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ABSTRACT 
With the aim of developing a better under- 
s t a n d i q  of an individiral’s donation decision 
process this paper focuses on the infortnation 
scarclt undertaken by  a prospective donor. It 
discirsses the level of problem solving that 
cliaracterises variorrs donations, using the body 
o f  consumer decision-makinq literature to 
provide a theoretical f iamework $r the 
investiqation. From the results it appears that 
donor decision making jbllorus a similar 
pattern to consumer buyinq decisions. There 
appears to be a low incidence of extended 
problem solving, even ioliere relatively l a y e  
donations are concerned. Examples of limited 
problem solvinq and routine response be- 
liavioirr, by  contrast, were more prevalent. 

INTRODUCTION 
The major groups that contribute to 
charitable organisations are: the general 
public, the commercial sector, the 
statutory sector and trust funds. In 
Britain, however, approximately 80 per 
cent of the total amount donated to 
charity is given by the general public, and 
about 80 per cent of the adult population 
makes some kind of donation at  some 
point in the year. ’ This is broadly 
comparable to the United States, Canada 
and Australia.? Because such a large 
proportion of the income for charities is 
provided by individual donations it is 
important that the design of fundraising 
campaigns maximiscs response among 
these individual contributors. (It should 
be noted that the focus in this paper is on 
monetary donations to charity; it does not 
consider donations in kind and voluntary 
work.) 

Research on individuals’ charitable 
giving focuses on three main areas: 

- the actual sums of money raised’ 
- individuals’ motivations for giving to 

a particular charitable cause3 
- how charities can encourage long- 

term commitment from donors‘.’ 

It is Only in the context of this latter 
type of research that any significant at- 
tention has been devoted to individuals’ 
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responses to different methods of 
fundraising. Neglect of these issues 
means that, although figures are available 
on the income generated by different 
types of fundraising, little insight has 
been gained into the effectiveness and 
efficiency of fundraising activities. To 
maximise the return on investment in 
fundraising activities and to safeguard or 
improve the prospects of long-term 
donor relations, it is vital to develop an 
understanding of why donors respond to 
fundraising the way they do, in other 
words, their decision-making processes 
in various situations. This paper 
investigates these issues by applying the 
theory of consumer decision making to 
charitable giving. Specifically, it ex- 
amines the level of problem solving that 
characterises individual donation deci- 
sions by means of qualitative research 
into the nature of the information search 
undertaken by prospective donors in 
various donation situations. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
The nature of exchanges between 
individuals in social contexts is central to 
the social sciences.' The exchange 
paradigm, which is based on the 
exchange of value, is central to the 
conccptualisation of marketing" and is 
used to understand why consumers buy 
goods and services from commercial 
organisations. In the charity context, the 
beneficiary is generally seen as the 
consumer. However, there is also an 
exchange of value betwcen the donor and 
the charity and, therefore, similarly the 
donor can be considered a consumer. 
Moreover, although donating money to 
charity can be defined as helping 
behaviour, it contrasts with other types 
of helping, such as intervening in a crisis, 
in that it has an economic value. Because 
donor behaviour involves an economic 

factor, it is reasonable to associate it with 
consumer behaviour' and to suggest that 
the investigation of individuals' responses 
to different fundraising methods has 
much to gain from reference to advances 
made in consumer behaviour research. 
More specifically, when individuals are 
confronted with a fundraising situation, 
insights into their responses, in terms of 
their decision to give or not to give, can 
be gained by reference to research on 
consumer decision-making processes. 

Extensive research has been conducted 
into the area of consumer decision 
making, producing several versions of the 
consumer decision process model. The 
most prominent models promote a cog- 
nitive view of decision making. 
Typically these models propose that there 
are five main stages in the consumer 
decision-making process: need recogni- 
tion, information search, evaluation of 
alternatives, purchase and post-purchase 
evaluation. (A full explanation of how 
such models relate to donor behaviour 
can be found in Hibbert and Horne, 
1997)". This view of the consumer as a 
rational decision maker assumes that 
people have the ability and inclination to 
receive and process considerable amounts 
of information. 

