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ABSTRACT 

 
Nonprofit organizations rely on donations from individuals to tackle social problems. 

Organizations often solicit goods instead of cash, despite the fact that the former are less efficient 

means of addressing problems than the latter. Consistent with the beliefs expressed by a panel of 

nonprofit professionals (study 1), we find that consumers are indeed more responsive to appeals 

for material (vs. cash) donations (study 2). We examine reasons for this effect, focusing on two 

hypotheses. A schematic fit hypothesis holds that the preference for material donations is caused 

by the perception that goods are associated with causes to a greater degree than cash. A cost 

neglect hypothesis holds that the preference for material donations is caused by a failure to 

consider the costs charities bear when receiving goods. We find that the preference for material 

donations is driven more by schematic fit than cost neglect (study 3), and is eliminated when the 

fit of material donations is reduced (study 4). In a final online field study, we document the 

increased effectiveness of appeals that enhance the fit between cash donations and the cause 

(study 5). We conclude with a discussion of how organizations might leverage these insights in 

their communication strategy. 
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Statement of Intended Contribution. This research is ultimately designed to answer the question, 

"how can charitable organizations steer people toward giving the most useful donations?"  To 

answer this question, we contend that it is first necessary to know why people are more 

responsive to charitable appeals requesting goods compared to similar appeals requesting cash.  

We show that people are in fact more responsive to requests for goods vs. cash, an effect we do 

not believe has been documented in the literature.  We then primarily examine two hypotheses 

that our review of the literature suggested were credible candidate reasons for this effect: are 

goods preferred because they schematically fit causes better, or is it instead that people don’t 

think of the costs charities bear when accepting donated goods?  From a research perspective, 

this work should inform scholars who are interested in how structural aspects of charitable 

appeals increase giving.  Nonprofit professionals, especially those at small-to-medium sized 

organizations, should find value in this work, given the suggestions for reframing appeals.  From 

their standpoint, we believe this work suggests an inexpensive, easily implementable messaging 

solution (make cash donations more appealing via enhancing fit).  In this way, we believe this 

work contributes to the efforts to improve the world via marketing.   
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Donations take many forms. Although charities prefer cash donations and can efficiently manage 

them (e.g., by stretching dollars and leveraging economies of scale; Conan 2011), they often 

solicit material donations instead. For example, when one of us approached the cashier at a 

popular U.S. bookstore, we were asked whether we would be interested in donating a book to a 

child in need (valued at $7). Note, however, that the cashier could have requested a cash 

donation ($7) that would have been equally costly to the donor but ultimately more useful to the 

organization (for example, by facilitating its ability to buy books at wholesale prices).  

We reason that nonprofit organizations make decisions about which type of donation to 

solicit (material vs. cash) based on their theories about which appeals will allow them to do the 

most good. One such theory is that, all else equal, consumers prefer to donate goods instead of 

equivalently-valued amounts of cash. But material donations can be both a gift and a curse for 

charitable organizations because they often bear the costs of storing, transporting, and processing 

these goods (Conan 2011; Fessler 2013). In this research, we examine reasons why consumers 

might be more generous when asked to give goods versus cash. Our hope is that organizations 

can use these insights to surreptitiously steer potential donors toward more efficient (and 

ultimately more effective) gifts (cf. Aravindakshan, Rubel, and Rutz 2015). 

Limiting our investigation to contexts in which organizations solicit either newly 

purchased goods or equivalent cash donations (in line with the opening example), we find that 

material donations are preferred compared to cash donations. We then pit two process accounts 

against each other to explain this preference. For the first, we draw on insights from the cognitive 

structures, mental accounting, and knowledge accessibility research traditions (Feldman and 

Lynch 1988; Henderson and Peterson 1992; Higgins 1996; Markus 1977; Meyers-Levy and 

Tybout 1989; Reinholtz, Bartels, and Parker 2015), and examine whether the preference for 
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material donations is driven by schema-based information processing. Specifically, it may be the 

case that material donations are more readily seen as candidate solutions to the problems 

consumers wish to address via donating (e.g., the gift of “food” is a more readily accessible 

solution for “hunger” and fits better with the schema for “hunger” than cash). We contrast this 

against a second perspective in which consumers prefer material (vs. cash) donations due to a 

tendency to neglect the (storage, transportation, and processing) costs associated with their 

donations. We find more consistent support for the former perspective than the latter. 

In what follows, we first lay the conceptual groundwork for our competing hypotheses. 

Then, we document nonprofit professionals’ preference for soliciting cash donations under ideal 

circumstances (study 1), and contrast this with the reality of donors’ preference for material 

donations (study 2). We find that this preference is driven more by schematic fit than cost 

neglect (study 3) and is eliminated when the fit of material donations is reduced (study 4). In the 

final study, we show that appeals for cash donations can become more effective by enhancing the 

schematic fit between cash donations and the charitable cause (study 5). 

 

CONCEPTUAL DEVELOPMENT 

 

Although a number of authors have examined the psychology underlying charitable 

giving (e.g., Cryder, Loewenstein, and Scheines 2013; James and Zagefka 2017; Kogut and 

Ritov 2005; Small and Simonsohn 2007; Small and Verrochi 2009; Smith, Faro, and Burson 

2012), these investigations often focus on how much people give, with various mechanisms 

posited for why consumers sometimes give more and other times give less. By contrast, the 

present research aims to better understand qualitative differences in types of donations, and the 
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focal dependent variables involves choice (to donate vs. not; to click on an ad vs. not), depending 

on the type of appeal they encounter. 

Recently there has been an upswing in the recognition that the type of gift matters and 

that there may be different reasons underlying preferences for different types of donations. 

Indeed, researchers have examined the psychological distinctions between time and monetary 

donations, finding for example that gifts of time are felt more abstractly, are more emotional, and 

are more associated with “warm glow” than comparable monetary gifts (Brown, Meer, and 

Williams 2019; Liu and Aaker 2008; MacDonnell and White 2015). Very recently, researchers 

have begun to examine psychological differences in perceiving material compared with 

monetary donations (Gershon and Cryder 2018; Hildebrand et al. 2017; Koo and Fishbach 2016; 

Winterich, Reczek, and Irwin 2017). Gershon and Cryder (2018) find that material donations can 

lead observers to attribute more “charitable credit” to donors who are associated with low-

warmth, compared to equivalent cash or unspecified donations. In related research Hildebrand 

and colleagues (2017) find that corporate social responsibility initiatives featuring in-kind gifts 

are imbued with more emotion compared to monetary gifts. Koo and Fishbach (2016) report that 

personally held material gifts feel as if they are imbued with the donor’s essence, which makes 

the gifts seem more valuable and the donors seem more generous. These findings dovetail with 

the work of Winterich and colleagues (2017), who find that consumers have difficulty donating 

their possessions because of the sentimental value associated with them. In the present research, 

we elaborate on these findings by examining previously untested reasons why people might 

choose to give goods more than cash. 

Our context differs meaningfully from ones in which consumers decide whether or not to 

part with their own possessions; in such situations, endowment effects and product depreciation 
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both contribute to value perceptions (Koo and Fishbach 2016; Winterich et al. 2017), and 

consumers have been known to donate used goods of limited usefulness (Conan 2011; Fessler 

2013). Furthermore, when donating their own possessions consumers could feel more control 

over what those in need eventually receive. To avoid such confounds, we largely focus our 

investigation on situations where a consumer can decide whether or not to donate newly 

purchased goods with designated market value and compare these to analogous situations where 

a consumer can decide whether or not to donate cash. For example, at many supermarket 

checkouts, a customer might be asked whether she is interested in donating a canned good 

(valued at $1) to a local food bank, where other supermarket checkouts might ask customers if 

they are willing to donate to the food bank by adding $1 directly to their bill. We assess whether 

donation choices are driven by the degree of schematic fit between the cause and the gift (cf. 

Hildebrand et al. 2017), or instead if choices are driven by a lack of awareness regarding the 

costs organizations bear when storing, transporting, and processing donations. Each of these 

possible mechanisms suggests different interventions, so we examine them in turn.  

 

A Schematic Fit Account for the Preference for Material Donations 

Consumers may prefer to give material donations because products (vs. money) more 

easily fit into the schemas they hold about the charitable cause. Schemas facilitate information 

processing by imposing structure on the otherwise disparate thoughts, attitudes, feelings, and 

beliefs people hold about a given concept (Markus 1977; Tesser and Leone 1976). In the 

branding literature, the notion of schematic fit (also known as schema congruity) has been used 

to understand people’s preferences (Boush and Loken 1991; Meyvis and Janiszewski 2004; 

Meyers-Levy and Tybout 1989). Work in this tradition emphasizes the degree of similarity 



7 
 
 
between a specific brand or product (e.g., “Crocs”) and a broader category (“Footwear”). In the 

present context, we propose that it may be more desirable to give books to a literacy charity 

because such gifts “fit” the organization’s goals better than money (cf. Henderson and Peterson 

1992; Goenka and van Osselaer 2019; Hildebrand et al. 2017; Reinholtz et al. 2015). 

