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Abstract 
 

This paper presents a multi-level study of social context effects on charitable 
donations in the Netherlands. The questions answered include (1) to what extent regional 
differences in charitable donations are the result of composition effects or context effects; (2) 
what context effects tell us about motives for charitable giving; (3) how social contexts affect 
charitable donations. Potential mechanisms include information, solicitation, social pressure, 
prestige, and beliefs about the trustworthiness of others. Data from the third wave of the 
Giving in the Netherlands Panel Survey are combined with aggregate community level giving 
data to disentangle composition and context effects. Results indicate that similarities in 
charitable giving among Dutch households located in the same municipalities are by and large 
the result of composition effects. The context effects observed strongly suggest that 
households are not motivated to give by altruism, but by social rewards and feelings of guilt.  
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I – Rationale: Why study the influence of social context on giving? 
 

A recent review of the literature on philanthropy (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2007) reveals 
that in the past forty years some five hundred empirical studies have been published on 
determinants of charitable giving. Experimental studies reveal that the social context in which 
decisions on charitable contributions are made is a very important factor – if not the most 
important factor – that determines the outcome of these decisions. Survey studies have linked 
differences in philanthropy between households with a large number of socio-demographic 
characteristics. Religion, age, education and income emerge as the strongest predictors of 
philanthropy in survey research. It has been argued that the relationship between these 
characteristics and philanthropy can be explained as the result of the influence of social 
context (Bekkers 2004). However, survey studies have provided very little insight in the 
mechanisms that link socio-demographic characteristics to philanthropy. This paper is a first 
attempt to fill this gap. Survey research has also revealed that there are strong regional 
differences in charitable giving in the Netherlands (Bekkers & Veldhuizen forthcoming). 
Figure 1 maps these differences for two methods of giving: in door-to-door collections (left 
panel) and through bank transfers (right panel). The 457 municipalities in the Netherlands in 
2005 are colored from light to dark, representing low to high amounts donated. The mean 
amount donated by households ranges from � 0.75 (in The Hague, where the government is 
located) to more than sixty times that amount, � 45.27 (in Urk, a fish harbour). Average 
donations through bank transfers also show considerable spatial variation. In the municipality 
with the lowest mean amount (� 10.02 in Reiderland, a village in the north east) anonymous 
donations are only one tenth of the highest average amount donated (� 107.27 in Rozendaal, a 
village near Arnhem in the mid east). 

A second rationale for the study of social context effects is theoretical. Economic 
models of philanthropy have traditionally assumed that charitable giving is to some extent 
motivated by altruistic concerns for the well being of recipients of services provided by 
charitable organizations. If individuals are motivated to give by altruism, they should reduce 
their level of giving upon learning about an increase in the contributions of others. However, 
if individuals are motivated to give by public recognition for contributions, they should 
increase their giving upon learning about an increase in the contributions of others. This 
means that the sign of context effects tells us something about the motivations of individuals 
to engage in philanthropy. If context effects are positive, altruistic motives do not motivate 
giving or play a minor role. Conversely, if context effects are negative, altruistic motives 
dominate social motives. If context effects are zero, altruistic motives and social motives 
cancel each other out. 

The paper proceeds as follows. In the Theory section II, I discuss the mechanisms that 
may explain how social context affects charitable giving, and I explain how context effects 
may tell us something about the motives for philanthropy. In section III I discuss the 
analytical strategy that will be used to test for context effects. In the Data and Methods section 
IV I first describe the hierarchical regression framework that is used in the social sciences to 
study the influence of social context. Then I describe the dataset that I will use to estimate the 
effect of social context on philanthropy. Section V presents the empirical results; in section VI 
I discuss the implications of the results and draw some conclusions. 
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Figure 1. Regional differences in donations to charitable causes 
 

Door-to-door collections Bank transfers and online giving 

  
Source: Central Bureau of Fundraising, 2006 Source: WDM Nederland BV, 2007 

 
 

II – Theory: How does social context affect charitable giving? 
 
People do not behave in a social vacuum when it comes to charitable giving. Decisions 

on charitable contributions are made in social context that affects these decisions. Figure 2 
presents a schematic representation of how social contexts affect giving. The figure is 
discussed from right to left, starting with the upper part.  
 
Figure 2. How social context affects philanthropy  
 
 Decision making process 
Opportunities �  
(A) 

Inputs �  
(B) 

Evaluation �  
(C) 

Outcome 
(D) 

    
Likelihood  Norms   Giving no/yes 
Number �  Social pressure �  Costs/benefits �  Organization type 
Relation with solicitor  Prestige standards   Amount donated 
 Confidence    
    

 
At the far right (column D) are the phenomena that are affected by social contexts: 

whether or not people give to charitable organizations, what type of organizations they 
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support, and the total amount donated. It is assumed that differences in these philanthropic 
behaviors are the outcomes of decision making processes, in which the costs and benefits of 
giving to specific organizations are evaluated. For the sake of clarity, the remainder of the 
discussion focuses on only one such process. The outcome of a decision making process is the 
result of an evaluation (column C) of the inputs (column B) for the process. These inputs are 
partly derived from social contexts. But social contexts not only affect the input of decisions 
on charitable contributions, they also determine the likelihood that people enter these decision 
processes, by providing opportunities (column A). 

Previous research on philanthropy suggests that there are at least six ways in which 
social contexts affect charitable giving. These ways are displayed in the bottom part of figure 
1. Social contexts affect opportunities for charitable giving (column A), and several inputs of 
decisions on contributions: social norms, social pressure, prestige standards, and confidence 
(column B). Social context is assumed not to affect the evaluation of inputs. 
 
