolent behavior (Cha, Yi, and
Lee 2020). What would the dynamics be if the dona-
tions were distinguished between time and money?

This study explored the effect of donors’ social
class on observers’ donation intentions, which may
vary depending on the donation type. We categorized
donations as time versus money, which serve as ve-
hicles for expressing moral behavior (Liu and Aaker
2008; Macdonnell and White 2015; Reed, Aquino, and
Levy 2007). Higher (lower)-class individuals typically
possess greater (less) material wealth, with the latter
facing economic constraints (Kraus et al. 2012). There-
fore, for equivalent donations, those from lower-class
individuals may be deemed more signi�cant in terms
of sacri�cial costs. Meanwhile, time is equally ac-
cessible to all individuals; hence, it is challenging
to evaluate it economically (Okada and Hoch 2004;
Soman 2001). Accordingly, asymmetric evaluations of
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time donations between social classes are unlikely
to occur in general. However, by emphasizing the
hourly wage information, observers may recognize
the labor value inherent in the economic af	uence
of higher-class individuals such that they feel an in-
creased desire for a moral self-identity, as exhibited
in higher-class donors’ monetary donations.

In summary, we examined the donor social class–
donation type interaction effect on observers’ cog-
nitive and psychological responses and subsequent
donation intentions. Additionally, we investigated
whether the hourly wage status affects the proposed
interaction.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Social class and charitable donations

Social class, determined by objective economic re-
sources and subjective social and cultural resources
(Kraus et al. 2012; Snibbe and Markus 2005; Stephens,
Markus, and Townsend 2007), in	uences individu-
als’ access to economic, social, and cultural resources
(Oakes and Rossi 2003; Snibbe and Markus 2005),
and shapes their self-perception (Stephens, Markus,
and Phillips 2014). Abundant resources afford higher-
class individuals greater independence and control
(Lachman and Weaver 1998), whereas scarce re-
sources encourage lower-class individuals to focus on
others’ needs and foster group cohesion (Stephens,
Markus, and Townsend 2007). Consequently, social
class in	uences how people balance their own and
others’ interests in social settings (Van Doesum, Ty-
bur, and Van Lange 2017), thus determining their
inclination toward charitable giving (Piff et al. 2010).
Notably, lower-class people are more attentive to
others’ needs and thus, more willing to engage in
philanthropy (Kraus et al. 2012; Miller, Kahle, and
Hastings 2015; Piff et al. 2010).

Studying the social class–charitable donation rela-
tionship is important, as previous donors’ good deeds
impact subsequent donations. People may infer social
class from informational cues (e.g., nonverbal dis-
plays and voice) while interacting with others (Kraus
and Keltner 2009), thus shaping their attitudes and be-
haviors toward others (Van Doesum, Tybur, and Van
Lange 2017; Van Doesum, Van Lange, and Van Lange
2013). Therefore, previous donors’ social class infor-
mation may in	uence potential donors’ subsequent
donations.

Prior research has shown that others’ charitable giv-
ing greatly in	uences observers’ subsequent donation
intentions (Croson and Shang 2008), thus motivat-
ing them to engage in similar altruistic behaviors
(Schnall, Roper, and Fessler 2010). Observing the

philanthropic activities of speci�c social classes pro-
duces a ripple effect toward good behavior. For
instance, when people observe monetary donations
from lower (versus higher)-class individuals, they
show higher donation intentions as self-re	ection is
promoted (Cha, Yi, and Lee 2020). Moreover, people
deem situations involving pain and effort as valuable;
hence, they are more willing to engage in prosocial
causes that imply overcoming suffering (Olivola and
Sha�r 2013). Overall, people tend to value donations
from lower-class individuals, who are perceived as
having limited material resources, and undervalue
donations from higher-class individuals, who are
viewed as economically privileged.

2.2. Donation type and sacri�cial costs

In this study, we investigated the effect of donation
type (time versus money) as a crucial moderator inter-
acting with donors’ social class. Time and money are
fundamental resources with distinct psychological
properties (Leclerc, Schmitt, and Dube 1995; Mogilner
2010; Okada and Hoch 2004) and are often considered
means of implementing moral actions (Liu and Aaker
2008; Macdonnell and White 2015; Reed, Aquino,
and Levy 2007). Donating time fosters stronger inter-
personal relationships and other-oriented behaviors
(Mogilner 2010), thus encouraging self-re	ection and
socially desirable actions (Gino and Mogilner 2014).
Conversely, thinking about money can lead to more
self-centered and less altruistic behaviors (DeVoe and
Pfeffer 2007; Vohs, Mead, and Goode 2008), whereas
spending money on others increases donor happiness
(Dunn, Aknin, and Norton 2008). Previous studies
have noted that resources, such as time and money,
are distinguished in terms of doing and paying (Reed,
Aquino, and Levy 2007). Time donation implies effort
or dedication and thus, is likely positively evalu-
ated because it is related to motivation (Bandura and
Cervone 1986) and internal value (Kirmani 1990),
whereas monetary donation may be negatively evalu-
ated because of its weak association with such virtues
(Webley and Wilson 1989).

This study proposes the perceived sacri�cial costs—
a concept encompassing the cost, effort, and sacri�ce
involved in a donor’s charitable giving—as a variable
re	ecting observers’ cognitive responses to charitable
donations. It estimates the donor’s burden in mak-
ing the donation, either physically or �nancially, from
the observers’ perspective. Speci�cally, this study
examines how the cost by donation type is eval-
uated according to the donor’s social class. Kraus
et al. (2012) stated that a higher (lower) social class
implies greater economic prosperity (deprivation).
Therefore, given equivalent monetary donations by
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a higher- versus a lower-class individual, that made
by the latter is perceived to entail higher sacri�-
cial costs. However, as time is equally available to
everyone and is challenging to convert into eco-
nomic value (mental accounting theory; Soman 2001),
the perceived sacri�cial costs of time do not sig-
ni�cantly differ by donor social class. In essence,
the donor social class–donation type interaction af-
fects the inferred sacri�cial costs of donations, with
the difference being primarily apparent in monetary
donations.