A handful of recent papers are relevant here. In recent work on corporate social 

responsibility, Hildebrand and colleagues (2017) show that consumers prefer corporations to 

provide in-kind gifts (via CSR initiatives) to help provide relief for uncontrollable disasters, 

largely because of a perceived emotional fit between the problems (avalanches) and the solutions 

(volunteers giving their time to feed affected communities). Similarly, Goenka and van Osselaer 

(2019) show that charitable appeals that emphasize emotions that are congruent with the moral 

objectives of the organizations are more effective in motivating donations. These findings are 

consistent with work demonstrating that once mental accounts are established and activated, 

options aligned with those accounts are preferred (Reinholtz et al. 2015). Just as branded gift 

cards prompt people to make category consistent purchases (Levi’s gift cards lead to more jeans 

purchases), we propose that organizations linked to specific problems prompt donors to give gifts 

most directly viewed as solving those problems (food banks need food).  

If this is the case, then consumers should believe that material goods that match the 

organization’s cause are better candidates for donation. In this schematic fit account, preferences 

for material donations would be driven by accessibility (e.g., Feldman and Lynch 1988; Higgins 

1996). That is to say, a consumer responding to a request for charitable relief will be prompted 

by the nature of the charity, which will make certain gifts more accessible and appealing than 

others, enhancing their perceived ability to solve problems. Given these perspectives, it is 

reasonable to hypothesize that material donations will be preferred (vs. equivalent cash 
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donations) because they are more schematically congruent with charities’ goals. Furthermore, 

material donations that lack schematic fit should not show this advantage over cash. 

 

A Competing Cost Neglect Account 

 An alternative account is that the preference for material donations is due to a type of 

cost neglect, whereby consumers focus on the intended impact of their donation (cf. Cryder et al. 

2013), but fail to account for the costs organizations bear when handling/processing donations. 

In the personal finance domain, research shows that consumers underweight expenses relative to 

income when forecasting the availability of financial resources (Berman et al. 2016). Indeed, 

years of research documents how people are notoriously bad at representing less-than-obvious 

costs, such as opportunity costs (Frederick et al. 2009; Spiller 2011).  

We suggest that the set of costs charitable organizations bear when accepting material 

donations may be similarly hidden from view and seldom considered when consumers decide 

whether and how to donate. That is to say, we suspect that consumers do not readily think about 

the organization when deciding to donate, and as a result may be ‘blind’ to the costs 

organizations bear when storing, transporting, and processing donated goods. Charitable gifts 

often result from direct consideration of the nature of victims or the nature of the cause (Cryder 

and Loewenstein 2010; Small and Verrochi 2009). The concerns of the organization might 

recede into the background of donors’ considerations. Similarly, it is possible that consumers 

have a finite reserve for empathy, that they direct toward those who need help, but not the 

helpers themselves. In this view, donors might treat material donations as if they are costless. 

By contrast, research and anecdotal evidence both suggest that the costs associated with 

monetary donations tend to be quite salient for donors. Consumers prefer giving to charitable 
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organizations with low overhead costs (Gneezy, Keenan, and Gneezy 2014), and often use tools 

such as Charity Navigator to ferret out which portion of cash donations are used to cover 

organizations’ administrative and fundraising costs. Meer (2014) presented evidence using data 

from DonorsChoose.org suggesting that consumers are less likely to donate to causes that have 

salient overhead costs. Further, consumers use ratios of administrative and fundraising expenses 

to program-related expenses to determine how efficient the charity is and whether or not they 

should donate (Caviola et al. 2014; Frumkin and Kim 2001; Portillo and Stinn 2018). 

Taken together, these investigations suggest that when consumers consider donating, they 

focus largely on the net impact of their gifts, separating the intended benefits of their donation 

(e.g., helping those in need) from the expenses incurred to deliver those benefits (e.g., 

administrative and fundraising expenses). The literature suggests that people have little difficulty 

calculating net impact when cash donations are involved, if it is represented simply as:  

 

(1) Net impact = Monetary value of donation – Costs 

 

However, if consumers are less likely to spontaneously represent the costs associated with 

material donations, then the perceived net impact of such donations would appear greater 

(because costs in essence drop out of the equation). Indeed, consumers may believe that material 

donations, by virtue of being illiquid, would not be used to cover costs such as overhead. Given 

these possibilities, it follows that consumers will prefer material over cash donations (via a 

mechanism that has nothing to do with schematic fit). As a result, we also test the hypothesis that 

the preference for material donations is due to a tendency to neglect their associated costs. If this 

is the case, then making these costs salient should attenuate this preference. 
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Additional Accounts 

 Although few papers directly examine the effectiveness of material versus cash appeals, 

the literature does offer some additional mechanisms worthy of consideration. Cryder and 

colleagues (2013) argue that tangible information (operationalized as specificity about what the 

organization does) increases generosity by increasing the perceived impact of donations. These 

authors also examine the role vividness plays in spurring donations, finding that when 

organizations are described with more specificity, they are more vivid. In our context, it is 

possible that appeals for material donations are more effective than cash appeals because the 

former prompt more specific, vivid thoughts about how the organization will use the donation. 

Such a possibility is not hostile to the schematic fit account (in many ways they are conceptually 

aligned). Accordingly, we examine vividness as a potential mediator, as well as a number of 

additional constructs that could impact the effectiveness of charitable appeals. 

 

OVERVIEW OF STUDIES 

 

 In what follows, we present the results of five investigations that examine why people 

prefer material over cash donations. In study 1, a survey of a panel of nonprofit professionals 

reveals that they are equally likely to solicit material or cash donations under normal 

circumstances, but the majority prefer cash donations under ideal circumstances. Panelists appear 

to base their decision about which type of donation to solicit on the belief that donors are more 

interested in donating goods. In study 2, we find that participants do in fact give more when 

asked to give material versus equivalent cash donations, in line with our professionals’ 
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expectations. In the remaining three studies, we examine the psychology underlying this 

phenomenon. In study 3, despite directly manipulating the salience of costs, we find evidence 

that the preference for material donations is driven by schematic fit. In study 4, we manipulate 

the fit of material donations and find that appeals for goods that do not directly fit the cause of 

the organization are relatively ineffective. In the final study, we manipulate the fit between cash 

donations and the charitable organization, finding evidence that increased fit can help make cash 

appeals more attractive. We conclude with a discussion of how organizations might leverage 

these insights to encourage (more desirable) monetary donations. 

 

STUDY 1: SURVEY OF NONPROFIT PROFESSIONALS 

 

 In this study we were interested in assessing how nonprofits solicit donations under 

normal versus ideal circumstances. To do so, we asked a panel of nonprofit professionals to 

indicate how they would hypothetically solicit donations for a food bank: would they ask for 

food donations or equivalently valued cash donations? We suspected that nonprofit professionals 

base their decision about which type of donation to solicit on their theories about donors’ 

responsiveness to different types of donation requests. If this is the case, then panelists might 

prefer different appeals under normal versus ideal circumstances. 

 

Design and Method 

In study 1, a panel of 204 nonprofit professionals recruited on Amazon’s Mechanical 

Turk completed the study for cash payment1. Six panelists indicated on our final screening 

question that they were not in fact nonprofit professionals and were excluded, leaving 198 
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remaining in the dataset (MAge = 37.9, 115 identified as female). Panelists worked in a wide 

variety of nonprofit contexts, with most respondents representing the health (23.2%), human 

services (20.7%), and education sectors (16.2%). 

Panelists were told that they were being surveyed due to their experience working in 

nonprofit contexts, and were presented with the following scenario: 

 

Imagine that you work for a midsize food bank that has an ongoing partnership with a 

grocery store chain which allows you to solicit donations from its customers. The store 

makes donations easy by asking patrons whether or not they would like to donate at the 

time of checkout. For example, once a person finishes scanning his or her items at a self-

checkout counter, the automated system will ask if s/he would like to donate to your food 

bank. 

 

We then asked panelists to indicate whether they would choose to solicit non-perishable 

food items (“would you donate a bag of groceries valued at $5”) or equivalently-valued cash 

donations (“would you donate $5”).  

We asked this question twice. First, we wanted to know what they would choose to solicit 

if they were in this situation (e.g., under normal circumstances). Then, we asked what they would 

choose in an ideal world. 

We suspected that nonprofit professionals might be more likely to solicit food under 

normal circumstances (reflecting the operation of a theory that people are more likely to donate 

when material goods are requested), and yet be more likely to solicit cash under ideal 
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circumstances (reflecting the operation of a theory that people are, for whatever reason, less 

likely to donate when cash is requested, even though cash is preferred). 