Opportunities 

First, social context is important for philanthropy because through others people 
encounter opportunities to contribute to charitable causes. A large majority of all donation 
acts occurs in response to a solicitation (Bekkers 2005; Bryant et al 2003). Individuals who 
are solicited for contributions directly by others are more likely to give than individuals who 
are not solicited (Lindskold et al 1977). Receiving a higher number of solicitations is likely to 
be associated with a higher likelihood of giving (Bekkers & Schuyt 2005; Lee & Farrell 2003; 
Schlegelmilch et al 1997; Simmons & Emanuele 2004; Tiehen 2001), though decreasing 
marginal effects are also likely to exist (Van Diepen et al 2006). It has been argued that 
people with large networks are more likely to become members of voluntary associations 
because they are more likely to be asked (Bekkers et al 2008), and subsequently receive more 
solicitations for charitable contributions (Bekkers 2005; Bekkers et al 2005). From these 
studies, it is expected that: donations increase with network  size (H1) and with the number of 
solicitations for charitable contributions (H2).  

Not all types of solicitations are equally effective. Individuals who are solicited by 
others with whom they have a stronger relationship are more likely to give (Bekkers 2004; 
Schervish & Havens 1997). Face-to-face solicitations are more effective than solicitations 
made over the telephone (Brockner et al 1984). On the other hand, in the Netherlands 
donations in response to personal requests are often small cash contributions. In contrast, 
donations in response to impersonal requests such as direct mail are larger. It is expected that 
donations increase with the number of impersonal solicitations more strongly than with the 
number of personal solicitations (H3).  

In addition, people may encounter opportunities to give without an actual request. The 
mere fact of living in a town with a higher number of fundraising nonprofit organizations 
increases the likelihood that individuals encounter opportunities to give even when they do 
not know any individuals soliciting contributions for these organizations (Bielefeld et al 
2005). It is expected that donations are higher in contexts with a higher number of voluntary 
associations (H4).  

 
Inputs 

Second, social context is important for philanthropy because others impose norms on 
individuals. People learn from others to what extent charitable giving is socially desirable, and 
what the socially accepted level of contributions is. In most contexts, giving is socially 
desirable behaviour. Charitable giving is generally regarded as a good thing that everyone 
should do (Horne 2003; Muehleman et al 1976). In these contexts individuals will be more 
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likely to engage in philanthropy because individuals are exposed to social pressure from their 
social context to contribute (Andreoni & Scholz 1998; Carman 2006; Wu et al 2004).  

However, in some contexts giving away money without certainty of some self-benefit 
in the form of a counter service or a reward in the long run may be regarded as a stupid thing 
(Miller 1999). In these contexts, individuals may only engage in philanthropy when they gain 
some self-benefit in return for a gift. Social norms may also prohibit individuals from 
contributing to charitable organizations when feelings of solidarity are confined to members 
of the own group. This happens in groups that are in fierce competition with other groups for 
survival, social status, or the status of ‘the only true religion’. Members of these groups will 
refrain from contributing to organizations that benefit individuals in other groups (Uslaner 
2002; Uslaner & Conley 2003). However, in most social contexts contributing to some 
collective goal is viewed as a positive thing. In all cases, donations are higher in contexts 
where charitable giving is more highly valued (H5). 

Third, in social contexts people become aware of prestige standards: the level of 
giving needed to gain prestige in the community. Social contexts – local communities, 
business circles, religious groups – all have conventions on appropriate amounts. Donations 
exceeding these amounts will be noted as ‘generous’ contributions. Individuals who want to 
signal their generosity to others need to give more than average in order to stand out as more 
generous (Harbaugh 1998). The prestige motive is likely to be more important in high status 
networks. In such networks, not giving would endanger one’s elite position (Odendahl 1990; 
Ostrower 1997). It is expected that donations are higher among individuals in high status 
networks (H6).  

Fourth, people form impressions of the trustworthiness of charitable organizations and 
their fellow citizens from the behaviour of others in their social context (Glanville & Paxton 
2007). Seeing that others contribute to specific charitable organizations may be taken as a 
signal that these organizations are trustworthy (Andreoni 2006a; Andreoni & Petrie 2004; List 
& Lucking-Reiley 2002; Potters et al 2005). In addition, seeing that others contribute may 
increase the perceived trustworthiness of others, which in turn increases the likelihood that 
people will give themselves (Bekkers 2003; 2006a; Brooks 2005; Brown & Ferris 2007). It is 
expected that charitable confidence is higher in more generous contexts (H7); and donations 
are higher among individuals with more charitable confidence (H8). 
 
Evaluation 

The four mechanisms outlined above may all promote giving, depending on the weight 
of altruistic and social motives for philanthropy. It is assumed here that individuals compare 
the costs of a charitable donation with the benefits for recipients (to the extent that individuals 
are motivated by altruism) and the social rewards of a donation (to the extent that individuals 
are motivated by the six mechanisms outlined above). To the extent that individuals are 
motivated by altruistic concern for recipients of services provided by charitable organizations, 
learning about an increase in the donations of others to these organizations should lead them 
to reduce their own contributions. When they reduce their own contribution, they can still 
enjoy the pleasure of knowing that the recipients are helped. Rational altruists free ride on the 
contributions of others.  

In contrast, to the extent that individuals are motivated by social rewards, learning 
about an increase in the donations of others will lead them to increase their own contributions. 
The higher donations of others signal that giving is socially valued, increase prestige levels 
and signal that others trust the organization. These mechanisms link giving by others to 
increased individual giving.  

Both altruistic and social motives affect philanthropy. Thus, giving by others may both 
have positive effects (because of social motives) and negative effects (because of altruistic 
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motives). These positive and negative effects may counterbalance each other such that the 
total effect of giving by others is exactly zero. However, it also possible that one motive has a 
stronger impact on giving than the other. Previous research suggests that altruism motivates 
philanthropy only in rare circumstances (Ribar & Wilhelm 2002). The bulk of all giving is not 
motivated by altruistic concerns, but by ‘warm glow’ motives, including social rewards 
(Andreoni 2006b). This suggests that we are more likely to observe positive effects of the 
giving of others on individual giving, implying that people are more strongly motivated by 
social rewards than by altruism.  