H1. The donor social class–donation type interaction in-
	uences the perceived sacri�cial costs. Speci�cally, for
monetary donations, observers infer greater sacri�ce from
lower (versus higher)-class donors, but for time donations,
the perceived sacri�cial costs do not differ by donor social
class.

A donor’s social class can in	uence an observer’s
subsequent giving behavior (Cha, Yi, and Lee 2020;
Schnall, Roper, and Fessler 2010). Observing others’
giving behaviors motivates people to engage in sim-
ilar prosocial behaviors (Schnall, Roper, and Fessler
2010). When a person believed to have fewer re-
sources donates, this encourages self-re	ection in the
observer, resulting in a higher willingness to donate
(Cha, Yi, and Lee 2020). These �ndings align with
the “martyrdom effect,” which means that the more
painful and effortful the process of charitable dona-
tion is, the more meaning and value are given to
one’s contribution, leading to an increased willing-
ness to engage in prosocial behavior (Olivola and
Sha�r 2013). Accordingly, the current study predicts
that if the donor social class–donation type interaction
increases the perceived sacri�cial costs of charita-
ble giving (i.e., considering previous donor giving as
martyrdom), observers would be encouraged to en-
gage in similar prosocial behaviors.

H2. The donor social class–donation type interaction in-
	uences the perceived sacri�cial costs, which in turn affects
subsequent donation intentions.

2.3. Hourly wage and the desire for a moral self-identity

When provided with cues that highlight the time–
money tradeoff (e.g., hourly wages or opportunity
costs), consumers may treat time and money as ex-
changeable resources (DeVoe and Pfeffer 2007; Lee
and Yi 2022). In the context of observing charita-
ble donations, we propose that emphasizing hourly
wage information concerning the donor social class–
donation type interaction in	uences the observers’

desire for a moral self-identity. People desire to be-
come morally better individuals upon witnessing
others’ charitable giving (Aquino et al. 2009; Reed,
Aquino, and Levy 2007), and in situations where
hourly wages are emphasized, they will be morally
motivated by observing monetary donations, even
those from higher-class individuals.

People can infer the approximate level of donors’
wages from their occupations, but unless there is con-
spicuous information, wages are usually estimated
based on annual salaries. However, the annual salary
does not contain information about the time and effort
someone puts in to earn that money. Therefore, mon-
etary donations from higher-class individuals, who
receive high salaries and are economically prosper-
ous, are not enough to provide moral inspiration to
observers. Meanwhile, when hourly wages can be
measured, people are reminded of the time and effort
someone puts into earning money, which helps over-
come the negative evaluation of monetary donations
and infers the same dedication and internal value
as in time donations (Bandura and Cervone 1986;
Kirmani 1990). Thus, even when higher-class donors
make large sums of money, people are reminded of
the labor value invested in that money, which elicits
a moral inspiration like that of monetary donations
from lower-class donors.

Likewise, one may predict that emphasizing hourly
wages will affect the evaluation of the sacri�cial costs
for time according to the donor social class by prompt-
ing the objective value of time. Indeed, higher-class
individuals who are af	uent and have high hourly
wages tend to be highly valued for their time (Kraus
et al. 2012; Reed, Aquino, and Levy 2007) while si-
multaneously being seen as having greater control
over the management of their time (Brislin and Kim
2003). Therefore, from the observers’ perspective, it
is unreasonable to assume that the time devoted by
higher (lower)-class donors denotes higher (lower)
sacri�cial costs. Hence, we test both the sacri�cial
costs and desire for a moral self-identity as observers’
cognitive and psychological responses to the donor
social class–donation type interaction and predict that
if the hourly wage is emphasized, only the desire
for a moral self-identity would play a mediating
role.

H3. The donor social class–donation type interaction in-
	uences the desire for a moral self-identity, and this effect
is moderated by the hourly wage status. [H3-1] When
the hourly wage is emphasized, monetary donations from
higher-class donors increase the observers’ desire for a
moral self-identity, [H3-2] leading to greater donation in-
tentions.
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Fig. 1. Conceptual model for the effects of the donor social class–donation type interaction.

3. Study overview

This research comprises three studies that inves-
tigate how the donor social class–donation type
interaction in	uences observers’ cognitive and psy-
chological responses and subsequent donation inten-
tions. Study 1 examines how the donor social class–
donation type interaction evokes observers’ cognitive
responses, and veri�es the signi�cance of the per-
ceived sacri�cial costs. Study 2 investigates how this
interaction affects the observers’ willingness to do-
nate, with the perceived sacri�cial costs serving as
a mediator. Study 3 explores the moderating role of
the hourly wage status in the proposed model and
suggests the desire for a moral self-identity as another
mediator. Fig. 1 presents the conceptual framework
and hypothesized relationships.

4. Study 1: Effect of the donor social
class–donation type interaction

Study 1 investigated the donor social class–
donation type interaction effect on the perceived
donor sacri�cial costs (H1). We anticipated that
individuals observing a monetary donation would
perceive greater sacri�cial costs from a lower (versus
higher)-class donor, whereas those observing a
time donation would perceive a similar level of
sacri�cial costs regardless of the donor’s social class.
In addition, we explored and ruled out an alternative
outcome that could be in	uenced by this interaction.