If panelists indicated the same choice for both normal and ideal circumstances, they 

proceeded to the end of the survey. However, if they indicated that they would choose differently 

between normal and ideal circumstances (e.g., initially chose to solicit food but then switched to 

cash), then they were asked to provide a reason for the switch in an open-ended response box. 

At the end of the survey, all panelists completed a set of demographic questions. We then 

asked panelists a final exploratory question regarding their opinion on one way organizations 

might deal with overhead aversion2. Afterwards, everyone was thanked and debriefed. 

 

Results 

 In response to our scenario, we found that nonprofit professionals were almost evenly 

split in their preference for soliciting cash (48.0%) versus food donations (52.0%) under normal 

circumstances, χ2(1) = .32, NS. However, when asked about what they would do under ideal 

circumstances, panelists were significantly more likely to solicit cash (66.7%) versus food 

donations (33.3%), χ2(1) = 22.0, p < .001. This pattern suggests that when nonprofit 

organizations solicit material donations, it is not necessarily because they believe such donations 

are the most ideal solutions to the problems they aim to address. 

 We gain further insight into decisions about which types of donations to solicit by 

examining the responses of the subset of panelists who indicated that their choices under normal 

and ideal circumstances would differ (n = 63). Of these, 50 panelists switched from food to cash 

donations, but only 13 panelists switched from cash to food donations, χ2(1) = 21.73, p < .001. In 

the open-ended responses, those panelists who initially chose to solicit food but said they would 
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ideally solicit cash, consistently discussed the success of food drives relative to cash appeals, the 

benefits of cash donations relative to goods donations, and the costs associated with goods 

donations. Panelists mentioned that “solicit[ing] food tends to have more success,” and that in 

their experience, they have “had an easier time getting a lot of food donated quickly.” Panelists 

also pointed out that “cash is preferable as it allows more flexibility,” “cash could be allocated as 

needed to operational expenses and gives more flexibility to purchase the most cost-effective and 

nutrient-dense food items available,” and that “it would be easier for the food pantry to purchase 

their own goods in bulk.” Notably, panelists also mentioned the storage, transportation, and 

processing costs of material donations: “it is a struggle to deal with ‘stuff’ – coordinating pick 

up, delivery, and storage.” Even the sentiments of the panelists who switched from cash to food 

picked up the same themes: “food banks can make dollars go a lot farther than the customer at a 

grocery store,” but “[I indicated I would] ask for a bag of groceries because it would bring in 

more donors.” These open-ended responses suggest that practitioners are willing to forego 

soliciting their preferred donation (cash) in order to attract more donors via soliciting goods. In 

the next study we show that our panelists’ assumption is correct: appeals for material donations 

are more effective than appeals for cash donations.  

 

STUDY 2: DONATING TO A FOOD BANK 

 

 In this study, we directly examine potential donors’ preference for material versus cash 

donations. We asked participants if they would be willing to forego a bonus payment in order to 

make a small donation to Feeding America, a nationally recognized organization committed to 

ending hunger. Half of our participants were presented with a chance to give a can of food 
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(valued at $0.75), while the remaining participants were presented with the chance to give $0.75 

directly to the charity. 

 

Design and Method 

Study 2 features a 2 group (material vs. cash) incentive compatible between-participants 

design. Two hundred two online participants recruited on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk completed 

the study for cash payment. One participant asked to have their data removed from analysis 

(exercising an option in accordance with IRB policy), leaving 201 remaining in the dataset (MAge 

= 34.1, 83 females). 

Participants read about Feeding America, the largest domestic hunger-relief organization 

in the United States. Participants were asked to choose between receiving a $0.75 bonus or 

donating either the bonus itself (cash condition) or an equivalently-valued canned good (material 

condition). We predicted that when the donation option was a canned good, participants would 

be more likely to donate their bonus.  

Afterwards, participants completed a set of follow-up questions3 and/or demographic 

questions, and were debriefed. During the study debriefing, we informed participants who chose 

to donate the canned good that we would donate cash instead, explaining that the Feeding 

America Network is able to provide 11 meals for every dollar received, so cash (as opposed to 

the canned good) will allow even more people to be fed.  

 

Results 

 We found that people prefer to donate material goods versus an equivalent amount of 

cash. In fact, participants in the material condition were almost twice as likely to donate 
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(36.0%Material vs. 17.8%Cash; logistic regression b = .95, Wald = 8.18, p = .004). Collectively, 

participants donated $40.50 to Feeding America. 

 

Discussion 

In study 1, nonprofit professionals suspected that soliciting goods prompts more 

donations than soliciting cash. Study 2 confirms this suspicion, empirically demonstrating that 

consumers indeed give more often when material (vs. cash) donations are solicited. The option to 

donate a canned good valued at $0.75 was more persuasive in soliciting donations than the 

option to donate $0.75 itself. Though useful, this finding by itself does not provide insight into 

the underlying causes of the preference for material donations. In the subsequent studies, we 

explore this underlying psychology via measuring and manipulating relevant constructs. 

 

STUDY 3: COSTLY BOOK DONATIONS 

 

In this study, we directly manipulate the salience of the costs organizations bear when 

they receive donations. We reasoned that if participants prefer material donations because they 

naturally tend to neglect the costs associated with storing, transporting, and processing goods, 

then increasing the salience of such costs should attenuate this preference. However, as discussed 

above, it is possible that the preference for material donations results from the schematic fit 

between goods and charitable causes. If so, the cost salience manipulation may be inert.  

 

Design and Method 
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 Four hundred three adults recruited for an online study were randomly assigned to one of 

four conditions in a 2(donation type: material vs. cash) by 2(costs salient vs. not) between-

participants design. Thirty-four participants asked to have their data removed from analysis 

(exercising an option in accordance with IRB policy), leaving 369 remaining in the dataset (MAge 

= 36.5, 153 female). 

In this study, participants imagined shopping at a bookstore before being asked to donate 

either a book or money (depending on condition) to help promote children’s literacy. 

Specifically, participants read the following scenario [bracketed information manipulated 

between conditions]: 

 

Imagine that you have decided to stop by a local bookstore on the way home from your 

job. Tonight, after finding the book you need for a book club, you approach the check-out 

counter where the sales person asks if you would like to [donate a book (valued at $10)] 

[donate ten dollars ($10)] to a local children's literacy organization. If you choose to 

donate, ten dollars will be added to your bill. 

 

To manipulate cost salience, half of the participants were randomly assigned to elaborate 

on how the donation imposes costs on the organization. Specifically, participants in the cost 

salience condition were told to imagine that they took “a brief moment to think about the 

storage, transportation, and processing costs the organization must bear when accepting 

donations” and were then asked to describe the thoughts they imagined would be going through 

their mind as they decide whether or not to donate. The remaining participants were simply 

asked to elaborate on the donation decision, with no mention of cost. 
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Next, we asked all participants to indicate whether they would donate. This choice 

measure allows us to look at the degree to which participants differentially respond to appeals for 

material (vs. cash) donations. Specifically, after reading the scenario (which featured the 

donation type and cost salience manipulations), participants responded to the following prompt: 

“You are deciding whether or not to donate. If you were in this situation, what would you choose 

to do?” At this point, participants indicated whether they would donate or not, which served as 

the primary dependent measure. 

We also adapted measures from Cryder et al. (2013) to assess the perceived impact of 

potential donations (“To what degree do you believe your donation to the literacy organization 

would make a positive difference?” “To what degree do you believe your donation to the literacy 

organization would make a meaningful difference?” “To what degree do you believe that it is 

valuable to donate to the literacy organization?” and “To what degree do you believe that your 

donation to the literacy organization would have an impact?”). Responses were made on scales 

ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). We collapsed these four measures into a perceived 

impact index (α = .96), which served as a secondary dependent variable. 

We then asked participants to complete a battery of measures to provide insight into 

potential processes. Unless otherwise indicated all responses were made on scales ranging from 1 

(not at all) to 7 (extremely). 

We asked two questions to measure cost awareness (“To what degree do you believe your 

donation would impose costs on the organization (such as storage, transportation, and processing 

costs)?” and “To what degree do you believe your donation would create an administrative 

burden for the literacy organization?”). We averaged the two measures to create a cost 

awareness index (α = .86). We expect this measure to be impacted by the cost salience 
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manipulation, and also examine whether it mediates any effects of our manipulations on choice 

and/or perceived impact. 

We asked participants to indicate the degree to which the donation (1) fits the literacy 

organization’s goals, and (2) matches the needs of the cause. These two items were averaged into 

a schematic fit index (α = .93). If schematic fit underlies people’s preference for material versus 

cash donations, we then would expect this measure to mediate effects of our manipulations on 

choice and/or perceived impact.  

Participants were also asked to indicate whether they believed the donation would benefit 

them (1) emotionally or (2) psychologically. These items were averaged into an index to assess 

perceived benefits of donating (α = .93). 

Further, participants were asked to indicate the degree to which they believed the 

donation would be (1) costly for them, and (2) represent a financial burden. These two items 

were averaged into a perceived cost of donating index (α = .90). 

