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When people talk about their behaviour in hypothetical situations, they typically 

present a favourable picture of themselves. Epley and Dunning (2000) showed that students 

overestimate their level of generosity in hypothetical situations. An important question for 

scholars studying philanthropy is whether there are individual differences in favourable self-

presentations, such that some people are more likely than others to overestimate their level of 

generosity in hypothetical situations. In many cases, researchers cannot observe giving 

behavior directly and have to rely on self-reports on behavioural intentions in hypothetical 

situations. For instance, in the field of nonprofit marketing research, scholars often study 

intentions to donate money (Diamond and Gooding-Williams, 2002). When individual 

differences in self-presentations exist, and when they are correlated with characteristics that 

are predictive of generosity in hypothetical situations, a ‘social desirability bias’ occurs, that 

would lead researchers to draw false conclusions on which characteristics are typical of 

donors.  

Psychologists often use Crowne & Marlowe’s (1964) measure of the ‘approval 

motive’ to measure individual differences in the desire for approval from others who observe 

expressions of opinions and intentions or reports of behaviors that the individual assumes 

these observers value. However, a valid and reliable measure for individual differences in 

‘social desirability’ has proven to be very difficult to construct in the absence of observational 

data (McCrae & Costa, 1983; Barger, 2000). Therefore, this paper takes a different 

perspective. I compare self-reports on behavioural intentions in hypothetical situations with 

observational data for exactly the same situations among a large, representative sample of 

Dutch citizens. I ask which variables have more predictive power for the intention to donate 

money in a hypothetical experiment than for actual donations in the experiment. Are effects of 

traits that have predictive value for observed generosity different from the effects on 
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behavioural intentions to generosity in hypothetical situations? If so, we have evidence for a 

social desirability bias and we know who suffers from this bias.  

While social desirability bias is a standard issue for discussion in any study relying on 

self-report data, previous research on philanthropy does not give overwhelming evidence for 

such a bias. Using self-report data, Bekkers (2004) found that intentions to give to charities in 

hypothetical situations were much more positive than actual generosity observed in similar 

situations, predictors of intentions to give were almost identical to predictors of actual 

donations in the past year. A drawback of this study is that self-reports on actual donations 

may be subject to the same social desirability bias as self-reports on intentions to give. In 

experiments on moral hypocrisy in which helping behavior was not self-reported but 

observed, Batson, Thompson & Chen (2002) showed that individual difference measures of 

the ‘altruistic personality’ such as empathic concern and social responsibility are correlated 

with revealing prosocial intentions only in conditions where the participants did not actually 

have to engage in costly prosocial behavior. In the experiments, participants could appear 

helpful to another participant in the experiment without actually having to engage in helping 

behavior. Thus, the participants could feel good about making the impression of being helpful 

persons at no cost to themselves. In this condition, empathic concern and social responsibility 

were predictive of ‘helping’. However, they were not related to helping behavior in the 

condition in which ‘helping’ involved a real cost to the participants. Batson and colleagues 

interpret these findings as support for the view that empathic concern and social responsibility 

are ‘pseudo-altruistic’ traits that measure self-serving motives for prosocial behavior. These 

results lead to the hypothesis that the effects of empathic concern and social responsibility are 

stronger on hypothetical generosity than on actual generosity. Ben-Ner and Levy (2004) 

compared donations of real and hypothetical money to others in a ‘Dictator Game’ and found 

comparable levels of generosity, but differences in the predictors of generosity in experiments 
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with hypothetical and actual money. In flat contrast to the findings of Batson, Thompson & 

Chen (2002), Ben-Ner and Levy found that agreeableness predicted actual but not 

hypothetical generosity, while the reverse was true for extravert participants. 

In the absence of previous research with a representative population sample, we make 

no prediction on the bias in the effects of other predictors of philanthropy, such as religiosity, 

level of education, income, social value orientation, and altruistic values on hypothetical 

donations. 

 

Data and method 

 

Participants 

This study uses observational data on giving in an experiment among respondents of 

the second wave of the Giving in the Netherlands Panel Survey (GINPS03; Schuyt & 

Gouwenberg, 2005). 861 Dutch citizens who also participated in the first wave participated in 

the experiment. The sample is representative of the Dutch population on key demographic 

characteristics such as gender, age, and place of residence. For more details on the sampling 

procedure and design of the study, we refer the reader to Schuyt and Gouwenberg (2005). 