There is one factor that complicates this line of reasoning: the extent to which 
individuals exchange information about their giving. There are two sides to the process of 
information exchange: giving others information about one’s own level of giving, and 
acquiring information about the level of giving of others. If individuals receive no information 
about the level of giving of others, giving by others obviously cannot affect individual giving. 
In this case, any context effects that we observe cannot be the result of altruism. Likewise, 
when giving remains anonymous and others receive no information about the level of giving 
of individuals, social rewards cannot motivate individual giving. In this case, any context 
effects that we observe cannot be the result of social motives. Thus, in order to evaluate the 
relative importance of altruistic and social motives for philanthropy it is important to know to 
what extent individuals give and receive information about their giving. In the empirical 
results we expect to see that donations are higher among individuals in more generous 
contexts (H9), especially when individuals have information about donations of others (H10). 

 
III – Analytical strategy 

 
The four mechanisms outlined above give rise to the expectation that philanthropic 

behavior by different actors in the same context is correlated because of context effects: the 
actors are affected by a shared group influence and because actors influence each other. 
However, similarity in philanthropic behavior by different actors in the same context may also 
be the result of similarities in characteristics of these households that are correlated with 
giving. In this case, the correlation between philanthropic behaviour among actors in the same 
context is the result of composition effects. It is spurious. Because actors share specific 
characteristics they behave alike, but there is no causal effect of the shared context or of the 
behaviour of other actors. 

The distinction between composition and contextual effects is not very relevant for 
fundraising purposes. Fundraisers will want to know which states, regions, congregations, 
zipcodes, or blocks are most generous, so that they can target their campaigns to those who 
may be expected to donate the highest amounts. Fundraisers will not care whether 
geographical differences in philanthropy are the result of composition effects or mutual 
influence. However, the distinction between context and composition effects is relevant for 
testing theories on social context effects on philanthropy.  

To disentangle context and composition effects, a dataset is needed that contains 
observations of multiple actors nested within the same context. Such a dataset is used in the 
present paper, and will be discussed below. In addition, a ‘multilevel’ hierarchical regression 
model is needed to establish whether correlations among the level of giving among 
individuals in the same community are the result of context or composition effects. Multilevel 
models provide an important improvement upon the methodology used in previous work 
(Andreoni & Scholz 1998; Schiff 1990) for two reasons. One reason is that treating 
observations nested within the same context as independent observations biases the standard 
errors of context characteristics assigned to these individuals downward. A second reason is 
that identification of the nesting structure among observations allows for computation of 
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correlations in the behaviour among observations in the same context. This provides a relative 
estimate of composition vis-à-vis context effects. In previous studies, it is unclear to what 
extent regional differences in giving are the result of composition effects and/or context 
effects. 

As far as I know, hierarchical regression models have not been used in studies on 
philanthropy. Therefore I briefly discuss them here. Textbooks on multi-level models provide 
a more formal discussion (Hox 2002; Snijders & Bosker 1999). Hierarchical regression 
models are widely used in several areas, including studies on test performance in educational 
settings (where a pupil’s test score may be affected by the test scores of classmates, teachers, 
and school policy) and in criminology (where a citizen’s victimization risk may depend on 
individual characteristics as well as neighbourhood characteristics).  

A typical dataset with a two-level structure looks like the dataset in table 1. In this 
example, ID i  is the identification number of a unit at the lowest level of analysis. In our case 
these units are households. ID j  is the identification number of units at the higher level of 
analysis. In our case these units are municipalities. Yi  is our dependent variable (the amount 
donated per year) at the household level. X1i is an independent variable at the household 
level (e.g., whether the household is residing in a rented home or whether the household owns 
the home. X1j  is an independent variable at the municipality level (e.g., the mean amount 
donated by households in the municipality).  

 
Table 1. Example of multi-level data structure  
 

ID i  ID j Yi  X1i  X1j  
1 1 80 0 100  
2 1 120  1 100  
3 2 150  1 150  

 
Estimation of multi-level models proceeds from an ‘empty model’ including only a 

constant. This model does not explain any variance, and provides a base line estimate of the 
intraclass correlation (rho, group level variance relative to total variance). The intraclass 
correlation can be thought of as a measure of the average correlation in giving among actors 
residing in the same context. If actors in the same context are more alike than randomly 
matched actors from different contexts, there is group level variance that requires explanation. 
More complicated models involve cross-level interactions, such that the effect of household 
characteristics is allowed to vary between municipalities.  

In the present paper, the context level is that of the municipality. This is a pragmatic 
choice; available data concern the level of the municipality. This is not the most appropriate 
level, given the theoretical mechanisms that link context to philanthropic behavior. These 
mechanisms are operative in the social networks of households. Obviously, not all residents of 
the municipality 1 in table 1 belong to the networks of households 1 and 2. Only those others 
that belong to these networks of these households are likely to affect giving by these 
households. In fact, the networks of the randomly chosen households 1 and 2 in municipality 
1 are likely to be very different, and to have little overlap. Moreover, the networks of 
households are likely to cross municipality borders, and contain others that are not living in 
the same municipality. Networks rarely consist of only local ties.  

On the other hand, many actors that affect household giving do live in the same 
municipality. A major part of all giving in the Netherlands is religious giving, and benefits 
local churches. It is likely that context affects religious giving: religious giving is positively 
related to social pressure exerted in the local context (Bekkers & Schuyt 2005). Selective 
fundraising strategies employed by charitable organizations are also likely to generate context 
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effects in secular giving. Many non-religious fundraising organizations in the Netherlands 
target specific zipcode areas that are believed to be more generous. To the extent that these 
beliefs are justified, households in more generous contexts should receive higher numbers of 
solicitations, and should therefore continue to give more than average.  

Another advantage of the municipality as a context is that this context level is a largely 
exogenous factor in the lives of individuals. Charitable giving is not a factor in the selection 
of a location for one’s household. It is very unlikely that individuals move to another 
municipality because they dislike the average level of charitable giving in their current 
municipality. Such selective migration could generate endogenous context effects, i.e. context 
effects that are not imposed on individuals by their context, but chosen by these individuals. 
Endogeneity is more of a problem for the personal network of individuals. The composition of 
one’s social network is dependent on personal preferences. The golden rule of preference 
based network formation is the homophily principle: ‘birds of a feather flock together’ 
(McPherson et al 2001). Altruists dislike dealing with egoists and will try to avoid them if 
possible. Thus individuals will select others into their networks with similar preferences for 
charitable giving. In the municipality in which people live, people will try to find individuals 
with similar tastes for giving and draw them into their personal network.  