Whereas the perceived impact measures speak to the effectiveness of the donations, we 

also assessed whether the material versus cash nature of the donation was believed to make it a 

more/less efficient means of giving. To do this, we first told participants to imagine that instead 

of donating, they decided to use the requested donation to improve children’s literacy 

themselves. We asked them to indicate how many people they believed they personally could 

help learn to read with a donation of the requested size, on a scale ranging from 1 (1 or fewer) to 

7 (7 or more). Next, participants indicated how many more people the literacy organization 

would be able to help with a donation of the same size, on a scale ranging from 1 (1x, the same 

as an individual) to 7 (7x or greater). This latter item was used as a measure of perceived 

efficiency. 
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Participants also responded to four questions designed to assess the vividness of the 

potential donations (adapted from Cryder et al. 2013; α = .96). 

Last, we asked participants to report the degree to which they believed (1) that they could 

trust the organization, and (2) that the organization would properly use their donation. These last 

two items were averaged into a trust index (α = .94). 

All of these additional measured variables correspond with factors which could 

potentially influence consumers’ donation choices. Therefore, an ancillary aim of this study was 

to assess whether these measures would be impacted by donation type.  

 

Results 

 Choice. Do donation type and/or cost salience influence participants’ hypothetical 

decision to donate? A 2(material vs. cash; contrast coded +1/-1) X 2(costs salient vs. not, 

contrast coded +1/-1) logistic regression with choice (donate vs. not) as the dependent measure 

revealed a marginal effect of donation type: participants were more likely to indicate that they 

would donate when prompted to give a material good (36.8%) compared to an equivalent cash 

donation (28.8%; b = .18, Wald(1) = 2.70, p = .10). The effect of the cost salience manipulation 

was not significant (b = .14, Wald(1) = .38, p = .54). Notably, cost salience did not interact with 

the donation type to influence choice (b = .30, Wald(1) = 1.76, p = .19), suggesting that 

participants were not differentially sensitive to the costs of material versus cash donations. These 

results underscore consumers’ preference for material over cash donations, and suggest that they 

are insensitive to the potential costs of donations for organizations. 

 Perceived impact. Our secondary dependent measure was participants’ perception that 

their potential donations would have an impact (cf. Cryder et al. 2013). Using a 2 (donation type: 
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material vs. cash) X 2 (costs salient vs. not) ANOVA, we find a significant effect of donation 

type, such that participants saw the material donation as being more impactful (M = 4.62) than an 

equivalently valued cash donation (M = 4.29; F(1, 365) = 4.32, p = .04). Neither the main effect 

of cost salience nor the interaction was significant (F’s < 1, p’s > .35). 

Cost awareness. The same 2 X 2 ANOVA revealed a significant effect of the cost 

salience manipulation, suggesting that this manipulation worked as intended. Participants 

expressed more cost awareness when costs were made salient (M = 3.16) compared to when 

costs were not explicitly mentioned (M = 2.68; F(1, 365) = 8.87, p < .001). While there was not a 

main effect of donation type, there was a marginal donation type by cost salience interaction (F 

(1, 365) = 3.38, p = .07). 

Schematic fit. The same ANOVA model examining the schematic fit index revealed only 

a main effect of donation type, such that those in the material condition believed that such 

donations were a better fit/match with the cause compared to those in the cash condition (MMaterial 

= 5.58 vs. MCash = 4.64; F(1,365) = 39.78, p < .001). Neither the main effect of cost salience nor 

the interaction was significant (F’s < 1, p’s > .65). 

 Additional measures. Using the same ANOVA model, we analyzed the extent to which 

perceived costs to the donor, benefits to the donor, perceived efficiency of the donation, 

vividness, and trust of the organization were affected by the manipulations (see Table 1 for 

summary statistics). Three notable results emerged. First, contrary to conventional wisdom, 

participants believed that a material donation would be more efficient compared to cash (MMaterial 

= 2.84 vs. MCash = 2.30; F(1, 365) = 8.42, p = .004). Second, participants believed that material 

donations were more vivid, compared to cash (MMaterial = 4.71 vs. MCash = 4.20; F(1,365) = 9.12, 

p = .003). Last, participants trusted the organization marginally more when considering a 
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material donation, compared to cash (MMaterial = 4.71 vs. MCash = 4.37; F(1,365) = 3.59, p = .06). 

No other main or interactive effects were significant. 

 Mediation analyses. We conducted a series of mediation analyses for both of the 

dependent measures. For each test, we performed bootstrapped moderated mediation analyses 

via the PROCESS macro (5000 resamples; Hayes 2017; Zhao et al. 2010), with donation type as 

the independent variable, cost salience as the moderator, and either choice or perceived impact as 

the dependent variable. 

When choice is the outcome (donate vs. not), the indirect effect of donation type is 

significant when considering schematic fit as a mediator, both for people in the costs salient 

condition (b = .20; 95% confidence interval: .10 to .34) and for those in the not salient condition 

(b = .17, 95% CI: .07 to .30). The same pattern emerges when perceived impact is the outcome: 

schematic fit mediates the effect of donation type at both levels of the cost salience manipulation 

(b’s = .22 and .19, CIs exclude zero). Taken together, these analyses suggest that material 

donations are more attractive than cash donations at least in part because they fit better with 

people’s schema for the charitable cause. 

By contrast, it is less clear that people’s preference for material donations are driven by 

their tendency to ignore the costs associated with those donations. The same mediation models 

treating cost awareness as the mediator revealed no indirect effects when choice was the 

dependent measure (CI’s include zero at both levels of cost salience). When perceived impact 

was the dependent measure, there was an indirect effect when costs were made salient (b = -.04, 

CI: -.10 to -.001), but no evidence of such an effect when costs were not salient (b = .02, CI 

includes zero). There was also no indication of moderated mediation here (b = .06, CI includes 

zero). Thus, the evidence for mediation via cost awareness is ambiguous at best. 
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Last, recall that participants in the material donation condition also indicated higher 

scores on the vividness, trust, and perceived efficiency measures compared to those in the cash 

condition. Of these, only vividness and efficiency were found to mediate the effects of donation 

type on choice and impact (for trust, CIs included zero for both dependent measures). We can 

directly compare the magnitude of the indirect effects when examining these process variables 

simultaneously. When choice is the dependent measure, we find that the indirect effects of 

schematic fit, vividness, and efficiency are comparable (CIsContrast include zero). When impact is 

the dependent measure, we find that the indirect effects of schematic fit and vividness are 

comparable in magnitude (CIContrast includes zero), but the estimate of the indirect effect of 

schematic fit is significantly greater than that of perceived efficiency (bContrast = .11, CIContrast: .02 

to .13). All in all, we take this analysis to indicate that schematic fit is a reliable (but non-

exclusive) reason why donation type influences the choice to donate and perceived impact. 

 

Discussion 

 The results of study 3 suggest that the preference for material over cash donations is due 

to the perceived schematic fit between donations and causes. Participants were more likely to 

choose to donate when the donation was a material good (a book), compared to an equivalently 

valued cash donation ($10), and perceived material donations to be more impactful than cash. In 

the next study, we follow up on this finding by manipulating schematic fit. 

Notably, neither the decision to donate nor the measure of perceived impact was affected 

by a manipulation designed to make participants more aware of the costs organizations bear 

when processing donations. This null result casts doubt on the cost neglect account; making 

these costs salient should have decreased the attractiveness of more costly material donations. 
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Indeed, follow-up mediation analyses suggest that awareness of such costs does not cause 

people’s tendency to view goods as being more impactful or attractive donations. 

In addition to the indirect effects of schematic fit, we also observed that vividness and 

perceived efficiency might explain participants’ decision to give in response to appeals for 

material versus cash donations. There are many potential reasons for these effects. Vividness 

elicits emotional responses to victims (Slovic 2007), and Hildebrand and colleagues (2017) show 

that material donations are viewed as more emotional, and therefore are perceived as more 

acceptable (due to perceptions of emotional fit) when given to emotionally-charged causes. 

Further, Cryder and colleagues (2013) demonstrate that participants who are given more details 

about how their donation will be used are more likely to donate because of increased vividness. 

Due to schematic fit, material donations (“books”) might make details about how the donation 

will be used more accessible to donors compared to cash (which has myriad purposes). We 

follow up on this finding in the next study by examining material donations that vary in fit. 

With respect to efficiency, it is possible that donors believe they are eliminating an 

intermediate step when they give material versus cash donations. When participants are asked to 

give books to the literacy organization, they might believe that such donations can be used right 

away. By contrast, when participants are asked to give cash, they might believe that some 

additional future transaction must take place in order for their donation to have impact, thus 

reducing the perceived efficiency of the gift. This speculation however does not comport with 

the nature of the efficiency measure, as we ask participants to indicate how many more people an 

organization (compared to a single individual) can help using an equivalently sized donation. 