4.1. Method

4.1.1. Participants and design
A total of 240 participants living in the United King-

dom were recruited via Proli�c, which is known for
its superior data quality compared with alternative

platforms (Peer et al. 2017). The �nal dataset in-
cluded all 240 participants (171 females, Mage =

34.23, age range: 18–59, SD = 10.80) as none failed
the attention-check questions (Oppenheimer, Meyvis,
and Davidenko 2009). Study 1 employed a 2 (so-
cial class: high versus low) × 2 (donation type: time
versus money) between-subjects design. Participants
were randomly assigned to one of four conditions.

4.1.2. Procedures and measures
Upon agreeing to participate, participants were

asked to read a hypothetical news article about a
charity campaign urging them to help the needy.
The campaign introduced a nonpro�t organization
that provides housing, food, healthcare, and educa-
tion to millions of people worldwide. The description
included an explanation about donors who had con-
tributed to this organization over the years, to encour-
age good deeds from potential donors. Participants
were randomly assigned to one of four scenarios
based on the donor’s social class (high versus low)
and donation type (time versus money). The donor
in the higher (lower)-class condition was described
as a chief executive of�cer (building security guard).
Donors in each social class were introduced as pro-
viding either an education and care program every
two weeks (time donation) or �nancial support worth
10% of their monthly income (monetary donation).
All charity campaigns were designed to be identical,
except for the manipulation of the donor’s social class
and donation type.

After introducing the charity campaign, we asked
participants to write down their thoughts about the
donors’ lives, including income, education, living sta-
tus, and leisure time, to strengthen the social class
manipulation (Cha, Yi, and Lee 2020). Participants
rated their perceived donor sacri�cial costs using
a scale developed for this study. They also rated
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their self-re	ection on someone else’s donations (Cha,
Yi, and Lee 2020). We used the MacArthur Scale
of Subjective Social Status to ascertain the donor’s
socioeconomic status (SES; Adler et al. 2000). Partic-
ipants marked the donor’s relative social standing on
a 10-rung ladder, with higher numbers representing
a higher social class. We intermittently inserted a few
questions for attention check (Oppenheimer, Meyvis,
and Davidenko 2009) and assessed participants’ be-
liefs about the realism of the scenario (Bagozzi et al.
2016). Finally, we collected the participants’ demo-
graphic information, including gender, age, annual
household income, education level, employment sta-
tus, and previous donation experience. All measures
and their reliability values are listed in Table 1.

4.2. Results

4.2.1. Manipulation checks
The results of a 2 (social class) × 2 (donation type)

ANOVA on the manipulation checks of the donor’s
social class showed a signi�cant main effect of social
class priming. Participants in the higher-class donor
condition perceived the donor’s social class as sig-
ni�cantly higher than those in the lower-class donor
condition (Mhigh= 8.61 versus Mlow= 4.83, F(1, 236)=
419.12, p < 0.001). The donation type had no signi�-
cant main (F(1, 236) = 2.96, p = 0.086) or interaction
(F(1, 236) = 1.44, p > 0.2) effects. Realism checks in-
dicated that participants perceived the experimental
setting as realistic (M = 6.28, SD = 1.49).

4.2.2. Interaction effect on perceived sacri�cial costs
A 2 (social class)× 2 (donation type) ANOVA on the

perceived donor sacri�cial costs revealed a signi�cant
main effect of social class (Mhigh = 5.73 versus Mlow =

6.52, F(1, 236) = 16.80, p < 0.001), thus con�rming
that people infer donations from lower-class donors
to be at higher costs, regardless of what they donate.
The main effect of donation type was not signi�cant
(F(1, 236) = 0.15, p > 0.7). As the donor social class–
donation type interaction was signi�cant (F(1, 236) =
3.90, p = 0.049), we performed a planned contrast.
As shown in Fig. 2, for monetary donations, lower-
class donors were considered to have incurred higher
sacri�cial costs (Mhigh = 5.50 versus Mlow = 6.67, F(1,
236)= 18.77, p< 0.001). However, for time donations,
no difference was found in the perceived sacri�cial
costs by donor social class (Mhigh= 5.96 versus Mlow=

6.36, F(1, 236) = 2.22, p > 0.1). We also tested the ef-
fects of gender, age, income, education, employment
status, and previous donation experience. As none of
these variables changed the pattern of our �ndings,
their effects are not elaborated further in this study
for brevity.

4.2.3. Alternative outcome variable
Cha, Yi, and Lee (2020) suggested that people re	ect

on their prosocial behavior upon witnessing others’
charitable giving. This response may arise because
of the donor social class–donation type interaction.
Therefore, we performed a 2 (social class) × 2 (do-
nation type) ANOVA on self-re	ection. The 2 × 2
ANOVA on self-re	ection showed a signi�cant main
effect of social class (Mhigh = 4.94 versus Mlow = 5.72,
F(1, 236)= 9.15, p= 0.003) and donation type (Mtime =

5.61 versus Mmoney = 5.06, F(1, 236)= 4.49, p= 0.035).
However, the interaction effect was not signi�cant
(F(1, 236) = 1.89, p > 0.1).

4.3. Discussion

The results of Study 1 con�rmed the signi�cant
effect of the donor social class–donation type interac-
tion on the perceived sacri�cial costs, thus supporting
H1. That is, observers infer higher costs from the mon-
etary donations of lower-class donors. However, in
terms of time donations, there was no difference in the
perceived sacri�cial costs by donor social class. These
results are independent of income level and educa-
tional background, which are determinants of social
class (Cha, Yi, and Lee 2020; Oakes and Rossi 2003),
and thus suggest that the perceived sacri�cial costs
are related to the donor’s social class rather than one’s
own social class. Meanwhile, one’s tendency toward
self-re	ection is higher in the lower-class donor (Cha,
Yi, and Lee 2020) and time donation (Liu and Aaker
2008) conditions, but with no interaction effect. There-
fore, self-re	ection is insuf�cient to account for the
donor social class–donation type interaction effect.