 

Procedure 

The participants first filled out the computerized ‘Giving in the Netherlands’-

questionnaire on the Internet. The questionnaire is a Computer Assisted Self Interview 

(CASI), completed without the presence of an interviewer. This limits incentives for socially 

desirable responding. Filling out the questionnaire took on average 45 minutes. After 

completing the questionnaire, the experiment started. Compensation was offered for filling in 

the questionnaire in the form of token points. The survey software computed the number of 
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points that the participants had earned based on the amount of time it had taken them to 

complete the survey. On average, the participants earned €11. The participants could 

exchange their points into Air Miles, vouchers to be used in shops for household appliances, 

music and video stores. However, the participants could also opt for an exchange of their 

earnings into a donation to three large charities (Cancer Fund, Docters without Borders and 

the Aids Fund). Participants were free to donate any desired proportion of their earnings 

(including 0% and 100%).  

For a subset of participants, we lowered the price of giving with 50% or 33% using 

two different cover stories (a ‘matching’ or ‘rebate’ frame; Eckel & Grossman, 2003). 173 

participants decided about donations at a price of .50 in a matching frame; 180 at a price of 

.50 in a rebate frame; 184 at a price of .66 in a matching frame; and 159 at a price of .66 in a 

rebate frame. 165 participants decided about donations at a price of 1.00.  

After the participants made their decisions on real money, a final set of questions on 

behavioural intentions in hypothetical situations appeared on the screen. Participants were 

randomly assigned to a hypothetical condition that was different from the actual condition. 

The participants were asked what they would have done with their earnings in the 

hypothetical condition. In the hypothetical donation decisions, 190 decided about hypothetical 

donations at a price of .50 in a matching frame; 178 at a price of .50 in a rebate frame; 176 at 

a price of .66 in a matching frame; and 170 at a price of .66 in a rebate frame. 169 participants 

decided about hypothetical donations at a price of 1.00. 

 

Measures 

Our dependent variables are two dichotomous measures. Actual generosity refers to 

giving away at least something of the earnings in the actual donation decision (0-1); 
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hypothetical generosity refers to the positive intention to give away at least something of the 

earnings in the hypothetical donation decision. 

Our independent variables are the price variable manipulated in the experiment (taking 

values of .5, .66 and 1), the number of points earned, and a set of characteristics of the 

participants. Measures for three types of characteristics were included: socio-demographic 

characteristics, prosocial motives, and attitudes towards charities. The following socio-

demographic characteristics were included: gender (1=female); level of education (two 

dummy variables for secondary and tertiary education; primary education serves as the 

reference category); religious involvement (two dummy variables for persons who never 

attend church and persons who attend church weekly; persons visiting church more than once 

a year but less than weekly serve as the reference category); gross household income (log-

transformed); and the number of correct words in a vocabulary test (Gesthuizen & 

Kraaykamp, 2001). These characteristics have been found to be predictive of philanthropy in 

the Netherlands in previous research (Bekkers, 2004; Bekkers & Wiepking, 2005).1 

Five measures of individual differences in prosocial motivation are included: social 

value orientation, empathic concern, social responsibility, altruistic values and joy of giving. 

Previous research suggests that these traits promote charitable giving. Social value orientation 

was measured in the first wave of the panel survey (in 2002) with nine decomposed games 

(Van Lange et al., 1997). Empathic concern was measured in the second wave of the panel 

survey (in 2004) with a Dutch translation of six items from Davis’ (1996) EC scale (see 

Bekkers, 2004 for details).2 Social responsibility was measured in both waves of the survey 

with a set of four items referring to the tendency to accept responsibility for the welfare of 

others and society in general (see Schuyt, Smit & Bekkers, 2004 for details). Altruistic values 

were also measured in both waves with a set of 8 items referring to the value of helping others 
                                                 
1 Age, community size, home ownership, generalized social trust, political attitudes, and volunteering behavior 
were not related to donations in the present experiment and are therefore not included in the analyses. 
2 Item 7 was excluded from the scale because it lowered Cronbach’s alpha. 
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(a measure adapted from Gordon’s (1970) Benevolence scale from the Survey of 

Interpersonal Values, see Bekkers & Schuyt, 2003 for details). Joy of giving is a measure 

available in the second wave of the survey consisting of three items referring to the positive 

emotions for giving to charities (sample item: ‘Giving to charities makes me happy’). All 

items were measured on a 1-5 scale ranging from ‘completely disagree’ to ‘completely agree’ 

(except the empathic concern items, which ranged from ‘does not apply to me at all’ to 

‘applies to me completely’). The reliabilities of the scales were moderate to high: .752 for 

empathic concern, .613 for social responsibility, .815 for altruistic values and .771 for joy of 

giving. 

Four variables that represent attitudes towards charities were included: confidence in 

charitable causes (responses ranging from 1 (‘very little’) to 5 (‘very much’) to the question 

‘How much confidence do you have in charitable causes?’); the level of irritation about 

fundraising attempts (ranging from 1 (‘none’) to 4 (‘a lot’)); and the number of solicitations 

for contributions to charitable causes in the past two weeks made through personal (door-to-

door) or impersonal contacts (e.g., direct-mail).  