Nonetheless, in this next study we similarly address this alternative explanation by examining 

multiple types of material donations.  
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STUDY 4: MANIPULATING SCHEMATIC FIT 

 

The results from study 3 suggest that consumers’ preference for material (over cash) 

donations does not result from a consideration of the costs organizations bear in processing 

donations. In fact, participants believed that the gift of a single book would be more impactful 

and more efficient than an equivalently valued donation of $10. This finding flies in the face of 

the insights from our surveyed nonprofit professionals, who indicate that organizations can use 

cash donations to leverage economies of scale to have a greater impact. We find that the 

preference for material donations is not moderated by our cost salience manipulation, but is 

mediated by a measure of schematic fit.  

In the next study, we manipulate schematic fit to assess its impact on people’s donation 

decisions. Doing so allows us to contrast a schematic fit account against one that focuses 

squarely on the tangibility of donations (Cryder et al. 2013). We reasoned that some goods fit 

worse than others, and hence would be less appealing donations despite being tangible.  

 

Design and Method 

 Four hundred three adults recruited for an online study were randomly assigned to one of 

four conditions (groceries vs. cash vs. paper products vs. office supplies) in a between-

participants design (MAge = 37.3, 165 female). No participants requested to have their data 

removed, and all participants were retained for the analyses. 
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Participants were asked to imagine a situation where they encountered an appeal to 

donate to a food bank (similar to study 1). Specifically, participants saw the following (with 

bracketed information serving as the manipulation): 

 

Imagine that you have decided to stop by a supermarket to pick up groceries on the way 

home from your job. Tonight, after getting everything on your shopping list, you 

approach the computer-assisted self-checkout lane. After scanning the last item, the 

system asks if you would like to donate [a bag of groceries (valued at $5)] [a bag of 

paper products (valued at $5)] [a bag of office supplies (valued at $5)] [five dollars 

($5)] to a local food pantry. If you choose to donate, five dollars will be added to your 

bill. 

 

Next, participants completed the same measures used in the previous study, with the 

addition of two items designed to assess the degree to which participants associated the different 

donations with overhead. Specifically, participants were asked to what degree they believed the 

donation would be used to cover overhead expenses, and (2) to what degree they believed the 

donation would be used to cover salary and fundraising expenses for the food pantry (α = .81). 

These two items were averaged and served as a concern about overhead index.  

We expected that a bag of groceries would have higher schematic fit than paper products 

or office products, but all would be seen as similarly tangible. In a separate test with a between 

participants design (n = 121), we assessed the degree to which the three donations (1) 

schematically fit with the goals of the food pantry, (2) were perceived to be specific (vs. broad; 

following Cryder et al.’s 2013 operationalization of tangibility), and (3) were perceived to be 
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useful. As expected, we find that groceries fit better with the cause (M = 5.96) than both paper 

products (M = 3.86; b = -2.10, t(120) = -6.90, p < .001) and office supplies (M = 2.33; b = -3.64, 

t(120) = -11.95, p < .001). We do not find that the three donations significantly varied in terms of 

specificity/tangibility, with only the groceries versus office supplies contrast approaching 

marginal significance (M = 3.95 vs. M = 3.28, b = -.68, t(120) = 1.62, p > .11; for all other 

contrasts p’s > .31). Last, as expected, we find that the donations vary in perceived usefulness, 

such that groceries were seen as more useful (M = 6.05), compared to both paper products (M = 

4.55; b = -1.50, t(120) = -4.78, p < .001) and office supplies (M = 3.90; b = -2.15, t(120) = -6.85, 

p < .001). Based on the results from this test, we expect that these donations vary more in terms 

of schematic fit than specificity/tangibility. 

If schematic fit is responsible for the observed preference for material over cash 

donations in the previous studies, then we expect people will choose to donate less often when 

considering non-food material donations and will view such donations as being less impactful. 

Our experimental design permits us to examine two key contrasts that corresponds with the 

schematic fit hypothesis. First, we can compare the groceries condition to all three remaining 

conditions (cash, paper products, and office supplies). From that contrast we would expect that 

people would choose to donate more often when groceries are solicited. Second, we can compare 

the cash condition to the two non-food (low fit) material donations. If schematic fit plays a 

causal role in producing people’s preference for material (vs. cash) donations, then we would 

expect this preference to be eliminated in this contrast (because the material goods have low fit). 

Consequently, we use orthogonal Helmert contrasts to test these hypotheses4 (however we direct 

the interested reader to table 2 where we flag significant effects using simple indicator contrasts). 
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Results 

 Choice. Regressing choice (donate vs. not) on the Helmert contrasts capturing our two 

focal tests (groceries vs. all other conditions and cash vs. paper products and office supplies), the 

first contrast revealed that participants were significantly more likely to choose to donate when 

comparing groceries to the other donations (b = -.82, Wald(1) = 10.93, p < .001; see table 2 for 

cell proportions/means for all analyses reported in this section). The second contrast revealed 

that the cash condition did not significantly differ from the combined paper products and office 

supplies conditions, but if anything was slightly preferred to these (b = -.38, Wald(1) = 1.81, p = 

.18). This pattern suggests that fit plays an important role in guiding participants’ donation 

decisions and underlies the previously documented preference for material over cash donations. 

Impact. The same contrasts were used to examine effects on perceived impact. The first 

contrast revealed that participants viewed the bag of groceries to be significantly more impactful 

than the other donations (b = -.76, t(399) = -4.28, p < .001, again see table 2 for cell means). The 

second contrast revealed that the cash donation was marginally perceived to be more impactful 

than paper products and office supplies (b = -.33, t(399) = -1.78, p = .08). This pattern echoes the 

analysis on the choice measure, underscoring how fit influences the desirability of these different 

types of donations (see Figure 1). 

 

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

 

Schematic fit. Given that we manipulated fit in this study, responses to this measure can 

be viewed as a manipulation check. Using the same contrasts, we find that participants saw the 

bag of groceries as fitting better with the cause compared to the remaining conditions (b = -1.74, 
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t(399) = -9.96, p < .001), and also saw cash as fitting better with the cause compared to paper 

products/office supplies (b = -1.41, t(399) = -7.68, p < .001). This pattern suggests that the fit 

manipulation worked as intended. 

Cost awareness. Here we find some limited evidence suggesting that participants can in 

fact be sensitive to the costs associated with different types of donations. We find that people 

believed the bag of groceries would impose more costs on the food pantry compared to the 

remaining conditions (b = -.37, t(399) = -2.21, p = .03). At the same time, although people 

associated fewer costs with cash donations compared to paper products/office supplies, this 

effect was not significant (b = .16, t(399) =.91, p = .36). This null finding speaks to the challenge 

of getting people to appreciate the costs associated with donating goods versus cash. 

Vividness. In line with the previous study, we find that vividness was also impacted by 

the manipulation. Specifically, participants saw the bag of groceries as being more vivid 

compared to the remaining conditions (b = -.61, t(399) = -3.12, p = .002). However, there was no 

difference in vividness between the cash and the paper products/office supplies conditions (b = -

.03, t(399) = -.14, NS). 

Efficiency and trust. Unlike the previous study, here we find no significant effects of the 

manipulation on either the efficiency or trust measures for our focal contrasts (p’s > .24). 

Concern about overhead. Past research suggests that people are sometimes averse to 

making cash donations due to overhead aversion (Gneezy et al. 2014). Accordingly, when 

examining the influence of our manipulation on concern about overhead, we modified the 

regression model to focus on different contrasts: (1) cash versus all other conditions, and (2) 

groceries versus the non-food (low fit) material donations. Here, we find that participants 

expressed more concern about overhead when considering cash donations compared to the 
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remaining conditions (b = -.70, t(399) = -4.04, p < .001). The second contrast comparing 

groceries to paper products/office supplies was not significant (b = .08, t(399) = .44, NS). 

 Benefits of donating. In a slight departure from the previous study, participants report 

expecting to receive more emotional and psychological benefits from donating groceries 

compared to the remaining conditions (b = -.56, t(399) = -2.66, p = .008). Interestingly, they also 

expect more benefits when donating cash compared to paper products/office supplies (b = -.72, 

t(399) = -3.28, p = .001). An inspection of the means suggests that this is driven by the low 

benefit associated with donating paper products and office supplies, perhaps due to the purely 

utilitarian nature of these non-food donations. 

Cost of donating. Here we find no difference between the groceries condition versus the 

others on perceived cost of giving to the donor (b = -.10, t(399) = -.45, NS). We did observe a 

marginal effect for the second contrast, such that people viewed cash donations to be somewhat 

less costly to the donor than paper products/office supplies (b = .37, t(399) = 1.67, p = .095). 

Notably, we do not find evidence suggesting that this measure mediates the effect of the 

manipulation on either choice or perceived impact and will not discuss further. 