5. Study 2: Perceived sacri�cial costs drive
donation intentions

Study 2 had the following three objectives: The �rst
was to extend beyond the donor social class–donation
type interaction effect on observers’ perceptions of
sacri�cial costs and investigate their intentions to
donate (H2). The second was to validate perceived
sacri�cial costs as the mechanism driving our pro-
posed effects, thereby ruling out potential explana-
tions based on the perceived authenticity of donors’
prosocial motivations. We postulated this variable
as an alternative account because both positive and
negative evaluations are possible for donations: Peo-
ple may consider the donor’s sacri�ce, but they may
also consider the donor’s intentions/motivations be-
hind “doing good” (Barasch et al. 2014). The third
was to enhance the internal and external validity of
our experiments by including various potential con-
founders as covariates and diversifying the scenarios.
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Table 1. All measurement items.

Cronbach’s α coef�cient

Items Study 1 Study 2 Study 3

Perceived sacri�cial costs (1 = strongly disagree, 9 = strongly agree)
1. The donor puts a lot of effort to support this prosocial campaign.
2. The donor bears considerable costs, whether tangible or intangible, for this prosocial activity.
3. The donor makes a kind of sacri�ce for this prosocial engagement.

.75 .80 .83

Self-re	ection (1 = strongly disagree, 9 = strongly agree)
1. It makes me think about the way I live.
2. It makes me think about what I did for our society.
3. It makes me think about my attitude toward prosocial behavior.
4. It makes me think about my feelings about prosocial behavior.

.94 N/A N/A

Perception of the donor’s social class (a bipolar 1–9 scale)
•Where would you place the donor relative to the people who are the best off and the people who are

the worst off in terms of education, income, and job status?: the worst off (1) — the best off (9)

- - -

Donation intentions (1 = not at all, 9 = very much)
1. How likely would you be to make a donation of [time/money]?
2. How inclined are you to make a donation of [time/money]?
3. How willing are you to make a donation of [time/money]?

N/A .95 .96

Perceived prosocial motivation (1 = strongly disagree, 9 = strongly agree)
1. The donor seems to be altruistic.
2. The donor seems to be true-hearted.
3. The donor seems to be authentic.
4. The donor might have motives behind this prosocial behavior. (R)

N/A .74 N/A

Desire for a moral self-identity (1 = strongly disagree, 9 = strongly agree)
• Listed below are some characteristics that might describe the donor:

“Caring, Compassionate, Generous, Helpful, Kind”
1. It would make me feel good to be a person who has these characteristics.
2. Being someone who has these characteristics becomes an important part of who I am.
3. I would be ashamed to be a person who had these characteristics. (R)
4. Having these characteristics is not really important to me. (R)
5. I strongly desire to have these characteristics.

N/A N/A .84

Attitudes toward charity campaigns (a bipolar 1–9 scale)
1. negative (1) — positive (9)
2. unfavorable (1) — favorable (9)
3. unappealing (1) — appealing (9)
4. undesirable (1) — desirable (9)

N/A .90 .96

Importance of charitable causes (a bipolar 1–9 scale)
1. unimportant (1) — important (9)
2. of no concern (1) — of concern (9)
3. means nothing (1) — means a lot (9)

N/A .93 .95

Attitudes toward occupations (1 = strongly disagree, 9 = strongly agree)
1. In general, I trust someone who works as a [job in the scenario].
2. In general, I value the contributions of [job in the scenario] to our society.

N/A .84 .87

Suspicion toward charitable organizations (1 = not at all, 9 = very much)
1. suspicious 2. concerned 3. wary 4. mistrustful

N/A .94 .93

Subjective time value (1 = strongly disagree, 9 = strongly agree)
1. I always use my time to “get things done.”
2. Only lazy people spend their time doing nonproductive things.
3. I do not squander away my time.
4. It is quite OK to spend your time doing “nothing.” (R)
5. Time is my most important resource.
6. In general, I would say I’m the type of person who values my time.
7. Time is one of the most important resources that I personally have.

N/A .76 .76

Subjective �nancial constraints (1 = strongly disagree, 9 = strongly agree)
1. My household budget is always tight.
2. My household often has problems making ends meet.

N/A .84 .88

Note. Items denoted with (R) were reverse-coded.
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Fig. 2. Effect of the donor social class–donation type interaction on the perceived sacri�cial costs (Study 1).

5.1. Method

5.1.1. Participants and design
A total of 245 UK citizens were recruited through

the online platform Proli�c Academic. We retained
240 participants (166 females, Mage = 35.58, age
range: 18–60, SD = 11.05) after removing 5 partici-
pants who failed the attention-check questions (Op-
penheimer, Meyvis, and Davidenko 2009). Study 2
employed a 2 (social class: high versus low) × 2
(donation type: time versus money) between-subjects
design by randomly assigning participants to one of
four conditions.

5.1.2. Procedures and measures
Participants were asked to read a hypothetical news

article about storm damage and recovery efforts in
England. Below the article was a charity campaign
aimed at helping 	ood-hit communities. The orga-
nization is known for its reliable and transparent
operations, with many people supporting its work
to restore homes and businesses affected by severe
storms and 	ooding. After reading the article, par-
ticipants came across an interview with one of the
donors, urging others to contribute to the cause. De-
pending on the scenario, participants were exposed to
one of four combinations of the donor’s social class
(high versus low) and donation type (time versus
money). Study 2 followed procedures similar to Study
1, but with improvements to ensure external valid-
ity. Different occupational groups were presented as
stimuli, and absolute amounts of money were used in-
stead of relative �gures based on salary levels. Specif-
ically, the donor in the higher (lower)-class condition
was introduced as a lawyer at a prestigious law �rm in
London (house cleaner). The donors were portrayed
as either volunteering day or night in recovery efforts
in the most affected communities (time donation) or
providing �nancial support worth £10,000 to storm
victims (monetary donations). All other experimental

factors were kept identical, except for the manipula-
tion of the donor’s social class and donation type.