 

Results 

 

Do people overestimate their generosity in hypothetical conditions? 

The experiment provides clear evidence of an overestimation of generosity in 

hypothetical situations. In the actual money conditions, 46% of the participants donated at 

least some of their earnings. In the hypothetical conditions, 58% expected to donate at least 

some of their earnings. This difference is significant (Chi Square=24.61; df=1; p<.000). When 

people decide about giving away hypothetical money, 12% is more generous than when 

deciding about giving away real money. Participants overestimated their generosity in all 
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price conditions. Even among those who were placed in a hypothetical condition with a higher 

price of giving than in the actual donation condition, 56.3% said they would donate at least 

some of their earnings (vs. 64.0% of those who faced a lower price of giving in the 

hypothetical condition than in the actual condition). 

 

Who overestimates generosity? 

To test whether some people are more likely to overestimate their generosity, we 

compare predictors of actual and hypothetical generosity (see Table 1). We first discuss the 

results of the final model, including all predictors (see Columns 3 and 4). 

We see that the probability of donating in the actual money conditions decreases with 

the price of giving and earnings. We observe fewer donations among those who never attend 

church and among those who attend church weekly (compared to those who attend church 

once a year, a few times per year or once a month), among higher incomes, and among those 

with higher levels of empathic concern. We observe more donations among people with 

altruistic values, among people who enjoy giving more, and among those who have more 

confidence in charitable causes. Females are just as likely to donate as males. A higher 

number of solicitations for donations to charitable causes in the past two weeks (neither 

personal nor impersonal) do not lower the probability of donating money in the experiment, 

and neither does the level of irritation about fundraising attempts. 

In the hypothetical money conditions, we by and large observe the same pattern of 

results as in the actual money conditions. Although the effect sizes of the predictors seem to 

be smaller in the hypothetical conditions, Chow Tests for the equality of coefficients in the 

actual and hypothetical conditions failed to reject the null hypothesis that the coefficients 

were different (for the final model: Chi Square=21.39; df=18; p<.260). Overall, hypothetical 
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donations are less well understood than actual donations. The Pseudo R Square for the actual 

money decisions is .0624, while it is only .0375 for the hypothetical money conditions. 

As in the actual money conditions, the probability of donating money in the 

hypothetical conditions decreases with the price of giving, and we observe fewer donations 

among those who attend church weekly and more donations among persons who enjoy giving 

more and among those who have more confidence in charities. The other variables that had 

significant effects in the actual money conditions tend to have effects in the same direction in 

the hypothetical money conditions, but these effects fail to pass conventional levels of 

significance. There are three exceptions to this pattern: earnings and empathic concern do not 

have negative effects on hypothetical donations, and the level of irritation about fundraising 

attempts has a negative (but not significant) effect on the probability of donating hypothetical 

money. 3 

Comparing the results of the final model with simpler models, we observe that initially 

significant marginal effects of secondary and tertiary education on actual and hypothetical 

donations are mediated by variables included in the full model. Additional analyses (not 

shown, results available from author) show that social responsibility and confidence in 

charities are the mediating variables for the effects of education. 

In the model reported in Column 5, actual and hypothetical decisions are pooled in one 

dataset. A dummy variable ‘hypothetical condition’ was added taking the value of 1 for 

decisions in hypothetical situations and 0 for actual donation decisions. We repeat the analysis 

from Column 3 and add interactions of the hypothetical condition dummy variable with all 

independent variables. Significant interactions indicate that the predictor variable has a 

                                                 
3 When measures for altruistic values and social responsibility are taken from 2002 instead of 2004, they have 
weaker effects. In this analysis, the effects of empathic concern, altruistic values, responsibility and joy of giving 
in the real donation conditions are -.020 (ns), .046 (p<.018), .028 (ns) and .050 (p<.014) and in the hypothetical 
conditions .005 (ns), .042 (p<.024), .022 (ns) and .029 (ns), respectively. None of the interactions of empathic 
concern altruistic values, social responsibility and joy of giving with the hypothetical condition dummy are 
significant. This result also implies that the effect of empathic concern is stronger on hypothetical donations than 
on real donations only when correlates of empathic concern are measured at the same point in time. 
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significantly different impact on actual donations than on hypothetical donations. Because the 

observations in the pooled dataset are not independent of each other, the Huber/White 

sandwich estimator was used (Huber, 1967) to avoid biased standard errors. 

Only three interactions are significant: earnings decrease actual donations significantly 

more strongly than hypothetical donations; empathic concern decreases actual donations 

significantly more strongly than hypothetical donations; and irritation about fundraising 

attempts decreases hypothetical donations significantly more strongly than actual donations.  