In sum, though the estimates of municipality context effects are not estimates of the 
total effects of context, the municipality does constitute a theoretically important social 
context. 

 
IV – Data and Methods 

 
There are very few empirical estimates of social context effects on household giving 

due to the lack of adequate data. In this paper, I use data on philanthropy by households from 
the second wave of the Giving in the Netherlands Panel Survey (2004). The GINPS2 surveyed 
individuals in 1,252 households. These households were located in 312 different 
municipalities. The number of observations within the same municipality ranged from 1 
(many municipalities in rural areas) to 49 (Amsterdam). The average number of observations 
in the same municipality is 4. Questions on charitable giving referred to the calendar year 
2003. 

The dependent variable in the analyses is the natural logarithm of total amount 
donated to charitable causes (including church) in the calendar year 2003 plus � 1. Donations 
were measured with a Method-Area module (Rooney et al 2004); an elaborate description is 
provided elsewhere (Bekkers & Wiepking 2006). Recoding ‘don’t know’ answers to zero, 
85.4% of households reported donations. The average amount donated among giving 
households was � 315; among all households the average amount donated was � 269. Median 
donations were � 108 and � 81 among giving and all households, respectively. 

Context data on the average level of giving in municipalities are obtained from two 
different datasets, one on donations in door-to-door campaigns, and one on donations through 
bank transfers. 

Data on door-to-door collections were obtained from the website of the Central Bureau 
of Fundraising, which records the total amount donated in door-to-door fundraising 
campaigns that municipalities have permitted. The total amount donated in municipalities was 
divided by the number of households in these municipalities. Values for municipalities that 
did not provide data for 2005 were imputed by multiplying data from previous years with the 
average growth since these years.1 No data at all were available for eight municipalities. 
Values for these muncipalities were imputed from a regression analysis. Values for these 
                                                
1 Average growth rates in the years 2000 to 2004 relative to the previous year were 20,0%, 22,7%, 18,3%, 8,0% 
en 5,2%. 
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municipalities were imputed with a regression analysis.2 The mean among all municipalities 
was � 9.72. 

Data on donations through bank transfers in municipalities were aggregated from a 
dataset built by pooling data from four surveys on consumer behaviour called GCE. These 
surveys were conducted in the spring and fall of 2004 and 2005 by WDM Nederland BV 
(Wegener Direct Marketing the Netherlands, inc). Among questions on automobiles and pet 
food, GCE contained three RFM (recency, frequency and money) questions on donations to 
charitable causes. Responses to the frequency and money questions were multiplied to 
compute the amount donated per year.3 The mean amount donated in all 457 municipalities in 
the Netherlands was computed by aggregating the mean amount donated by the about 800,000 
respondents located in 3,960 different zipcode areas within these municipalities. The mean 
among all municipalities was � 32.46. 

Other context data used in the present paper are obtained from a large online public 
opinion poll conducted in November 2005 by McKinsey called ’21 minuten’ (21 minutes, the 
average time taken by respondents to complete the questionnaire). The poll included questions 
on willingness to volunteer, which were completed by 135,889 respondents, and questions on 
membership in voluntary associations completed by 88,546 respondents. The membership 
variable is the proportion of the population that reported a membership of at least one type of 
voluntary association from a list of eight types. This proportion ranged from 54% to 92%; the 
mean is 78%. The willingness to volunteer question did not simply ask whether respondents 
were willing to volunteer, but asked “In which circumstances would you spend more time to 
engage in volunteering without getting financial compensation?” Then several circumstances 
were listed that could facilitate volunteering for citizens: “if I would know better how to 
contribute”, “If I could contribute to more satisfying activities”, “if I would be asked more 
forcefully” and “if I would get more recognition for contributing”. A final response category 
was “In none of the above circumstances I would spend more time volunteering”. The 
proportion of respondents in municipalities that elected one of the circumstances was used as 
a measure of the willingness to volunteer. This proportion ranged from 66% to 100%; the 
mean was 84%. An index for social capital was constructed by taking the mean of the 
proportion willing to volunteer and the proportion holding at least one membership. 

                                                
2 The estimated regression equation is Y = 5.991+.468 * (proportion member of voluntary associations) -.284 * 
(average number of memberships) + 2.987 * (proportion helping friends/neighbors) + 1.005 * (proportion that 
would volunteer) -.001 * (number of households) + .020 * (mean amount donated through bank transfers). The 
adjusted R2 of this regression model is 0,189. 
3 The frequency question was ‘how often did you or someone in your household donated money to a charity 
through a bank transfer or online in the past 12 months?’. Response categories were never, once, 2-5 times, 5-10 
times, and 10 times or more, recoded as 0, 1, 3.5, 8, and 12, respectively. The value for the final category was the 
median among respondents responding more than 10 who provided an estimate of the number of donations in 
another survey conducted by WDM Nederland. The amount question was ‘which amount did you or someone in 
your household donated money to a charity the last time a donation was made through a bank transfer or online?’ 
Response categories were less than � 5, � 5-7.50, � 7.5-12.50, � 12.50-� 25, � 25-� 50, and � 50 or more, recoded as 
� 2.25, � 5.08, � 10, � 17.47, � 30.67 and � 95, respectively. These values were estimated among respondents in the 
2007 Giving in the Netherlands survey who indicated that their household had made a donation to a charitable 
cause through a bank transfer in the past two weeks. The respondents reported the exact amount donated. The 
same categories as in the WDM survey were computed and the mean values in each of the categories was 
assigned to the WDM respondents. The recency question in the WDM survey was ‘when was the last time you 
or someone in your household donated money to a charity through a bank transfer or online?’ Response 
categories were less than three months ago, 3-6 months ago, 6-12 months ago, 12-18 months ago, 18 months ago 
or longer, and never. If the answer was never, respondents did not complete the frequency and amount questions. 
A measure of the amount donated per year obtained by multiplying the number of times (5, 3, 2, 1, 0.5 and 0, for 
the respective categories) with the amount donated most recently correlated .82 with the measure used in the 
analyses reported below. The alternative measure had a higher mean (� 37.06) and a higher variance (ranging 
from � 8.61 to � 147.71), and seemed less robust. 
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Unfortunately, zip codes for respondents in the 2006 wave of GINPS were not 
available at the time when this study was conducted. This implies that some of the context 
data refers to later points in time than the data on household giving. The use of context data 
obtained from surveys completed after the GINPS may be problematic. However, it is 
unlikely that the order of municipalities will change much over time. In addition, it is unlikely 
that donations by individuals observed in GINPS have affected the estimated average 
donations in the municipality in which they live at a later point in time. Therefore, it is 
unlikely that the effects of context will be biased systematically in either a positive or 
negative direction. It is likely, however, that the use of context data from later points in time 
will increase the margin of error of the estimated context effects. 

