
 1 

VU University Amsterdam Communication Science Master Thesis 2015 

“Altruism and Prosocial Impact in Philanthropy” 

René Bekkers, r.bekkers@vu.nl  

Charitable giving to help people in need is a form of philanthropy that is likely to be motivated 
by altruism – concern for the needs and wellbeing of recipients of donations. While altruism is 
an intuitively appealing motive for donations, it has been proven to be very difficult to 
establish altruistic motivation for charitable giving (Batson, 1990), because ‘warm glow’ 
motives for giving are also of influence. In practice, people can be motivated to give in many 
ways (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2011). By giving a donor conforms to a social norm, avoids 
punishment, and reinforces a prosocial self-image. Such warm glow motives can reinforce 
altruistic motives. One such mechanism is the efficacy of donations: knowing the prosocial 
impact of a gift for a specific recipient increases prosocial behavior. Under my supervision you 
will analyze data from experiments that generate new evidence on altruism and warm glow 
motivations for giving.  

This year I can supervise two students writing their thesis. Below are two examples of thesis 
projects. If you have good ideas for other research projects on charitable giving, volunteering, 
organ donation or other forms of prosocial behavior, you are very welcome to send them to 
me. I particularly value ideas for field experiments. We will then make an appointment to 
discuss them. 

One thesis will use data from the Giving in the Netherlands Panel Survey (GINPS), in which 
several experiments with donations have been included (Bekkers & Boonstoppel, 2010). Some 
of these experiments have tested effects of social information about donations made by others. 
If people are motivated to give by altruism, they will reduce their level of giving when they 
know that others are donating as well because their personal contribution is needed less. Does 
this ‘crowding out’ effect occur? Is the effect stronger among participants who report altruistic 
motives for giving? Do women react differently to social information than men (Andreoni & 
Vesterlund, 2001)? 

Another thesis will use data from a new field experiment with donations to charity. The design 
is based on a laboratory experiment conducted among US university students (Vesterlund, 
Wilhelm, & Xie, 2008). The new experiment will be conducted in a field setting in the 
Netherlands among participants from the GINPS. You will design various manipulations of the 
principle of care as a motive for giving, in addition to empathy (Wilhelm & Bekkers, 2010). To 
what extent do donations of others crowd out donations by the participants? Is ‘crowding out’ 
stronger in the empathy and care conditions and among participants with higher dispositional 
empathy and principle of care?  
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