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1 Introduction

Of all online donations through the platform Network for Good in 2008, 22% came in on the last

two days of December1. This is surprising considering the Christmas season which may inspire

higher levels of giving is already over and the tax refunds for charitable giving are the same no

matter when a donation is made in the year. So why do people wait until the very last minute to

make their donations?

In many areas of life people procrastinate decisions and tasks thinking that they will do it

tomorrow and not realizing that when tomorrow comes they will procrastinate again. As a result,

some ”things are never done not because people have chosen not to do them, but because they have

chosen not to do them now” (Tversky & Shafir (1992)). Morover, if there is a deadline by which

things must be done, it will be done in the very last minute (Akerlof (1991) and Buehler, Griffin

& Ross (1994)). In this paper, we hypothesize like Breman (2011) and Andreoni & Payne (2006)

that charitable giving is also affected by procrastination and that some people therefore simply do

not get around to donating as often as they otherwise would.

A number of studies have suggested that deadlines can be used to reduce problems of procrasti-

nation (e.g. Ariely & Wertenbroch (2002), Shu & Gneezy (2010) and Tversky & Shafir (1992)), and

data on online charitable donations in the US suggest that deadlines matter for charitable giving.

1Further details are available on http://www.onlinegivingstudy.org./charts
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Charities have noticed this peak in donations on the last two days of the year and have increased

their advertising in the days before. But this is more likely a result of the donation behavior rather

than the cause. Nevertheless, the fact that donations are not more evenly distributed throughout

December suggests that there is procrastination in charitable giving and that the end of year tax

deadline matters. Similarly, our line of argument suggests that a key component of the success of

telethons and other charity events may be the use of a time limit. Charity events typically aim

to raise as much money as possible over the usually relatively short duration of the event and the

relatively short time frame may counter the effects of procrastination. Similarly, fund-raising with a

lottery, auction or matching component often also involve a deadline by which people must donate,

although the deadlines may not be binding in all cases.

We propose to analyze the effect of binding time limits on charitable giving in a controlled

natural field experiment which will allow us to isolate the effect of deadlines on giving behavior

and analyze procrastination in the context of charitable giving. Furthermore, it will enable us to

get an estimate of the magnitude of the effect of procastination.

Thus, our paper contributes to the general literature on intertemporal decision making and is

most closely related to Breman (2011) who also study intertemporal decision making in the context

of charitable giving. Breman (2011) considers the effects of a commitment device which allows

commitment to future donations while we focus on effects of deadlines in solicitation letters.

By analyzing whether time limits may also be a useful instrument for fund-raisers our paper

also contributes to the growing experimental literature on charitable giving which analyses instru-

ments that charities may use to impact participation rates and average donations in fund-raising

campaigns. As is common in the literature we use a natural field experiment to isolate the effect of

our instrument i.e. the deadline on charitable donations. We propose to use fund-raising E-mails

with varying deadlines to analyze the effects of deadlines on the propensity to give and on the

size of charitable donations. We are working with one of the largest Danish charities to run the

experiment and the intention is to use their E-mail database of past and current donors. The

beneficiaries of the charity are people in Asia, Africa, the Middle East and Latin America.
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2 Theoretical considerations

In this paper we are interested in the intertemporal effects that arise, when there are different

deadlines for donating. We assume that people open the e-mail and decide whether they are

interested in donating or not. If there is no further stimuli their decision will not change just

because time has passed. If they are not interested in the cause they will delete the e-mail. So

once they have opened the e-mail and shown their interest they have to decide when to donate.

People often exhibit time-inconsistent preferences because they overemphasize immediate costs or

benefits relative to more distant ones; see, for example, Strotz (1955), Phelps and Pollak (1968),

Ainslie and Haslam (1992), Laibson (1997), and O’Donoghue and Rabin (1999a).

Similar to Breman we also argue that the warm glow effect of giving will be experienced as soon

as people decide to donate and not when they actually make the donation (Andreoni and Payne

(2003)). The problem is though, that without a commitment device and with a long deadline

individuals will procrastinate on making the donation. Individuals discount costs in the future so

that weighing costs and benefits it will always look like a good option to postpone the costs to a

future period if possible. It makes no difference if the benefits are realized in the present period,

when deciding to give and thereby feeling a warm glow or in the future period when the actual

donation is made - the costs will always seem lower in the future and therefore individuals will

decide to donate at a later time. The literature considers naive and sophisticated participants.

We focus on naive participants as sophisticated individuals can correctly predict their desire for

procrastination and will thus not have this problem.

