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Questions & Responses to interview questions on ‘Global Giving’, December 13, 2019 NWO Utrecht 

René Bekkers, January 2, 2020 

 

The interview consisted of 5 minutes presentation and 15 minutes for questions and answers. The 
committee focused on theory aspects of the proposal, asking four questions about theory. Next, the 
committee asked two questions on valorization. The interview ended with two questions on research 
design. Below are the questions the committee asked and my responses, in chronological order of 
the interview. 

 

On theory 

Q: Beyond bringing together different theoretical perspectives, what can we expect from an 
integrated understanding of what giving is? 

A: Giving is a multi-faceted concept. Formal giving is pretty well understood in theories in public 
administration, economics and psychology. But informal giving is much less well understood. 
Theories in anthropology and sociology have emphasized reciprocity, values and culture. But it is 
unclear how such macro-level concepts influence individual decisions. The theoretical integration is 
first a specification at which levels these hypotheses are constructed, and how they influence the 
giving behavior of people and organizations. The main contribution in terms of novelty is the 
identification of the work of organizations. We tend to think of individual gifts and country level 
factors, but how organizations influence what causes we support, with what kind of resources, that is 
unknown territory.  

 

Q: Where is the theoretical integration going? What will be the resulting theory? 

A: To be honest I think the result will not be a “Grand Theory of Giving”. The result will be a set of 
mid-range theories, on modern forms of giving, what causes people support in different countries 
around the world, depending on contextual factors. These theories will be improvements of existing 
theories because they refine and specify hypotheses on the behavior of individuals, organizations 
and countries in facilitating giving. Then it is important to test these ideas to see which are most 
valid. In all likelihood, most of the theories will have some grain of truth in them.  

 

Q: What will be the implications of your research for other social sciences? Can you give concrete 
examples of debates for which the results of Global Giving are relevant? 

A: An example is the debate in political science, on the role of the welfare state for the wellbeing of 
citizens. To what extent do government interventions, efforts of civil society organizations and 
individual choices determine the welfare of citizens and their wellbeing? How is the decreasing 
marginal utility of government intervention and the activity of civil society organizations related to 
the happiness of citizens? We will see the extent to which the welfare state promotes giving and 
volunteering and happiness. In countries with more extensive welfare states and more active civil 
society organizations citizens are more likely to volunteer and may be happier.  
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Q: Systems of philanthropy differ strongly between countries. Giving may be a one-sided approach. 

A: In wealthier countries, citizens have more resources to give. In less developed countries, people 
will have to spend more time and money helping others in their immediate environment. There is a 
positive correlation between helping others and well-being, but helping may also be a burden. If 
people in your immediate environment require assistance, this will lower your happiness. In more 
extensive welfare states, people are able to assist others beyond their local environment and 
contribute to causes that are more abstract, which is more rewarding.  

 

On valorization 

Q: What will you do in terms of knowledge valorization beyond disseminating knowledge? 

A: In the research it is important to involve organizations that work with donors and volunteers. We 
will have an advisory board including not only country experts but also umbrella organizations who 
will recommend research questions from practice. Also we will provide the data to the general public 
through the Open Science Framework, so organizations can use them, beyond the scope of the 
research. Finally, we will organize sessions with policy makers on the implications of insights from the 
research about regulation and legal issues. 

 

Q: Can you give an example of an ongoing policy debate that your research feeds into? 

A: An important ongoing debate in Brussels and for national governments is on the freedom for 
nonprofit organizations. Not only in Hungary but also here in the Netherlands civil society 
organizations are more heavily regulated than they used to be. This is also an important issue for the 
European Foundation Center in Brussels.  

 

On the project  

Q: The focus of the proposal is on formal giving and giving money rather than informal giving and 
giving time. Have you thought about collecting behavioral data on giving time and effort? 

A: Yes. There is already a big tradition of research on giving time both informally and through 
organizations in the form of volunteer work. But the evidence on the giving of money around the 
world is scarce. Collecting behavioral data around the world on giving money is easy, but it is very 
difficult to organize for giving time. It is not feasible within the scope of this proposal to give people 
the opportunity to help others in similar tasks around the world. That is a daunting task I have not 
dared to accept in this research.  

 

Q: Have you considered investigating the giving behavior of children? 

A: I was tempted to start the presentation of this project with a slide of Greta Thunberg. But as the 
chair of the Research Ethics Committee at my university I know we ask researchers to be very careful 
in research with minors, so I did not think it was feasible in this project. But the next generation is 
important. In the Netherlands we see that older generations are much more generous. It will be an 
important question how we can transfer this generosity to the next generation. 