Generalized trust is the mean score on a scale ranging from 1 (disagree completely) to 
5 (agree completely) on two items, ‘In general, most people can be trusted’ and ‘You can’t be 
too careful in dealing with other people’ (reverse coded). The Dutch are fairly trusting: 50.5% 
(fully) agreed that most people can be trusted, and only 37.0% agreed that one cannot be too 
careful. Charitable confidence is the response to the question ‘How much confidence do you 
have in charities?’, ranging from 1 (none-very little; 20.4%) to 3 (much-very much; 30.5%).  

Indicators of network size and network status were measured with the position 
generator methodology (Lin & Dumin 1986). A list of fifteen different occupations was 
provided, and respondents reported whether they knew anyone personally with that 
occupation, and if so, what their relationship with that person was (acquaintance, friend, or 
family member). If the respondents knew more than one person in an occupation, they were 
instructed to report the ‘strongest tie’. The occupations ranged from low status (truck driver, 
construction worker) to high status (physician, musician). From the responses two measures 
were computed: the number of occupations accessed as a measure of network size, and the 
mean status of the occupations accessed as a measure of network status. To compute network 
status, the social status of all occupations according to the CBS index (CBS 1984) that the 
respondent accessed was computed. Dummy variables for respondents reporting access to 
none or only one of the occupations were also included in the analysis to reduce non-
normality. On average, the respondents had access to 7.45 occupations; 2.0% reported access 
to none of the occupations, and 0.9% reported access to all fifteen occupations. The mean 
status is 4650; the highest network status was 613 and the lowest 9919. 

The number of solicitations for charitable contributions was measured with a list of the 
10 different types of methods that nonprofit organizations use most frequently to raise funds. 
For each method, the respondent indicated whether she had been asked to donate to nonprofit 
organizations in the two weeks prior to the survey. We constructed variables for the number 
of personal solicitations (made face-to-face, e.g. at the door, by friends/colleagues; average: 
0.8) and impersonal solicitations (e.g., direct mail; average: 0.4). 29.6% reported one or more 
impersonal solicitations; 51.3% reported one or more personal solicitations.  

Social pressure was measured with the statement ‘In my social environment it is self-
evident to do voluntary work’ (response categories ranging from 1 ‘do not agree at all’ to 5 
‘fully agree’. 25.8% agreed or fully agreed with the statement; 29.0% (fully) denied it. The 
perceived self-evidence of doing voluntary work indicates the degree of social pressure for 
contributions to voluntary associations. Because giving and volunteering are complementary 
forms of contributing to voluntary associations, we believe that the social pressure to 
volunteer is a proxy for the social pressure to donate money.  

Several variables were included to cover the process of information exchange about 
charitable giving. The variable ‘Know what others give’ was coded as 1 when the respondent 
mentioned at least one category of persons to the question ‘About which persons do you know 
how much they give to charities?’. Respondents could answer ‘my partner’, ‘family 
members’, ‘friends/acquaintances’. 63.5% mentioned at least one category of persons. The 
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variable ‘Others know what I give’ was coded as 1 when the respondent mentioned at least 
one category of persons to the question ‘Which persons know how much you give to 
charities?’. Only 17.7% mentioned at least one category of persons. The discrepancy between 
having and giving information about giving is striking. Apparently, people think of 
themselves as being much better at listening and observing than others. Finally, the variable 
‘Talk about giving’ is the response to the question ‘How often do you talk with others about 
giving to charitable causes?’. Response categories ranged from 1 (‘never’) to 4 (‘very often’). 
The response to this question is also interesting. 40.0% said they never talk about giving with 
others; 56.2% said they sometimes talk about giving with others. 3.5% responded ‘often’ and 
0.2% said ‘very often’. The fact that so many people say they never talk about giving suggests 
that the influence of social context is limited, and may be largely due to non-verbal 
communication or to perceptions gained from infrequent discussions.  

Own giving relative to others was measured with the question: “Compared to the 
average Dutch citizen, would you say you give…” with response categories 1 ‘much less’, 2 
‘less’, 3 ‘about the same’, 4 ‘more’ and 5 ‘much more’. The perception of own contributions 
relative to those of others indicate the degree to which individuals meet social norms on the 
appropriate level of giving. An overwhelming 70.1% considered their own giving to be on a 
par with that of the average Dutch citizen; 18.9% responded ‘less’ and 2.4% ‘much less’. 
8.6% said ‘more’ and only one respondent said ‘much more’. 

Measures for socioeconomic household characteristics are described in the appendix. 
 

V – Results 
  
Context effects on giving 

Table 2 reports results of a random effects tobit regression analysis of donations on 
context and household characteristics. The first model in table 2 is an ‘empty’ model, 
revealing an intraclass correlation of .034.4 This estimate is rather low, and implies that the 
bulk of the variance in household giving is due to household characteristics. There is not 
much systematic variance in the amount donated at the level of municipalities that is not due 
to composition effects. In other words, at the level of the municipality context effects are 
minor.  