The problem with an e-mail donation request, or even any other request is that it is easily

forgotten. We think that while the individual donation decision might not be affected by it and

individuals might have good intentions to donate, a long deadline could lead to the task being

forgotten. This will then decrease the aggregate number of donations. We again assume individuals

to be naive. They cannot correctly predict how likely it is that they will forget that they wanted

to make a donation. Therefore forgetting does not impact the individuals utility function, but only

the aggregate results. For example Nl is the number of people donating with the long deadline and

Ns is the number of people donating with the short deadline. The assumption is, that with correct

randomization the number of people initially willing to donate are the same in both treatments.
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Because of the different perceived costs, the people with the long deadline postpone their donation

and then a part of them drops out. If we have enough observations, we could even calculate the

rate of forgetting by observing the time of donation in both treatments. We assume that it would

be a decreasing function.

To test whether people want to donate, but forget due to procrastination, we will send a

reminder to some people and measure if the reminder increases giving.

Nl = Ns ∗ α where α is the rate of remembering and α <= 1

3 Overall research strategy

Our research design is a natural field experiment where the participants are unaware that their

behavior is being observed. We chose this design as it provides the highest realism and outside

validity while being low in costs and feasible to organize. With our research design we try to stay

close to the previous literature in this area to make the results comparable.

3.1 Survey

In order to design the treatments and the prize for the lottery we conducted a short survey among

69 university students. The survey was conducted to inform the experiment design for the field

experiment. Clearly the sample is not representative of the set of potential donors who will be

contacted as part of the field experiment, nevertheless the responses to the survey give reactions

to the lottery option, the reminder treatment as well as information about donation behavior and

e-mail and text message usage in this special sample. The survey was designed to elicit information

about:

• usage of e-mail and text messaging

• donating behavior and how that interacts with:

• how potential donors might respond to the lottery option and different prizes in the lottery

• how potential donors might respond to the reminder treatment.
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The most important findings are:

• Analysis of past donating behavior suggests that nearly 80% of the respondents have donated

to a charity in the past. Half of those who have not donated, say that the reason is that they

do not feel that they have enough money to give any away.

• 64% usually donate between 10 and 50 DKK, 20% usually donate 50 to 100 DKK and 11%

of respondents usually donate between 100 and 200 DKK.

• 61% percent indicated that the lottery would not affect their decision to donate or not.

• 19% indicates that their reaction would be ”I was not planning on donating but this is a good

reason to do it now.

• Not surprisingly when asked this question directly, a relatively large share select what appears

to be the highest value prize among the response options. In particular 34% of respondents

indicate that an Ipad as a prize would make it most likely that they would donate.

• But 33% of the respondents would rather have a charity related prize.

• 46% of the respondents said that they would not care about receiving a reminder and would

just delete it while 43% said that they would be annoyed by it. Just 10% would feel good

about it.

• However, among respondents who have donated in the past only 36% indicate that they would

be annoyed by the reminder and 53% indicate that they would not care and would just delete

it. 11% would feel good about the reminder.

• About 44% of respondents indicated that they do set deadlines for themselves with 28% saying

that they believe the deadlines really help them and 16% indicating that although they set

deadlines they don’t keep them.

• The survey also asked respondents how often they check their e-mail and phone for text

messages. As expected text messages are, on average, checked more frequently than e-mails.

52% percent of respondents check their phone for text messages all the time and see a text

message as soon as they receive it. The corresponding figure for e-mails is 29%.
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• The responses suggest that the best time to get a fast response to an e-mail would be around

lunch time (between 10am and 2pm) or in the evening (after 6pm).

3.2 Sample

We will contact donors in two ways. One group will receive e-mails asking them to donate over the

website and another group will receive text messages with the option to donate right from their

phone. Fund-raising e-mails will be sent to warm-list donors, i.e. donors who have previously given

to the charity. We have a sample of 28.490 individuals who have donated to this charity at least

once in the last 6 years and have provided their e-mail address to the charity for further contact.

The group of mobile phone users is consists of 33.783 individuals. The two groups do not overlap,

so we start with roughly 62.000 addressees. From previous studies we know that the response rate

is usually below 1 percent in e-mail fund raising. There are no references for response rates on text

messages. In order to increase the response rate, we use a lottery. List and Karlan estimate that

including a lottery increases participation by 100 percent. The effect of a warm list compared to

a cold list is only anecdotal, but suggests that the donation rates are higher as well. We base our

treatment design on a response rate of 1 percent. This will leave us with hopefully around 600

observations.

3.3 Treatments

Although we are not aware of any other field experiments testing the impact of deadlines on giving

behavior, other natural field experiments in the area have used deadlines in the experiment design.