After reading the news articles, participants brie	y
described their thoughts on the donors’ lifestyles to
reinforce the effect of social class manipulation. Their
charity donation intentions were recorded (White and
Peloza 2009). The perceived donor sacri�cial costs
and perceived authenticity of the donor’s prosocial
motivation (modi�ed from Barasch et al. 2014) were
measured as potential mediators in	uencing dona-
tion intentions. To control for individual variations
in response to the scenario, we assessed attitudes
toward charity campaigns and the importance of
charitable causes (Cha, Yi, and Lee 2020). We used the
same items as in Study 1 for the manipulation check
of the donors’ socioeconomic status. We also devel-
oped measures to assess attitudes toward the given
occupations and suspicion toward charitable orga-
nizations as potential confounders. Subjective time
value (Reed, Aquino, and Levy 2007) and �nancial
constraints (Ailawadi, Neslin, and Gedenk 2001) were
measured as chronic individual differences. By in-
cluding these variables in the analysis, we attempted
to control for not only attitudes toward the exper-
imental stimuli (i.e., donors and charities) but also
participants’ usual thoughts about their resources.
Several questions were added for attention and real-
ism checks. Finally, participants answered the same
demographic questions as in Study 1. All measures
and their reliability values are listed in Table 1.

5.2. Results

5.2.1. Manipulation and control checks
Manipulation checks of the donors’ social class

yielded a highly signi�cant social class-priming
effect. Participants in the higher-class donor condition
perceived the donor’s social class to be signi�cantly
higher than those in the lower-class donor condition
(Mhigh = 8.07 versus Mlow = 4.96, F(1, 238) = 236.96,
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p< 0.001). Realism checks con�rmed participants’ ac-
ceptance of the given scenario as realistic (M = 6.06,
SD= 1.89). Additional ANOVAs on confounding fac-
tors showed no signi�cant differences between the
groups based on social class: attitudes toward charity
campaigns (p > 0.1), importance of charitable causes
(p > 0.5), suspicion toward charitable organizations
(p > 0.7), subjective time value (p > 0.1), and sub-
jective �nancial constraints (p > 0.4). An ANOVA of
attitudes toward the given occupations revealed sig-
ni�cant differences, indicating that participants had
relatively less positive attitudes toward the donor in
the higher-class condition (Mhigh= 5.91 versus Mlow=

7.33, F(1, 238) = 58.32, p < 0.001). In analyzing the
moderated mediation effect as follows, we considered
all these related variables and examined their impact
on our main hypotheses.

5.2.2. Moderated mediation through perceived sacri�cial
costs

To investigate the impact of donors’ social class
and donation type on observers’ donation intentions
through the perceived sacri�cial costs, we conducted
a moderated mediation analysis (Hayes 2017; Model
7; 5,000 bootstrap resamples). Social class was desig-
nated as the independent variable (X: 1 = high class,
0 = low class), donation type as the �rst-stage mod-
erator (W: 1 = time, 0 =money), perceived sacri�cial
costs as the mediator (M), and donation intentions as
the dependent variable (Y).

As illustrated in Fig. 3, the donor’s social class and
donation type yielded a signi�cant interaction effect
on the observer’s perceived sacri�cial costs (b = 1.01,
p = 0.009, boot SE = 0.39, 95% CI = [0.2467, 1.7644]).
Speci�cally, a monetary donation from the lower-class
donor was considered to bear higher sacri�cial costs
(Mhigh = 6.03 versus Mlow = 7.50, p < 0.001, 95%
CI= [−2.0029,−0.9478]), whereas a time donation did
not differ in the perceived sacri�cial costs by donor
social class (Mhigh = 6.47 versus Mlow = 6.94, p >

0.1, 95% CI = [−1.0153, 0.0756]). The perception of
sacri�cial costs signi�cantly in	uenced donation in-
tention (b = 0.47, p < 0.001, boot SE = 0.09, 95% CI =
[0.2968, 0.6497]). The moderated mediation index was
also signi�cant (index = 0.48, 95% CI = [0.1163,
0.8955]). Speci�cally, under the monetary donation
condition, the lower-class effect on donation inten-
tion was mediated by the perceived sacri�cial costs
(95% CI= [−1.1018,−0.3427]). Conversely, in the time
donation condition, the indirect effect of social class
via the perceived sacri�cial costs was not signi�cant
(95% CI = [−0.4701, 0.0019]). The same moderated
mediation analyses were employed to estimate the
effects of potentially confounding variables, includ-
ing attitudes toward charity campaigns, importance
of charitable causes, attitudes toward occupations,
suspicion toward charitable organizations, subjective
time value, and subjective �nancial constraints. The
results showed that none of these variables altered the
pattern of our �ndings, despite some control variables
signi�cantly affecting the perceived sacri�cial costs
(i.e., attitudes toward charity campaigns [t(230) =
2.48, p = 0.014] and attitudes toward occupations
[t(230)= 3.22, p= 0.002]). Notably, even after control-
ling for differences in attitudes toward the campaigns
and occupations, the main �ndings remained statisti-
cally signi�cant.