The context model reveals significantly positive effects of the social capital index and 
the average amount donated. Both effects are quite large. A one standard deviation increase in 
social capital is associated with a 114% increase in donations. The positive coefficient for the 
social capital index supports the hypothesis that donations increase with the number of 
voluntary associations in the environment (H4). A 10% increase in the average amount 
donated in the municipality is associated with a 7.6% increase in the amount donated by the 
household. The fact that the relationship between household giving and average giving in the 
municipality is positive suggests support for the hypothesis that social motives have a stronger 
impact on giving than altruistic motives (H9). Below additional tests of this hypothesis will be 
presented. In the context model, the group level variance is strongly reduced, and as a result 
the intraclass correlation is also reduced, to virtually zero. This implies that context effects on 
philanthropy work mainly through the influence of the social capital index and the level of 
giving of others. There may be other characteristics of municipalities that are related to 

                                                
4 Because random effects tobit models cannot be estimated with a constant only, the ‘empty’ model included a 
non-significant coefficient (.067) for gender. The estimated intraclass correlation is in between estimates from 
empty models of the likelihood of giving at all and the amount donated among donors. A random effects logistic 
regression of giving at all reveals an intraclass correlation of .075; a random effects regression model of the log-
transformed amount donated among donors reveals an intraclass correlation of .016. This suggests that social 
context is more important for the likelihood of giving at all than for the amount donated among donors. 
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household giving (e.g., government support for specific organizations), but the effects of these 
characteristics are mediated by social capital and average giving. 

The third model in table 2 includes socio-demographic characteristics of households. 
Before the findings on household characteristics are discussed, first note that the two context 
characteristics are no longer significant. Social capital and average giving by others are no 
longer related to household giving when socio-demographic characteristics of these 
households are included in the regression. This suggests that the relationship of social capital 
and average giving with household giving is due to composition effects. It is because 
households in municipalities with high levels of social capital and average giving have 
different socio-demographic characteristics that we observe a relationship between social 
capital and average giving on the one hand and household giving on the other hand.  

The results in model 3 are in line with previous research on socio-demographic 
correlates of philanthropy in the Netherlands (Bekkers 2006b; Bekkers & Wiepking 2006). 
Giving is higher among households that consist of two adults, are older, are more religious, 
are higher educated, earn higher incomes, and own their homes. In addition, the results also 
indicate a number of new findings on religious heterogamy. Marriages between members of 
different religious groups tend to result in a level of giving typical of the level of giving 
among the less generous religious group represented in the marriage. For instance, if  one 
spouse identifies as Catholic and the other as Protestant, the couple tends to give an amount 
typical of Catholics. If one spouse is religious but the other is not, the couple gives an amount 
typical of a non-religious couple. Marriages among members of different Protestant 
denominations also result in lower than average giving among either group represented in the 
marriage. Another interesting finding in table 3 is that the level of education of the spouse 
does not explain any additional variance when the level of education of the respondent has 
been included. This suggests that education is associated with giving because of personal 
characteristics associated with education. 

Model 4 adds generalized trust and charitable confidence to the regression model and 
reveals positive relationships of both variables with household giving (supporting H8). 
However, taking trust and confidence into account does not change the parameters for the 
social capital index and average giving by much. This suggests that social context matters 
very little for trust and confidence. Indeed empty random effects regression models reveal low 
intraclass correlations of .0007 and .0339 for trust and confidence, respectively. The group 
level variance in confidence is reduced to .0198 when the social capital index and average 
giving are included. The coefficient for the latter variable is positive (.070) but not significant 
(p<.215). The group level variance is reduced to zero when the individual level trust variable 
is included. While these results do not reject the hypothesis that charitable confidence is 
higher in more generous contexts (H7), they do show that the weak relationship that exists 
between average giving and confidence is not due to context effects.  

Model 5 includes the network measures. The results give no support for the hypothesis 
that donations are higher among individuals in high status networks (H6). Instead, it turns out 
donations increase with the size of the network. Respondents with ties to a higher number of 
occupations from the list give more. The results of models 6 and 7 (discussed in more detail 
below) reveal that knowing a higher number of persons is related to giving because people 
with larger networks receive more solicitations for contributions and are more likely to know 
what others give. 

Model 6 shows that the number of solicitations for contributions is positively related 
to the amount donated, as expected (H2). The results also support the hypothesis that 
donations increase with the number of impersonal solicitations more strongly than with the 
number of personal solicitations (H3). Interestingly, the strength of the relationship of the 
social capital index with household giving increases again in this model. The intraclass 
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correlation also increases slightly. This indicates that the effect of social capital in previous 
models was suppressed because the number of solicitations was not taken into account. 
Apparently, solicitations are not targeted optimally at individuals in areas with high levels of 
social capital. The fact that relationships of age, religious affiliation and church attendance in 
model 6 are weaker than in model 5 implies that solicitations are more often received by the 
elderly and the religious, and that receiving a higher number of solicitations is part of the 
reason why these groups give more. 

Model 7 supports the hypothesis that donations are higher in contexts where charitable 
giving is more highly valued (H5). Social pressure to volunteer is positively related to 
household giving, and reduces the relationship of age and religious affiliation with giving. 

Model 8 reveals that individuals who say they know what others are giving give more 
than individuals who say they don’t know anything about what others give. This result is in 
line with the common finding in experiments that individuals adapt their level of giving to the 
level of giving observed among others.5 Interestingly, whether the respondent thinks others 
know about her level of giving (the dummy variable ‘others know what I give’) is not related 
to the amount donated. This suggests that the mechanism behind the effect of social context is 
not so much reputation (signalling status, gaining social approval) but the mechanism of 
psychological self-rewards (alleviation of feelings of guilt for not meeting social standards). 
Knowing about the level of giving among one’s acquaintances, friends, and family members 
leads people to follow that example. At the same time, people do not increase their giving 
when they know that others will learn about their giving. Apparently, people do not want to 
stand out as giving less than others, but not so much because they fear that others will learn 
about their less than average giving. Otherwise we would have observed a positive 
relationship between giving and the perception that others know about the respondent’s level 
of giving. 
 