For example, when analyzing the effect of a matching grant List & Lucking-Reiley (2002) use a

deadline in their fund-raising letters. All letters were mailed between November 29 and December 3,

1999, and potential donors were requested to respond by December 31, 1999. This is approximately

a 1 month deadline and it was chosen to coincide with the end of the tax year and Christmas in

order to maximize donations. In their analysis of different matching schemes Huck & Rasul (2011)

use a four week deadline by which potential donors in all treatments are asked to donate in order

for their donation to be matched. Notably, they do not vary the deadline which is what we propose

to do. Huck & Rasul (2011) note the deadline might affect behavior but show that 97% of potential

donors who donate do so within the four week time frame and that the median donor did so within
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the first week. Furthermore, they found no differences in behavior between non-matching treat-

ments with no mention of a deadline and treatments with the four week deadline. This suggests

that the four week deadline is non-binding.

1 day 3 day 10 day 10 day plus reminder 30 days

E-Mail SD LD LDR C

Text Message TSD TLD TC

3.3.1 E-mail

For the e-mail addresses we have the following three treatment plus control group: Short deadline

(SD), Long Deadline (LD), Long Deadline with Reminder (LDR) and control group (C).

The control group will be one month from the day of the e-mail. We assume that one month is

long enough to forget about a socialization e-mail and that addressees will not perceive one month

as a deadline.

The true deadlines are a bit more difficult to determine. From the survey with the students we

know that they mostly read their e-mail on the same day. However, since we have a heterogenous

sample some people might not open their e-mails every day so we want the deadline to be long

enough to give the majority of the group a chance to open the e-mail. The data from the Online

Giving study shows that most online giving is done during the week, with the lowest activity on

weekends. 72 hours during the week, with the e-mail sent off on a Tuesday should thus cover most

of the people we want to reach, while still being short enough for people not to procrastinate and

subsequently forget about giving. The short deadline will thus be 3 days. The long deadline will

be a week longer than the short deadline. In order to compare the effect of the reminder to the

short deadline, the time left once people receive a reminder should have the same length as the

short deadline. In order for both periods to start on the same day, the long deadline will be 10

days long - 7 days plus 3 days for the reminder in the reminder treatment. The LD treatment does

not include a reminder, but is of course just as long as the LDR treatment period.
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3.3.2 Text messages

For the text messages the deadlines are more immediate and we do not have a reminder treatment:

Short deadline (TSD), Long Deadline (TLD) and control group (TC). Since we can be fairly certain

from a preliminary survey that most people read their text messages immediately, we can shorten

the short deadline to one day. The long deadline will be 3 days here and the control group will

receive a deadline till the end of the month.

3.4 Set-up

Due to the technical restrictions the set-up for both groups will be slightly different.

3.4.1 E-mail

The e-mail addresses will be randomized into 3 equal sized groups plus a smaller group for the

control group (30/30/30/10). With the control treatment, we only want to see if there are any

donations later on, thus we need less observations here. The addressees will receive an e-mail

asking for a donation in the subject line and advertising the lottery. All 4 groups will receive the

same e-mail subject line to prevent any selection before opening the e-mail. Once they open the

e-mail the main header will announce the respective deadline to make sure, that the individual

got treated: Donate until X and win a Y. Then there will be a short text asking the individual to

donate as well as a picture and a button to the landing page. We try to keep the design as basic

as possible in order not to distract from the treatment. The people in the reminder treatment will

not be made aware of the reminder at this point. Once a person clicks on the button to make

a donation he is redirected to a landing page where he can fill out his personal information and

decide on his donation amount. The minimum donation will be 25kr (3 dollars), discouraging any

minuscule donations just for the sake of participating in the lottery. The amount is not restricted

from above. After they have donated, they are redirected to an information page, where they can

learn more about the charities projects.

Measuring the treatment effect on the treated is difficult with letters, e-mails and text messages.

With solicitation phone calls or house visits the solicitor knows whether somebody answered, but

with written messages many might go unnoticed into the trash or the spam folder. The advantage
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of e-mails over letters is that we can count, whether an e-mail has been opened. Whenever the

e-mail program downloads a picture from the server, the e-mail is counted as opened. This provides

us with an approximation of the treated. Some e-mail programs block automatic downloads, which

will downward bias our count. Thus it will provide a very conservative estimate of the treated

individuals. We also receive a good idea about at what time of day most people read newsletters.

3.4.2 Text messages

The mobile numbers will be randomized into 2 equal sized groups and a smaller control group

(45/45/10). The holders will receive a text message with the treatment message, asking them to

donate until a certain point in time and informing them of the lottery. They can donate 25kr by

texting HUNGER to the charity’s phone number. We restrict the donation to one amount due

to technical restrictions. We are thus not able to measure different donations amounts, but only

timing of donation and number of people donating. Here we assume, that everyone who receives

the text message also opens it as it.