The absence of an earnings effect in the hypothetical conditions is telling. When people 

decide about real money, and they have spent more time filling out the questionnaire, they 

feel more entitled to keep their earnings. When people decide about hypothetical money, they 

imagine themselves to be more generous. This difference is in line with the effect of earnings 

that Cherry, Frykblom & Shogren (2002) found in their experiments with dictator games. The 

overestimation of generosity among people with high levels of empathic concern seems to be 

in line with Batson, Thompson & Chen’s (2002) finding that empathic concern is predictive 

of helping only when it does not cost anything to help. However, in the present experiment, 

empathy did not significantly increase hypothetical donations – it merely did not decrease 

them, while actual donations were. Why irritation about fundraising attempts has opposite 

effects on hypothetical and actual generosity is unclear. It could be that people think about 

future donations when they make decisions on hypothetical money. Because of the growing 

number of direct-mail solicitations, people may expect their irritation to grow in the future. 

However, we should not make too much of the significant interaction because neither of the 

two opposite effects is significant.  
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Table 1. Regressions of donations in actual and hypothetical money conditions (probit marginal effect estimates for z-standardized variables) 
 

 Actual Hypothetical Actual Hypothetical Pooled 

Price of giving  -.343 *** -.210 * -.373 *** -.202 * -.374 *** 

Earnings -.031 (*) .001 -.046 * -.011 -.045 * 

Female -.010  .006 -.025  -.014 -.025  

Secondary education .181 * .148 (*) .128  .112 .130  

Tertiary education .193 * .130 (*) .107  .064 .106  

Not religious  -.065 (*) -.036 -.065 (*) 

Weekly church attendance   -.189 * -.165 (*) -.196 * 

Income (ln)  -.067 * -.038 -.068 * 

Vocabulary test  .047  .036 .047  

Cooperative social value orientation  .044  .010 .045  

Empathic concern  -.041 (*) .003 -.041 (*) 

Joy of giving   .041 * .041 * .041 * 

Altruistic values  .053 * .018 .053 * 

Social Responsibility  .029  .011 .028  

Confidence in charities   .064 ** .034 (*) .065 ** 

#Personal solicitations  -.011  .005 -.011  

#Impersonal solicitations  .012  .012 .012  

Irritation about fundraising attempts  .025  -.030 .026  

Hypothetical condition     .079  
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Hypothetical * price     .030  

Hypothetical * earnings     .034 (*) 

Hypothetical * female     .011  

Hypothetical * secondary     -.017  

Hypothetical * tertiary     -.040  

Hypothetical * non religious     .029  

Hypothetical * weekly church attendance     .035  

Hypothetical * income     .029  

Hypothetical * vocabulary test     -.011  

Hypothetical * cooperative     -.035  

Hypothetical * empathic concern     .044 (*) 

Hypothetical * joy of giving     .001  

Hypothetical * altruistic values     -.034  

Hypothetical * social responsibility     -.017  

Hypothetical * confidence in charities     -.029  

Hypothetical * personal solicitations     .018  

Hypothetical * impersonal solicitations     -.000  

Hypothetical * irritation     -.056 * 

Pseudo R Square .0191  .0083 .0624  .0375 .0596

N 861  883 861  883 1744
*** p<.000; ** p<.00; * p<.05; (*) p<.10
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The other interactions are not significant. This result should comfort researchers 

relying on self-reported intentions because it implies that effects of gender, level of education, 

income, religious involvement, verbal proficiency, social value orientation, joy of giving, 

altruistic values, social responsibility, confidence in charities, and the number of solicitations 

are not biased when hypothetical donations are the dependent variable instead of actual 

donations.  

 
Conclusion and discussion 

When people decide about donating hypothetical money to a charity, they think they 

are more generous than they actually are when they are deciding about real money. This result 

is in line with other studies (Epley & Dunning, 2000). It is a comfort to researchers to know 

that this overestimation is not related to the majority of personal characteristics that have been 

found to predict generosity in previous studies on philanthropy and prosocial behavior. Our 

words are more positive than deeds, but at least everybody’s words are more positive than 

their deeds.  

A feature of the design of the experiment limits the generalizability of the findings. In 

the present experiment, the participants first decided about real money, and then decided 

about donations in hypothetical situations. It is possible that this order made our participants 

make choices in the hypothetical situation that are more consistent with their actual behavior 

than they would have been when the order was reversed, or when an actual donation decision 

was missing. It is less likely that participants will adjust their behavior in real situations to 

their intentions in hypothetical situations than the other way around. When researchers want 

to use self-reported intentions to engage in philanthropy as dependent variables, they are 

therefore advised to ask about actual donations in similar situations first, and then present 

hypothetical situations.  
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