Mediation analyses. The preceding analyses revealed significant effects of our contrasts 

on five potential mediators: schematic fit, vividness, cost awareness, concern about overhead, 

and benefits of giving. We examine the potential mediating role of each of these variables, using 

the same theory-derived Helmert contrasts described above (groceries vs. all others; cash vs. 

paper products and office supplies). 

In line with the previous study, the analysis revealed that schematic fit significantly 

mediated the effect of the groceries versus all others contrast for both dependent measures 

(choice b = -.75, CI: -1.09 to -.47; impact b = -.60, CI: -.84 to -.37). Fit also mediated the effect 
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of the second contrast (cash versus paper products and office supplies) for both dependent 

measures (choice b = -.61, CI: -.96 to -.35; impact b = -.48, CI: -.71 to -.29). 

Replicating the previous study, when we treat cost awareness as the mediator, we 

observe no significant indirect effects (all CIs include zero). Similarly, we find no evidence that 

concern about overhead mediated the observed effects (all CIs include zero). 

When we treat vividness as the mediator, we find significant indirect effects for the 

groceries versus all others contrast for both dependent measures (choice b = -.29, CI: -.53 to -.11; 

impact b = -.22, CI: -.38 to -.09). Unlike fit, vividness does not mediate the effect for the cash 

versus paper products/office supplies contrast (CIs include zero for both choice and impact). 

Interestingly, when we treat benefits to the self as the mediator, we find significant 

indirect effects for both contrasts on both dependent measures (for the groceries vs. all others 

contrast, choice b = -.29, CI: -.53 to -.11 and impact b = -.29, CI: -.53 to -.11; for the cash vs. 

paper products/office supplies contrast, choice b = -.29, CI: -.53 to -.11 and impact b = -.29, CI: -

.53 to -.11). 

In a follow-up mediation analysis, we examine schematic fit, vividness, and benefits to 

the self as parallel mediators, which allows us to compare the magnitude of the indirect effects 

associated with each mediator. When choice is the dependent measure, we find that the indirect 

effects of schematic fit and vividness are comparable for the groceries vs. all others contrast 

(CIContrast includes zero), but that the indirect effect of schematic fit is significantly larger than 

that of vividness for the cash versus paper products/office supplies contrast (bContrast = .40, 

CIContrast: .09 to .70). A similar pattern is observed when impact is the dependent measure: for the 

first contrast the indirect effects of fit and vividness are comparable, but for the second fit is 

significantly larger in magnitude (bContrast = .27, CIContrast: .08 to .44). Notably, the indirect effect 
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of schematic fit and benefits to the self are comparable in magnitude for both contrasts and both 

dependent measures (all CIsContrast include zero). 

Last, for the sake of completeness we also examined whether perceived efficiency 

mediates any of the contrasts, failing to find evidence that it does (all CIs include zero). This 

finding suggests that the mediation patterns involving this variable observed in the previous 

study might not generalize. 

 

Discussion 

 Taken together with study 3, these results suggest that material donations are more 

attractive than equivalently valued cash donations because the former fit the needs of the charity 

more clearly than the latter. When material donations do not fit as well (e.g., paper products and 

office supplies donations to a food pantry), they can be less attractive than cash donations. In 

addition to the effects of our manipulation, we find consistent evidence that a measure of 

schematic fit predicts people’s choice to donate (vs. not), and also their perception that a given 

type of donation will be impactful. 

 The mediation results indicate that schematic fit and vividness drive donation decisions 

independently from each other. We note that though vividness significantly mediated the 

groceries versus all other donations contrast, it did not mediate the effect of the cash versus paper 

products/office supplies contrast. This pattern suggests that a process story based on vividness 

alone would provide an incomplete account of our documented effects. By contrast, across 

studies 3 and 4 we find that schematic fit reliably mediates the observed effects of the 

manipulations on all measures. 
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The mediation results also indicate that perceived (emotional and psychological) benefits 

of donating is influenced by the type of donation under consideration, which in turn influences 

the choice and impact measures. As noted above, it appears that this effect is driven by the lack 

of perceived benefits when donating paper products or office supplies. In the pre-test, we show 

that office supplies and paper products are perceived as less useful and do not fit the needs of the 

cause. To the extent that donation decisions are often driven by emotions (Small and Verrochi 

2009), it is possible that the utilitarian nature of these goods limits consumers’ belief that they 

are making a difference, a possibility that can be explored in future research. 

In the next study, we examine one way in which the attractiveness of cash donations 

might be enhanced: by improving schematic fit. If cash donations are framed in a manner that 

allow them to activate thoughts related to the charitable cause, the schematic fit account predicts 

that this framing will be more effective than a standard cash appeal. This hypothesis corresponds 

with previous speculation and findings from the related gift giving literature. For example, 

Gershon and Cryder (2018) find that framing monetary donations as ‘gifts’ led observers to grant 

more charitable credit to low-warmth donors than they typically would. Some food bank 

organizations have had success encouraging cash donations by encouraging people to give 

money inside of empty cans of food (Conan 2011), which increases the physical congruity 

between the gift and the cause. Accordingly, we propose that enhancing the schematic fit 

between cash donations and the charitable cause should attenuate the preference to give goods. 

 

STUDY 5: ENHANCING THE SCHEMATIC FIT OF CASH DONATIONS IN AN ONLINE 

FIELD STUDY 
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 The present study examines whether it is possible to increase the perceived schematic fit 

of cash donations. We conducted an online field experiment in which we tested the effectiveness 

of three digital advertisements displayed on Facebook.com for a children’s literacy organization. 

We find that an advertisement that reframes cash donations in a manner that emphasizes the 

connection to literacy (“BookBucks”) outperforms ads that merely solicit cash (“$10”). 

 

Design and Method 

 Using split test tools provided by Facebook’s Ad Manager platform, we measured the 

effectiveness of three ads. If a user clicked on an ad, they were taken directly to the donation 

page for the Children’s Literacy Initiative (CLI). One ad solicited donations of a book valued at 

$10 (material condition), the second ad solicited donations of $10 (cash condition), and the third 

ad solicited donations of 10 BookBucks (cash+fit condition; see Web Appendix for stimuli).  

In a separate test (N = 121) we examine potential differences amongst the ad stimuli that 

might affect their performance. The test revealed that the ads were not significantly different in 

terms of anticipated effectiveness (p’s > .57). Importantly, however, participants thought the ads 

significantly differed in terms of fit, F(2, 118) = 4.14, p = .018. Specifically, participants thought 

the Books ad fit the needs of the organization better (M = 6.09) compared to the Cash ad (M = 

5.38, b = -.72, t(120) = -2.87, p = .005), with the BookBucks ad falling in between (M = 5.76). 

Participants directionally but not significantly thought the BookBucks ad fit worse than Books (b 

= -.33, t(120) = -1.36, p = .18) and fit better than the Cash ad (b =.39, t(120) = -1.61, p = .11). 

 Ads were presented on Facebook platforms (facebook.com, mobile Facebook, and 

Instagram) during three waves of data collection (wave 1: August 22-27 2018; wave 2: 

September 3-7 2018; wave 3: October 26-30 2018). During each wave we capped the budget for 
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each ad at $100 (total ad budget = $900). Ads were purchased via auction, and the targeted 

audience were all US adult (18+) Facebook users; no specific targeting criteria were used. 

The primary dependent measure was the probability of clicking on the ad conditional on 

exposure, which is conceptually equivalent to the ratio of clicks to impressions (click-through 

rate; CTR). In addition, Facebook’s Ad Manager platform provides descriptive information on 

the cost per click, which is the platform’s key indicator for selecting a winning ad. We note that 

we lack experimental control over Facebook’s decisions regarding who saw these 

advertisements, with which frequency, at which bid price. That said, we modeled our approach 

on procedures likely to be followed by individual users of Facebook’s Ad platform, bolstering 

the ecological validity of the investigation. Further, we recognize that we do not observe what 

people do once they reach the CLI donation page. However, we maintain that these data provide 

useful insight into factors that could have “top of the funnel” influence, a necessary first stage in 

potential donors’ journey toward conversion.  

Overall, the ad campaign generated 249,483 impressions, which resulted in 1,589 unique 

clicks through to the CLI donation page.  

 

Results 

We report data analyses both across all waves and when only considering waves 2 and 3. 

A coding error in wave 1 caused the BookBucks ad to be displayed without a call to action 

button. Substantive conclusions are not impacted by the exclusion of wave 1 data, but 

significance patterns do vary across waves (table 3). 

Clicks. Collapsing across all waves, logistic regression revealed that the CTR associated 

with the “BookBucks” cash+fit ad (0.76%) was significantly greater than that associated with the 
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“donate $10” cash ads (0.56%; b = -.30, Wald(1) = 24.3, p < .001), and the “donate books” ad 

(0.60%; b = -.24, Wald(1) = 14.8, p < .001). Notably, the CTR for the Book and Cash ads did not 

differ from each other (b = .07, Wald(1) = 1.08, p = .30). We speculate that this null result may 

reflect people’s confusion over how exactly books might be donated (e.g., via an unspecified 

physical delivery system). 