5.2.3. Alternative explanation through perceived
prosocial motivation

We propose perceived prosocial motivation as an
alternative explanation, focusing on observers’ neg-
ative interpretations of donors’ charitable giving
(Barasch et al. 2014). Previous studies have found that
a lower-class donor increases charitable giving in pri-
vate settings, whereas a higher-class donor increases
charitable giving in public settings where reputa-
tional concerns are prominent (Kraus and Callaghan
2016). Moreover, people often view time commitment
as a more virtuous form of giving than �nancial

Fig. 3. The moderated mediation through the perceived sacri�cial costs (Study 2).
Note. ∗denotes p < .01; ∗∗denotes p < .001. The numbers represent unstandardized regression coef�cients.
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support (Reed, Aquino, and Levy 2007). Therefore,
we predict that the donor social class–donation type
interaction may impact the perceived prosocial moti-
vation (i.e., how authentic and genuine the donation
is) and consequently, in	uence donation intentions.

To test this prediction, we adopted a parallel mod-
erated mediation model (Hayes 2017; Model 7; 5,000
bootstrap resamples), which was identical to the
previous model but included perceived prosocial mo-
tivation (M2). Donors’ social class and donation type
showed no interaction effect on the perceived proso-
cial motivation (b = 0.38, p > 0.2, boot SE = 0.33, 95%
CI= [−0.2763, 1.0388]). The perceived prosocial moti-
vation had no signi�cant effect on donation intentions
(b = 0.11, p > 0.3, boot SE = 0.12, 95% CI = [−0.1302,
0.3563]). Therefore, the moderated mediation index
was not signi�cant (index = 0.04, 95% CI = [−0.0829,
0.2467]). By contrast, the perceived sacri�cial costs
played a signi�cant mediating role in the parallel
mediation process (index = 0.42, 95% CI = [0.0797,
0.8603]). Additionally, the same moderated mediation
analyses with covariates yielded no signi�cant effects,
which indicates that the potential confounding factors
did not affect the results.

5.3. Discussion

Study 2 supports H2, thus con�rming that the
donor social class–donation type interaction in	u-
ences the perceived sacri�cial costs, which, in turn,
affects subsequent donation intentions. The �ndings
rule out an alternative explanation and suggest that
observers are more likely to donate based on their per-
ception of the sacri�cial costs rather than an authentic
prosocial motivation in the proposed interaction con-
text. Notably, when examining the effect of donors’
social class on the perceived sacri�cial costs by do-
nation type, a signi�cant conditional effect of social
class was found only for monetary donations. This
�nding suggests that lower-class donors’ monetary
contributions can signi�cantly enhance the follower-
ship of potential donors. Interestingly, the perceived
sacri�cial costs for time donations did not vary by
donor social class.

6. Study 3: Moderated mediation of hourly
wages and the desire for a moral self-identity

In Study 3, we explored the boundary conditions
that in	uence the donor social class–donation type
interaction and inspire people who observe higher-
class donors’ giving behavior to become morally
committed individuals. We investigated a possible
moderating role for hourly wages by providing par-

ticipants with cues to convert money into time (DeVoe
and Pfeffer 2007; Lee and Yi 2022). We conjectured
that the hourly wage moderates the donor social
class–donation type interaction and affects the desire
for a moral self-identity, and subsequently, dona-
tion intentions. Speci�cally, when the hourly wage
is emphasized, people tend to have a greater desire
for a moral self-identity, as elicited by the mone-
tary donations of higher-class donors, thus resulting
in increased donation intentions (H3). As in pre-
vious studies, we conducted rigorous experiments
and analyses to generalize our �ndings. We var-
ied donation-related contextual cues such as charity
situation and donor occupation, and controlled for
confounding factors.

6.1. Method

6.1.1. Participants and design
A total of 321 UK citizens were recruited through

the online platform Proli�c Academic. We retained
317 participants (203 females, Mage = 38.90, age range:
20–60, SD = 10.94) after removing 4 participants who
failed attention checks (Oppenheimer, Meyvis, and
Davidenko 2009). Study 3 employed a 2 (social class:
high versus low) × 2 (donation type: time versus
money) × 2 (wage status: hourly versus non-hourly)
between-subjects design by randomly assigning par-
ticipants to one of eight conditions.

6.1.2. Procedures and measures
At the beginning of the survey, participants were

informed that two separate news articles would be
presented. The �rst was a hypothetical article titled
“Average [Hourly/Annual] Wages in the UK: See
Where UK Stands 2023,” reconstructed from actual
wage statistics from the UK Department of Labor.
It was presented to give participants an idea of the
wage levels each occupational group receives and to
assess the impact of emphasizing either hourly wages
or annual salaries (non-hourly). The second was a
�ctitious newspaper column written by a donor ti-
tled, “[Volunteering in/Donation to] the Childhood
Cancer Support Shop Opened My Eyes to the Daily
Miracles.” We chose different occupations from pre-
vious studies to manipulate the donors’ social classes.
The higher (lower)-class donor was depicted as an
investor and partner in a private equity �rm (adminis-
trative assistant in a small �rm). For the time donation
condition, the donor was portrayed as someone who
has committed several hours each week as a sales
assistant at the aforementioned shop. For the mon-
etary donation condition, the donor was described
as contributing 10% of their income to support that
shop. Participants were presented with one of eight
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scenarios based on a combination of the donor’s social
class (high versus low), donation type (time versus
money), and wage status (hourly versus non-hourly).
The experimental settings were carefully designed to
be identical in all aspects, except for the manipulation
of the donor’s social class, donation type, and hourly
wage status.

Participants followed the same procedures and
measures as those in Studies 1 and 2. They reported
their donation intentions, perceived donor sacri�cial
costs, and desire for a moral self-identity. Attitudes
toward charity campaigns and the importance of
charitable causes were assessed to control for individ-
ual reactions to the scenario, followed by a social-class
manipulation check. Participants also addressed all
confounding factors, including their attitudes toward
the given occupations, suspicion toward charitable
organizations, subjective time value, and �nancial
constraints. After completing the attention and real-
ism checks, participants provided their demographic
information. All measures and their reliability values
are presented in Table 1.