Further evidence on altruism, reputation and self-rewards 

Table 3 provides further evidence that altruism is a less important motive for 
household giving than reputation and psychological self-rewards. This becomes clear from 
two observations. The first observation is that giving among households in municipalities is 
positively related – from a pure altruism model one would expect a negative relationship. The 
second observation is that the relationship between household giving and average giving is 
positive among those who know about the giving of others, while it is essentially zero among 
those who know nothing about the giving of others. Though the relationship among those who 
know about the giving of others is not significant (p<.192), it is fairly substantial. A 10% 
increase in average giving is associated with a 2.7% increase in household giving. This 
association is almost as large as the association between giving and income. The large 
standard error may be the result of cross-level interactions, such that the effect of average 
giving depends on household characteristics. These results give some support for the 
hypothesis that donations are higher among individuals in more generous contexts, especially 
when individuals have information about donations of others (H10). 

                                                
5 This finding could also be interpreted in another way. Individuals who give more may also be more likely to 
seek information from others on what is considered an appropriate level of giving. However, this is unlikely 
since the variable ‘own giving relative to others’ that intends to capture awareness of the appropriate level of 
giving is not positively related to giving. Also when the other information indicators are excluded from the 
analysis, this variable is not related to household giving. 
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Table 2. Random effects tobit regression of natural logarithm of amount donated by households 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 
 ‘Empty’ Context Demos Trust Networks Solicitation Norms Information 
social capital index  **1.139 0.812 0.787 0.799 *0.825 *0.876 *0.917 
mean amount donated in municipality  ***0.757 0.238 0.213 0.215 0.129 0.133 0.154 
(married) male  0.067 0.076 -0.031 0.103 0.154 0.140 0.130 0.137 
single female   ***0.706 ***0.642 **0.610 **0.614 ***0.631 **0.595 
married female   **0.600 ***0.629 **0.619 **0.611 ***0.626 **0.611 
age 35-44   0.298 0.211 0.193 0.087 0.069 0.114 
age 45-54   **0.444 *0.382 *0.351 0.282 0.249 0.288 
age 55-64   ***0.817 ***0.794 ***0.835 ***0.697 ***0.657 ***0.721 
age 65-74   ***0.710 ***0.765 ***0.807 ***0.697 ***0.600 ***0.673 
age 75 and over   ***1.328 ***1.299 ***1.383 ***1.292 ***1.226 ***1.344 
catholic   0.365 **0.405 *0.355 0.301 0.289 0.276 
reformed protestant   ***1.010 ***1.063 ***1.001 ***0.851 ***0.826 ***0.840 
rereformed protestant   ***1.864 ***1.833 ***1.825 ***1.757 ***1.691 ***1.613 
other religion   ***1.588 ***1.600 ***1.525 ***1.418 ***1.349 ***1.355 
protestant couple   **0.658 **0.679 **0.676 **0.632 **0.621 **0.627 
christian couple   0.229 0.396 0.320 0.268 0.254 0.254 
partners different religion   *0.478 **0.506 *0.469 **0.488 *0.464 *0.434 
one partner non-religious   0.224 0.290 0.216 0.158 0.158 0.142 
church attendance   ***0.021 ***0.019 ***0.019 ***0.015 ***0.015 ***0.015 
own level of education   ***0.209 ***0.147 ***0.127 ***0.124 ***0.127 ***0.121 
education partner   0.057 0.049 0.043 0.038 0.037 0.029 
log of household income   ***0.334 ***0.346 ***0.328 ***0.356 ***0.362 ***0.360 
owns home   ***0.395 ***0.362 **0.299 **0.280 ***0.284 **0.325 
generalized trust    ***0.314 ***0.264 ***0.268 ***0.256 ***0.243 
charitable confidence    ***0.499 ***0.493 ***0.455 ***0.438 ***0.420 
status of network     0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 
size of network     ***0.066 **0.049 **0.045 *0.036 
no social ties     -0.315 -0.367 -0.363 -0.298 
one social tie     -0.650 *-0.666 -0.653 -0.650 
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# personal solicitations 2004      ***0.192 ***0.186 ***0.169 
# impersonal solicitations 2004      ***0.290 ***0.300 ***0.286 
social pressure       **0.159 *0.132 
knows what others give        ***0.543 
others know what i give        -0.105 
talks about giving        0.137 
own giving relative to others        -0.003 
Constant ***3.891 -0.273 ***-4.239 ***-6.002 ***-5.992 ***-5.890 ***-6.351 ***-6.763 
# observations 1248 1246 1246 1246 1246 1246 1246 1246 
# consored observations 182 182 182 182 182 182 182 182 
# groups 312 312 312 312 312 312 312 312 
Group level variance 0,464 0,181 0,201 0,197 0,201 0,257 0,261 0,283 
Household level variance 2,460 2,470 2,155 2,108 2,091 2,064 2,058 2,037 
Intraclass correlation (rho) 0,034 0,005 0,009 0,009 0,009 0,015 0,016 0,019 
 
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1% 
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Table 3. Random effects tobit regression of natural logarithm of amount donated by 
households among households without and with information about giving by others 
 