When examining only waves 2 and 3 (179,414 impressions, 1090 clicks), we find that the 

BookBucks ad (0.66%) again significantly outperforms the Cash ad (0.56%; b = -.17, Wald(1) = 

5.16, p = .023). Across these two waves, the effectiveness of the BookBucks ad was not 

significantly different from that of the Book ad (0.60%; b = -.10, Wald(1) = 1.99, p = .16). 

Again, the CTR for the Book and Cash ads did not differ (b = .06, Wald(1) < 1, NS).  

Winning ad. Augmenting these findings, descriptive metrics provided by Facebook’s Ad 

Manager platform identify the BookBucks ad as the winner of the split test across all three 

waves. Specifically, the BookBucks ad was associated with the lowest cost per click compared to 

the other ads (table 3). 

 

Discussion 

 Using a practically important, ecologically valid measure, we find that a Facebook ad that 

solicited BookBucks donations was associated with a higher CTR and a lower cost per click than 

an otherwise identical ad that solicited cash donations. Indeed, the BookBucks ad performed as 

well if not better than an ad that solicited material (book) donations. It is possible that the book 

ad was less attractive than anticipated in this context as Facebook users may have had difficulty 

imagining how a book would be donated electronically. However, the lower-than-expected CTR 

for the books ad result does not diminish the superior performance of the cash+fit ad compared 
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to the standard cash appeal. Clicking behavior is a key indicator of digital ad effectiveness. 

Clicks led participants to the CLI donation page, which is a critical step on the journey to 

conversion. Our results suggest that increasing the schematic fit of cash appeals may represent 

one way to increase their effectiveness. 

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

 Research on charitable giving in marketing and psychology has tended to focus on factors 

that influence the quantity of donations, but there has been recent interest in understanding 

qualitative differences between types of donations (Gershon and Cryder 2018; Hildebrand et al. 

2017). In line with this emerging tradition, we examine the effectiveness of appeals that focus on 

material versus cash donations. This question is important from the perspective of charitable 

organizations, because material donations are costly, yet cash donations can be flexibly used to 

help those in need (study 1). Given that the material versus liquid nature of donations directly 

impacts charitable organizations’ ability to efficiently achieve their objectives, our goal in this 

work was to uncover why consumers are more likely to donate when goods are solicited, and to 

explore whether it is possible to nudge consumers toward more efficient cash donations. 

Our findings indicate that consumers are more responsive to appeals for material (vs. 

cash) donations (study 2), an effect driven by the perceived schematic fit between the donation 

and the charitable cause (studies 3 and 4). We find little evidence to suggest that the effect is 

driven by a lack of awareness of the costs associated with material donations. Indeed, 

participants appeared mostly unfazed by prompts to consider these costs (study 3). We then 

showed that the attractiveness of material donations can be reduced by reducing their fit (study 
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4). Inspired by these findings, we hypothesized that a manipulation designed to enhance the 

schematic fit between cash donations and a charitable cause would lead to greater interest in 

those donations. We find evidence consistent with this perspective in an online field study (study 

5), where Facebook.com users were more likely to click through to a donation page when the ad 

fit the charity (10 BookBucks) compared to a standard cash appeal ($10). Taken together, these 

findings enhance our understanding of the psychology underlying donors’ preferences and 

suggest approaches organizations might take to make cash appeals more effective.  

 

Relationship to the existing literature 

A review of 142 papers on charitable giving published in marketing and psychology 

reveals that most papers center their investigations on factors that increase or decrease the 

amount people give. The comparatively small subset of papers examining the consequences of 

different types of giving tend to focus on the psychological differences between donations of 

time and cash (Brown et al. 2019; Liu and Aaker 2008; MacDonnell and White 2015). Recently, 

researchers have begun to examine perceptual differences between donations of goods and cash 

(Gershon and Cryder 2018; Hildebrand et al. 2017). For example, Gershon and Cryder (2018) 

show that consumers make judgements about donors’ intentions and that material donations 

enable low-warmth donors (donors who may be perceived to possess ulterior motives) to appear 

to have communal or prosocial motives. Hildebrand and colleagues (2017) similarly examine 

perceptions of material donations over cash donations in the CSR realm. These authors find that 

consumers react positively (in the form of favorable evaluations) to organizations that donate 

goods to uncontrollable CSR issues (e.g., Hurricane Harvey), but this pattern reverses when the 

CSR issue is perceived to be controllable (e.g., climate change). The authors assert that material 
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donations are more highly emotional, and therefore match the highly emotional nature of 

uncontrollable CSR issues. Both of these works examine the upstream consequences of donating 

goods and cash and push forward our understanding of the perceptual distinctions between 

material donations and equivalently valued cash donations. The present research contributes to 

the field’s understanding of charitable decision-making by documenting schematic fit as a basic, 

first-order determinant of people’s preference for material versus cash donations. 

  

Limitations 

We highlight some of the potential limitations to this research. First, for all studies, we 

focused on charitable organizations that have specific causes, such as literacy organizations or 

food banks. It is possible that our exclusive focus on these causes prevented us from capturing 

factors that might influence the effectiveness of donation appeals in other domains. Also, 

although many charitable organizations are indeed related to specific causes, there are other 

organizations that champion either very broad or multiple causes. For these organizations, 

consumers may not understand which material donations best fit. For example, UNICEF and 

Oxfam are organizations where it is less immediately clear which types of material donations fit 

the charities’ goals. We speculate that for organizations whose causes are broader, ambiguous, or 

numerous, a factor like tangibility might prove to be a stronger determinant of the effectiveness 

of appeals than schematic fit (cf. Cryder et al. 2013). We acknowledge this limitation, but are 

encouraged nonetheless by the diversity of perspectives we captured in our survey of nonprofit 

professionals (study 1), and the robustness of the schematic fit findings (studies 3-5). 

 Second, we limit our discussion to new items as opposed to items that consumers may 

already own. This choice was made because consumers may gain additional utility from getting 
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rid of unwanted items, and organizations may face additional disutility from receiving used 

goods of limited value (Conan 2011; Fessler 2013). As such, we focus on new items in order to 

operationally equate material and cash donations. That said, if anything we would expect to 

observe an even stronger preference for giving goods if participants considered situations in 

which they donated their own possessions, since people disproportionately value the things they 

possess (Koo and Fishbach 2016), as well as our findings indicating that people are insensitive to 

the costs organizations bear in handling donations. 

 Finally, our pattern of results suggests that fit and vividness are conceptually related but 

distinct influences on people’s donation decisions. This is not too surprising.  When donations fit 

a schema well, as groceries do to a food bank, the idea of donating groceries should be more 

accessible (Feldman and Lynch 1988; Higgins 1996), and therefore it should be easier to imagine 

or visualize how the donation will be used. In other words, it is possible that the vividness 

measure is capturing the increased accessibility evoked by schematic fit. Future research can 

examine the conceptual relationship between these two constructs further.  

 

Practical Implications 

Because charitable organizations often rely on the goodwill of a donor base for 

operational support, they cannot afford to be cavalier in their marketing communications. 

Organizations must avoid marketing communications that inadvertently reduce the perception of 

need, as these can reduce donors’ motivation to give (Aravindakshan et al. 2015). As an extreme 

example, when disaster strikes, relief organizations frequently receive goods of limited 

usefulness from well-intended donors (Conan 2011). Even though organizations like the Red 

Cross bear the logistical costs of handling these useless donations, it is difficult for them to flatly 
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tell donors, “do not send us your stuff.” Instead, such organizations have sought to make giving 

cash easier and hence more attractive, by forming partnerships with media and telecom 

companies to permit gifts via text and social media messages. These can be considered channel 

solutions, which might be too costly for small nonprofit organizations to pursue. 

Our findings suggest that increasing the perceived fit of cash is another way to enhance 

its attractiveness as a gift. Unlike the aforementioned channel solutions, message solutions (akin 

to the BookBucks manipulation in study 5) can be implemented in-house by small charitable 

organizations at a relatively low cost. Indeed, the insight that consumers’ preference for material 

(over cash) donations is driven by schematic fit suggests a number of reframing interventions to 

help increase the effectiveness of cash appeals. For example, it may be the case that 

organizations would benefit from avoiding the use of overly abstract language such as “gifts” 

and instead using more concrete terms, such as “food funds” for food banks or “book bucks” for 

educational or literacy organizations.  

Our findings also relate to research showing that consumers dislike overhead and prefer 

to donate to organizations with low overhead costs (Caviola et al. 2014; Frumkin and Kim 2001; 

Gneezy et al. 2014; Meer 2014; Portillo and Stinn 2018). When thinking about consumers’ 

preference for material (vs. cash) donations, one could hypothesize that it could be caused by the 

relative difficulty (ease) with which material (cash) donations can be applied to overhead 

expenses. However, we find in study 4 that even though cash (vs. material) appeals prompt more 

concern about overhead, participants were more inclined to give cash and believed it would have 

more impact than equivalently valued material donations with low fit (paper products and office 

supplies). Further, we found no evidence that concern about overhead mediated the effects 

observed in that study, suggesting that overhead concerns do not fully explain our effect. 
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That said, overhead aversion remains an important barrier to effective charitable appeals. 