6.2. Results

6.2.1. Manipulation and control checks
Manipulation checks for the donor’s social class

were successful, with participants perceiving the
higher-class donor as having a higher social sta-
tus than the lower-class donor (Mhigh = 7.75 versus
Mlow= 3.87, F(1, 315)= 643.43, p< 0.001). Participants
also found the scenario realistic (M= 6.15, SD= 1.57).
Additional ANOVAs showed no signi�cant differ-
ences between the groups based on social class for the
importance of charitable causes (p > 0.6), suspicion
toward charitable organizations (p > 0.3), subjective
time value (p > 0.2), and subjective �nancial con-

straints (p > 0.9). The ANOVAs on attitudes toward
charity campaigns and occupations indicated signif-
icant differences, showing participants who viewed
donation requests more positively in the lower-class
donor condition (Mhigh = 5.51 versus Mlow = 5.96, F(1,
315) = 4.60, p = 0.033) and felt less favorably about
donors in the higher-class donor condition (Mhigh =

4.88 versus Mlow = 6.63, F(1, 315)= 105.36, p< 0.001).
We included these potential confounding factors in
the model and thoroughly analyzed whether they af-
fected our hypotheses.

6.2.2. Moderated mediation through the desire for a moral
self-identity by hourly wages

We investigated the effect of donors’ social class–
donation type interaction on observers’ donation
intentions through the desire for a moral self-identity
depending on the hourly wage status. In the three-
way interaction with the hourly wage status, we con-
jectured that the desire for a moral self-identity would
take over the mediating role of the perceived sacri�-
cial costs. To validate this prediction, we performed
a parallel moderated mediation model (Hayes 2017;
Model 11; 5,000 bootstrap resamples). The model in-
cluded social class as the independent variable (X: 1=
high class, 0 = low class), donation type as the �rst
moderator (W: 1 = time, 0 = money), wage status as
the second moderator (Z: 1= hourly, 0= non-hourly),
perceived sacri�cial costs (M1) and desire for a moral
self-identity (M2) as the mediators, and donation in-
tentions as the dependent variable (Y). As shown in
Fig. 4, a signi�cant three-way social class–donation
type–wage status interaction on the desire for a moral
self-identity was found (b = −1.66, p = 0.006, boot
SE = 0.60, 95% CI = [−2.8486, −0.4688]). In turn,
the desire for a moral self-identity signi�cantly in	u-
enced donation intentions (b = 0.62, p < 0.001, boot

Fig. 4. The moderated mediation of hourly wages and the desire for a moral self-identity (Study 3).
Note. ∗denotes p < .01; ∗∗denotes p < .001. The numbers represent unstandardized regression coef�cients.
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Fig. 5. Moderating role of wage status (Study 3)—(a) Hourly wage, (b) Non-hourly wage.

SE = 0.08, 95% CI = [0.4573, 0.7828]). The moderated
mediation index con�rmed the signi�cant moderat-
ing effect of hourly wage status (index = −1.03, 95%
CI = [−1.8268, −0.2804]).

The conditional moderated mediation analysis re-
vealed signi�cant results. Speci�cally, the mediating
effect of the desire for a moral self-identity was not
signi�cant for participants exposed to hourly wages
(index = −0.06, 95% CI = [−0.5719, 0.4600]; Fig. 5,
top panel). Meanwhile, the effect was signi�cant for
participants exposed to non-hourly wages (index =
0.97, 95% CI = [0.4067, 1.5737]; Fig. 5, bottom panel).
The results indicated that people tended to be morally
uninspired by monetary donations from higher-class
individuals who were highly paid annually (non-
hourly) (95% CI = [−1.1419, −0.2103]). However,
when hourly wages were emphasized, the difference
in the desire for a moral self-identity by social class
disappeared, even in the money-giving context (95%
CI = [−0.2233, 0.5514]).

Meanwhile, a signi�cant three-way social class–
donation type–wage status interaction on the per-
ceived sacri�cial costs was not found (b = −1.06, p >
0.05, boot SE = 0.60, 95% CI = [−2.2481, 0.1298]).
The perceived sacri�cial costs had no signi�cant effect

on donation intentions (b = 0.11, p > 0.2, boot SE =
0.08, 95% CI= [−0.0599, 0.2702]). Therefore, the mod-
erated mediation index was not signi�cant (index
= −0.11, 95% CI = [−0.4234, 0.0837]). Additionally,
the same moderated mediation analyses with covari-
ates yielded no signi�cant effects, which suggests that
the potential confounding factors did not affect the
results.

6.3. Discussion

The results of Study 3 support H3 and delin-
eate hourly wage status as a boundary condition.
The donor social class–donation type interaction was
moderated by the prominence of the hourly wage. As
expected, when people were reminded of the effort
and dedication inherent in one’s salaries through the
access to hourly wage information, they felt a greater
desire to become morally better individuals, even
inspired by monetary donations from higher-class
individuals, thus leading to increased motivation
to donate to charity. In the three-way interaction
of donor social class–donation type–wage status,
the perceived sacri�cial costs no longer played a
mediating role. Despite variations in attitudes toward
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charitable campaigns and occupations and differ-
ences in some control variables related to the desire
for a moral self-identity, the moderated mediation ef-
fect remained signi�cant, even after controlling for all
stereotypes and confounding factors.