 No information Information 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
average giving  *0.678 0.220 0.013 ***0.804 0.307 0.269 
male *0.434 -0.090 0.104 -0.153 -0.065 0.035 
single female  0.690 *0.774  **0.674 **0.668 
married female  0.379 0.578  **0.688 ***0.740 
age 35-44  0.429 0.223  0.294 0.067 
age 45-54  0.360 0.150  **0.523 0.306 
age 55-64  ***1.388 ***1.259  **0.563 0.373 
age 65-74  **1.008 **0.835  **0.605 *0.529 
age 75 and over  ***1.966 ***1.766  ***1.006 **0.871 
catholic  0.465 0.399  0.297 0.241 
reformed protestant  0.662 0.491  ***1.230 ***1.085 
rereformed protestant  **1.372 **1.335  ***1.981 ***1.851 
other religion  **1.520 **1.244  ***1.734 ***1.546 
protestant couple  *0.858 *0.842  0.457 0.473 
christian couple  0.121 0.162  0.202 0.178 
partners different religion  0.424 0.273  0.455 0.451 
other religious combination  -0.034 0.320  0.387 0.282 
church attendance  ***0.030 **0.016  ***0.017 ***0.013 
own level of education  ***0.262 **0.186  ***0.153 **0.100 
education partner  -0.067 -0.117  0.093 0.092 
log of household income  *0.435 *0.430  *0.259 *0.267 
owns home  0.344 0.207  ***0.439 **0.358 
generalized trust   **0.387   0.148 
charitable confidence   ***0.640   ***0.322 
status of network   0.000   0.000 
size of network   0.018   0.038 
no social ties   0.701   ***-1.764 
one social tie   -0.435   -0.740 
# personal solicitations    ***0.451   0.067 
# impersonal solicitations    -0.014   ***0.386 
social pressure   0.135   **0.167 
others know what i give   -0.719   -0.036 
talks about giving   0.149   0.120 
own giving relative to others   0.112   -0.069 
Constant 0.623 *-4.506 ***-6.829 1.339 -2.363 ***-4.169 
Observations 456 456 456 792 792 792 
Number of cbs_code 210 210 210 263 263 263 
Group level variance .304 .000 .000 ***.496 *.305 **.358 
Household level variance ***2.649 ***2.331 ***2.182 ***2.275 ***1.985 ***1.893 
Intraclass correlation (rho) .013 .000 .000 .045 .023 .034 

* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%     
  
The analyses in table 3 also provide a number of other interesting findings: among 

those who know nothing about giving of others, giving increases more strongly with age, 
church attendance, education, income, trust, confidence and the number of impersonal 
solicitations. Household giving among those who do know about the giving of others is more 
strongly related to religious affiliation, home ownership, network size, the number of personal 
solicitations, and social pressure. One interpretation of these differences is that giving among 
those who say they do not know about the giving of others depends on characteristics that 
facilitate anonymous giving, while giving among those who say they know something about 
the giving of others depends on social connectedness.  
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VI – Conclusion and Discussion 
 

This paper started from the observation that geographic differences in charitable 
donations in the Netherlands are fairly strong. Households in the least generous municipality 
on average give more than ten times less than the most generous municipality. However, 
results from multi-level regression models reveal that these differences are mainly the result 
of composition effects. Charitable giving among two randomly chosen households from the 
same municipality is somewhat more similar than giving among two randomly chosen 
households from different municipalities. However, it is the fact that households in the same 
municipalities have socioeconomic characteristics in common that makes their giving similar, 
and not social influence among households. This is surprising given the abundant evidence 
from experimental studies showing that social context is able to have very powerful effects on 
giving. However, in the natural world social context matters less. Two fifths of the 
respondents in the Giving in the Netherlands Panel Survey even say they never talk about 
giving to charitable causes with others. 

The results shed light on the mechanisms through which social context affects 
household giving. Potential mechanisms include information, solicitation, social pressure, 
prestige, and beliefs about the trustworthiness of others. Previous research suggests that each 
of the mechanisms may affect giving in experimental situations constructed by researchers. 
However, previous research has not shed much light on how important each of these 
mechanisms is in household giving in the natural world. The results of the present paper 
reveal that social context does not affect giving by providing prestige and charitable 
confidence. Instead, social context affects household giving by generating solicitations to 
contribute, by generating social norms on the appropriate level of giving, and social pressure 
to contribute.  

The results suggest that social norms affect giving in a rather subtle manner. People 
align their giving to what they expect that others are giving. A fascinating finding in this 
respect is that most people think that their own giving is less than the level of giving of the 
average Dutch citizen. From the relatively rare conversations about charitable giving, people 
seem to get the impression that others give more than they do themselves. This impression is  

The results also imply that altruism is a weak force in household giving. If households 
would be motivated to give because they want specific services to be provided by the 
organizations they are supporting, they should reduce their giving upon learning that other 
households give more. This implies a negative relationship between household giving and 
average giving by all households in the municipality. However, the data reveal that household 
giving and average giving are positively related. 
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Appendix – Description of variables 
 

Socioeconomic characteristics of households included in the analyses are indicators of 
position in the household structure (dummies for married males, single females, and married 
females; single males are the reference category) and age (dummies for ten year age groups, 
18-34 is the reference category).  

Indicators for religious affiliation were constructed from variables measuring religious 
affiliation of the respondent and the partner (if any). Thus the dummy variable Catholic 
indicates that the respondent as well as the partner in the household are Catholic. Other 
dummies are constructed for Reformed protestant couples, Rereformed protestant couples, 
and couples with a (shared) other religion. Respondents without a partner were placed in one 
of these categories according to their own religious affiliation. For couples that were 
heterogamous with respect to religion dummy variables were constructed: for couples in 
which one of the partners was catholic and the other protestant (labelled ‘Christian couple’), 
couples in which the partners considered themselves members of different protestant 
denominations (labelled ‘Protestant couple’) and couples in which one of the partners had a 
religious affiliation and the other did not. Couples consisting of two non-religious partners 
were the reference category.  

Church attendance is a variable measuring the number of times per year the 
respondent visits church.  

The level of education is measured in seven categories (ranging from primary 
education to (post)academic degree) for the respondent as well as the partner. Respondents 
without a partner received the median score (secondary education).  

Respondents provided their gross yearly household income in 26 categories, ranging 
from less than � 4000 to more than � 250,000. Missing income data was imputed from the 
mean income among respondents in five socioeconomic status groups based on occupational 
status and level of education.  

A dummy variable for home ownership indicates whether respondents own their place 
of residence. 
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