Based on our findings we propose it may be possible to reduce overhead aversion by increasing 

the perceived fit between overhead costs and the schemas consumers hold about the charity. 

Charitable organizations might be able to do this by reframing administrative costs in terms of 

the material benefit those administrative activities provide, outlining precisely how overhead 

costs directly fit in with the organization’s goals. For example, if food banks described their 

fundraisers’ net productivity (revenue generated minus salary) in terms of “pounds of food 

distributed,” then the costs associated with attracting and retaining talent will more clearly match 

the organization’s goals. Indeed, such an approach can augment current attempts to revise how 

organizations communicate overhead costs to donors (Klotz 2016; Pallotta 2012). 

 

Conclusion 

Charitable organizations face a conundrum: they prefer to receive cash, but donors prefer 

to give goods. Given these inconsistent preferences, how should organizations communicate with 

potential donors? Should they reject material donations? Or is there a way to encourage cash 

gifts? We find that donors seemingly do not care about how much donations cost; they instead 

care about the fit between the gift and the cause. Armed with this insight, charities of all sizes 

can structure their communications to make cash gifts seem like the most fitting solution to a 

problem. 
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FOOTNOTES 

 

1. We recruited a panel of nonprofit Amazon Mechanical Turk participants via a panel feature 

offered by Turkprime.com. We filtered by occupation and selected the “nonprofit sector (e.g., 

foundation, volunteer organization, philanthropic organization, charity).”  

2. Using a scale ranging from 1(not at all) to 7(extremely), we asked panelists how difficult it 

would be for the average nonprofit to acquire a single large donor, grant, or foundation to cover 

overhead expenses, so it can tell individual donors that 100% of donations will be used for 

program expenses. This question derived from recommendations in the literature for overcoming 

overhead aversion, a barrier to charitable giving (Gneezy et al. 2014). Participants indicated that 

pursuing such a strategy would be difficult (M = 4.85, one-sample comparison to scale midpoint 

t(197) = 8.34, p < .001). 

2. The subset of participants who elected to donate (n = 54) were asked exploratory questions 

about whether they thought their donation would benefit and help Feeding America, the degree 

to which they believed the donation would impose costs on Feeding America, and how typically 

and frequently people choose to give (canned good donations vs. $0.75 donations; between 

conditions). We present the results in a web appendix. The administration of these measures 

occurred after we recorded participants’ decision to donate, and informed the design of 

subsequent studies. 

3. A third contrast examines differences between the paper products and office supplies 

conditions. This contrast was included for orthogonality but is not relevant to our analysis, so we 

do not discuss it here.  
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TABLE 1. STUDY 3 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 
 
 

 
Costs Salient 

 
Control 

 
 

 
MMaterial (SD) 

 
MCash (SD) 

 
MMaterial (SD) 

 
MCash (SD) 

Choice 
(proportions)*  

.387 .304 .350 .272 

Perceived impact* 4.59 (1.71) 4.17 (1.52) 4.66 (1.49) 4.40 (1.51) 
     
Schematic fit* 5.55 (1.47) 4.68 (1.44) 5.60 (1.40) 4.60 (1.38) 
Cost awareness* 3.24 (1.64) 3.08 (1.65) 2.46 (1.37) 2.89 (1.55) 
Perceived 
efficiency* 

2.86 (1.85) 2.32 (1.60) 2.81 (2.08) 2.29 (1.46) 

Benefits of donating 3.98 (1.91) 4.17 (1.74) 4.11 (1.74) 4.38 (1.76) 
Costs of donating 3.76 (1.89) 3.70 (1.78) 3.41 (1.67) 3.56 (1.62) 
Vividness* 4.69 (1.61) 4.08 (1.50) 4.73 (1.69) 4.32 (1.64) 
Trust† 4.69 (1.90) 4.42 (1.50) 4.73 (1.63) 4.32 (1.74) 

Note. Main and/or interactive effects indicated at the measure-level, *p < .05; †p < .10. 
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TABLE 2. STUDY 4 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 
  

MGroceries (SD) 
 

MCash (SD) 
 

MPaper Products 
(SD) 

 
MOffice Supplies 

(SD) 
Choice 
(proportions)  

.414cpO .287gO .301gO .150GCP 

Perceived Impact 4.99CpO (1.38) 4.45GO (1.77) 4.60gO (1.35) 3.63GCP (1.63) 
     
Schematic fit 5.55CPO (1.26) 4.75GPO (1.69) 4.18GCO (1.61) 2.49GCP (1.42) 
Cost awareness 2.80CO (1.54) 2.33G (1.37) 2.61 (1.49) 2.36G (1.30) 
Perceived 
efficiency 

2.20 (1.45) 2.04 (1.30) 2.35O (1.57) 1.96P (1.51) 

Benefits of 
donating 

4.52PO (1.69) 4.46pO (1.89) 3.98GcO (1.86) 3.47GPC (1.80) 

Costs of donating 3.40 (1.94) 3.05p (1.83) 3.53c (1.73) 3.33 (1.80) 
Vividness 5.05CPO (1.61) 4.46G (1.71) 4.56G (1.58) 4.30G (1.81) 
Trust 4.87o (1.66) 4.73 (1.81) 4.77 (1.41) 4.43g (1.74) 
Concern about 
overhead 

3.61C (1.58) 4.25GPO (1.43) 3.34Co (1.60) 3.72Cp (1.37) 

Note. Significant simple indicator contrasts (p < .05) indicated by capital subscripts (G, C, P, O). 
Marginal contrasts (p < .10) indicated by lower-case subscripts (g, c, p, o). 
 
 
 

TABLE 3: STUDY 5 DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS 
  Wave 1 2 3 
Impressions (overall)  70342 127929 51212 
Clicks (overall)  499 741 349 

     
CTR (proportion)     
 BookBucks .0108a .0061a .0080a 

 Book .0061b .0058a .0066b 
 Cash .0057b .0055a .0060b 
     

Cost per Click     
 BookBucks $0.51 $0.37 $0.78 

 Book $0.65 $0.41 $0.92 
 Cash $0.62 $0.42 $0.89 

Note. Different subscripts indicate significant contrasts at the p < .05 level. 
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FIGURE 1: STUDY 4 CHOICE AND PERCEIVED IMPACT BY DONATION TYPE 
 

 

 
Note. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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WEB APPENDIX 

Advertising Stimuli Used in Study 5 

Material condition (Book) 

 

Cash condition ($10) 

 

Cash + Fit condition (10 BookBucks) 
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Analysis of Exploratory Measures Collected in Study 2 

 

In this study, online participants recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT) 

indicated whether or not they would be interested in donating a bonus to Feeding America. Half 

of participants were randomly assigned to the material condition, in which the donation was a 

canned good valued at $0.75, and the remaining participants were assigned to the cash condition, 

where the donation was $0.75. 

If participants chose to donate their bonus, then they were presented with a set of five 

exploratory follow-up questions (n = 54; 36 participants in material condition and 18 participants 

in the cash condition chose to donate). These questions informed the design of the measures used 

in studies 2 and 3. 

Specifically, participants were asked to indicate the degree to which they believe that 

their donation would (1) benefit Feeding America, (2) help Feeding America, and (3) impose 

costs on Feeding America. Additionally, participants were asked to estimate (4) how typical it is 

for people to choose to give (either a canned good or $0.75, depending on condition), and (5) 

how frequently people choose to give (either a canned good or $0.75, depending on condition). 

All responses were made on scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (Extremely). 

ANOVAs revealed that participants marginally believed that material donations would 

benefit (M = 5.4) and help (M = 5.3) the organization more than equivalently valued cash 

donations (M’s = 4.5 and 4.4, respectively for the benefit and help measures), FBenefit(1, 52) = 

3.54, p = .066 and FHelp(1, 52) = 3.67, p = .061. 

The same ANOVA model was used to evaluate the remaining measures. Participants 

marginally believed that material donations imposed more costs on the organization (M = 2.8), 
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compared to cash donations (M = 2.2), F(1, 52) = 3.17, p = .081. Furthermore, participants 

believed that material donations were marginally more typically given compared to cash 

(MMaterial = 6.8 vs. MCash = 5.8; F(1, 52) = 3.10, p = .084), and significantly more frequently 

given compared to cash (MMaterial = 6.3 vs. MCash = 4.6; F(1, 52) = 9.05, p = .004).  

We note that the unequal cell sizes and the small sample size limit interpretability of 

these analyses. Additionally, since participants who chose to keep their bonus did not see these 

questions, they offer limited insight into why people chose to give. 

 

 