3.5 Lottery

We will be using a lottery for two reasons. The first reason is to create credible and comparable

deadlines for the individual treatments. Since the winners will only be announced after all deadlines

are over, the lottery incentives are the same in both groups. The second reason for using a lottery
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is that lotteries increase the donation participation rates by around 100 percent Landry, Lange,

List, Price & Rupp (2006). As the response rates for e-mail campaigns are usually below 1 percent,

doubling the response rates will help us to increase the significance of the results. With respect to

the results of the survey and discussions with other researchers we chose a magazine subscription

as a prize. The prize needed to be cheap enough not to crowd out giving, but interesting enough

to work as a credible deadline.

4 Empirical Strategy

The primary specification for our econometric analysis will simply regress the dependent variables

on the treatment indicators. Both samples (e-mail and text) will be tested independently.

Main outcome variables for e-mail:

• number of people donating

• amount of donation

• timing of donation

Main outcome variables for text messages:

• number of people donating

• timing of donation

In addition to the outcome variable, we are able to control for gender, age and previous giving

for some participants. For this smaller sub-sample we will do further analyses to estimate possible

gender or age effects. We do not assume to find any gender effects. If the data allows, we also want

to control for previous giving behavior of the participants.

5 Hypotheses

The hypotheses differ for the three outcome variable we are measuring. In the following, each

subsection proposes the hypotheses and their explanation.
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5.1 Number of people donating

We test the following three hypotheses:

H1 : µSD = µLD

H2 : µLD = µLDR

H3 : µSD = µLDR

µ is the average of people donating in the group.

If for both deadlines the same amount of people donate, we do not have a procrastination

problem or we do not have a problem of forgetting. People might procrastinate but then donate

on the last day before the deadline. This would mean that the deadline has no effect on giving

in total, only on the point of time the donation is made. If H1 : µSD > µLD people in the long

deadline treatment seem to procrastinate and subsequently forget about donating.

This is why we add the reminder treatment (LDR). If H2 : µLD = µLDR then the reminder has

no effect on the decision to give. This would mean that the people decide whether to donate or

not and then procrastinate until the last day, but do not forget about their decision. People who

decided not to give in the first place are then also unaffected. If however, H2 : µLD < µLDR we

have an indication that people forget about their decision to donate and about the deadline. They

only give, when they are reminded.

A short deadline might make people feel pressured and they might have very high opportunity

costs during the time before the short deadline. H3 : µSD = µLDR would mean, that the opportunity

costs are the same for both deadlines and that the people who want to donate will do so. If we

find that H3 : µSD < µLDR then the short deadline might have been too short and the problem of

opportunity costs is higher than the procrastination problem.

5.2 Timing of donation

In addition to the three main hypotheses the actual point of time of giving is important to find the

causes for the observed behavior.

For all three treatments we want to compare the last 3 days of giving (the short deadline time

frame) and the first day of giving.
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We assume that individuals in the short deadline treatment are less likely to procrastinate for

the 3 days until the deadline, but individuals in the long deadline treatment might be more willing

to procrastinate. If these people are then distributed evenly over the whole time frame or even

bunch up on the days before the long deadline, it would not matter for the charity as long as there

is any kind of deadline. We compare the results to the control group to see if there is an effect of

a very long deadline or if it is perceived as no deadline.

In order to test our assumption that not as many people in the long deadline treatment donate

as in the short deadline treatment, we want to separate forgetting from not wanting to donate. The

third group will have the long deadline and will receive a reminder 72 hours before the deadline

approaches. For the people who just forgot about donating this will be similar to being in the short

deadline group and they might donate after receiving the reminder. For the people who decided

against donating when they first got the e-mail a reminder should not change their behavior. We

assume to see a spike at the day of the reminder.

5.3 Amount donated

As in some of the other experiments on charitable giving it is not only important how the number

of givers is affected, but also how the average amount and the variation of the amounts donated

changes with the treatments.

Again we test for differences between the treatments, but this time for the amount donated.

H1 : µSDA < µLDA < µLDRA

We hypothesize that the amounts donated in the short deadline treatment are smaller than the

amounts in the long deadline treatment. People might not want to spend much money without

thinking it through, but in order to donate something, they then opt for a smaller amount.

If people feel guilty when they receive the reminder, they might donate the largest amounts.

They have had time to think about making a donation and then they might have forgotten about

it.
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6 Follow up

We will follow the donors over another 6-12 months if possible in order to observe their giving

behavior after the experiment.
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