7. General discussion

Across the three studies, we demonstrated that
the donor social class–donation type interaction in-
	uenced observers’ cognitive and psychological re-
sponses and donation intentions. Study 1 veri�ed the
interaction effect on the perceived sacri�cial costs,
particularly in monetary donations, where lower-
class donors were perceived to have higher sacri�cial
costs, whereas no signi�cant difference was observed
in time donations by donor social class. Study 2 re-
vealed that the perceived sacri�cial costs served as
a mediator in our proposed model, indicating that
people were more motivated to donate based on their
perception of sacri�cial costs than authentic proso-
cial motivation. Study 3 examined the role of hourly
wage status as a boundary condition and showed that
when the hourly wage was emphasized, the monetary
donations of higher-class donors inspired the desire
for a moral self-identity, thus in	uencing observers’
subsequent donation intentions.

7.1. Theoretical contributions

This study extends the existing literature in sev-
eral respects and demonstrates theoretically rigorous
methods. First, we focused on the donor’s social class
effect on the diffusion of prosocial behaviors, tak-
ing a step forward in the literature on charitable
giving and social class. While prior studies have ex-
plored the individual characteristics and situational
factors affecting charitable giving, research on the
cognitive and/or psychological reactions of observers
witnessing donations and their subsequent dona-
tion intentions is limited (Cha, Yi, and Lee 2020,
for exceptions). This study expands our understand-
ing of charitable giving by examining the in	uence
of social class among previous donors, in line with
the concept that people are in	uenced to engage in
cascading prosocial behaviors by observing others’
philanthropy (Croson and Shang 2008; Schnall, Roper,
and Fessler 2010).

Second, this study introduces new perspectives
to the charitable donation literature by examining
the interaction effects of the donor’s social class
with donation types. To explain this phenomenon,
we proposed “perceived sacri�cial costs” and “de-
sire for a moral self-identity” as mechanisms. Our
differentiated moderated mediation model clari�ed

that people infer higher sacri�cial costs for mon-
etary donations from lower-class individuals and
consequently, are more inclined to engage in simi-
lar prosocial behaviors themselves (martyrdom effect;
Olivola and Sha�r 2013). However, people do not per-
ceive sacri�cial costs differently for time donations
depending on donor social class, thus showing no
pattern of disparaging commitment from higher-class
individuals. Additionally, we explored the moderat-
ing role of the hourly wage in elevating the desire
for a moral self-identity, even for monetary donations
from higher-class individuals, thus ensuring that their
contributions are not undervalued.

Third, this study consisted of three methodologi-
cally rigorous and systematic experimental studies.
Study 1 examined the potential variables related to
the donor social class–donation type interaction to
eliminate competing explanations. Study 2 directly
tested the mediating role of the perceived sacri�cial
costs in in	uencing donation intention, ruling out al-
ternative processes. Studies 2 and 3 included potential
confounders as covariates to ensure the internal va-
lidity of our experiments. Additionally, we sought to
enhance external validity by presenting diverse con-
texts of prosocial campaigns in each sub-study (e.g.,
donations for poor households, 	ood-hit communi-
ties, and childhood cancer).

7.2. Practical implications

This research has managerial and public-interest
implications for achieving the common good of soci-
ety and the goals of non-pro�t companies. First, we
propose detailed approaches for increasing the total
amount of donations, and offer practical guidance
on effective storytelling to engage potential donors
in charity campaigns. Our �ndings reveal that em-
phasizing the �nancial contributions of lower-class
individuals leads observers to perceive greater sacri�-
cial costs and encourages similar altruistic behaviors.
Thus, fundraising advertisements should highlight
the good deeds of lower-class individuals to pro-
mote donations. By contrast, for donations of time—a
resource distributed fairly to everyone and dif�cult
to quantify in economic terms—there is no differ-
ence in persuasiveness based on the donor’s social
class. Consequently, advertisers may design messages
using endorsers from all social classes to encour-
age charitable activities. In summary, philanthropic
organizations may strategically use the social class
information of previous donors and design more
persuasive donation campaigns by considering the
donation type.

We also propose a strategy to enhance the impact
of donations from higher-class individuals. Socially,
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“in	uential” individuals with higher-than-average
status, occupation, or education tend to inspire others
to identify with them (Argo, Dahl, and Morales 2008;
Strodtbeck, James, and Hawkins 1957). However,
prosocial actions and their in	uences are sometimes
undervalued in the context of charitable giving. To
address this issue, we implemented a nudge to help
people recognize the labor value of money, thus en-
abling the proper evaluation of monetary donations
from higher-class individuals.

7.3. Directions for future research

In reviewing the limitations of this research, we
also identify avenues for further study. First, our
�ndings primarily stem from scenario-based experi-
ments, as we attempted to address the limitations of
this approach. Response reliability was ensured us-
ing a credible survey platform (Peer et al. 2017), and
we included �ller items and control variables in all
the experiments. We also presented diverse donation
contexts in three experiments, thus strengthening the
generalizability of our results across various charita-
ble situations. However, donation intentions may not
fully re	ect actual donation behavior. For greater ex-
ternal validity, future research should investigate the
effect of donors’ social class on observers’ charitable
giving using actual donations in real-world settings.

We used a between-subjects design presenting two
donation types and asking for the corresponding
donation intentions. For monetary donations, we as-
sessed the participants’ willingness to fundraise and
for time donations, we measured their willingness to
volunteer. Future research could measure the willing-
ness to donate both resources and observe practical
results. Regarding the outcomes, we believe that con-
	icting predictions are possible. Inspired by altruistic
behavior, whether through time or money dona-
tions, if greater sacri�ces and/or moral identity are
triggered, the observers’ donation intentions may in-
crease. Conversely, a licensing effect could appear, in
which an increase in the willingness to donate one
type of resource leads to a decrease in the willingness
to donate the other (Blanken, Van De Ven, and Zee-
lenberg 2015). The direct testing of these hypotheses
is of interest.
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