This cognitive approach posits that all 
consumption and purchase decisions are 
based on information processing and that 
a change in attitude always precedes a 
change in behaviour. The cognitive-based 
models, however, do distinguish dif- 
ferent types of purchase according to the 
level of information processing that a 
consumer undertakes to arrive at  a 
satisfactory decision. It  is proposed that 
the lcvcl of problem solving that a person 
will engage in depends on his or her 
strength of attitude towards the object of 
the decision. Where attitude strength is 
low and the consumer does not have the 
knowledge or cxperiencc to compare and 
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evaluate alternatives to a satisfactory 
level, it is suggested that she or he engage 
in extended problem solving (EPS). In 
other words, he or she seeks more 
information and becomes highly involved 
in the decision process in an attempt to 
reduce the perceived risks of the pur- 
chase. Where a relatively strong attitude 
towards a purchase has been developed 
on the basis of a person's knowledge and 
experience, but where there remains 
some ambiguity about its attributes, she 
or he is said to engage in limited problem 
solving (LPS). A consumer is also likely 
to limit the extent of  his or  her informa- 
tion search and evaluation when he or she 
perceives a lower level of risk to be 
associated with the purchase and is 
therefore less involved in the deci- 
sion-making process. Finally, when an 
individual has developed a strong at- 
titude towards a purchase through ex- 
perience, it is suggested that she or he 
have a well-developed predisposition 
towards certain purchase behaviour, that 
is, to exhibit routine response bchaviour 
(RRB).'" 

Research relating to the level of 
problem solving invested in consumer 
decisions suggests that there is a high 
incidence of limited problem solving 
among consumer purchases. Wilkie 
(1990)" and Kassarjian (1981)14 advance 
the view that the majority of consumer 
bchaviour is low in risk and low in 
involvement. Limited use of information 
has been shown to characterise decision 
making for products ranging from low- 
price foodstuffs to expensive consumer 
durablcs, and services such as general 
practitioners. ''7 I h *  '' 

The low involvement of consumers in 
their decision making means that the basis 
on which they cvaluatc alternative offer- 
ings is often less rational than the 
information processing consumer deci- 
sion niodels suggest. Many purchases of 

consumer goods and services are realised 
without apparent evidence that any in- 
formation processing has taken place 
at  all.'".'' In addition, Foxall (1983, 
1984)'"."' provides evidence that other 
expected outcomes of rational decision 
making, such as brand attitude, are absent 
even when products are frequently pur- 
chased. For low-involvement purchases a 
person may rely simply on the reputation 
of a retail outlet or the advice of the sales 
person, avoiding expending the energy to 
evaluate the discriminating attributes of 
the product. Even where relatively ex- 
pensive purchases are concerned, con- 
sumers often restrict their search to the 
alternatives available in a single store and 
may base their entire evaluation on the 
reputation of the outlet and the advice of 
the sales person. 

Foxall (1990)'' makes reference to 
a simple decision process model out- 
lined by Ehrenberg and Goodhardt - 
awareness, trial, repeat purchase - that 
delineates this low-involvement sequence 
of purchasing and consuming. This 
process contrasts with that put forward 
in the information-processing models, 
which assumes that consumer decision 
making always follows a sequence of 
cognitive, affective and conative reac- 
tions. Whereas the cognitive models of 
consumer behaviour assume that markct- 
ing must seek to change consumer 
attitudes before it can change their buying 
habits, models that posit a different chain 
of suggest that situational 
factors have a much greater influence on 
consumer behaviour. 

Several models of the consumer 
decision process that cmphasise the 
direct or indirect impact of situational 
influences on behaviour have been 

This more simple, developed. -. 
behaviouristic approach to explaining 
consumer behaviour has been suggested 
to be more realistic than the complex 
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cognitive-based models. 28 Clearly there is 
a myriad of environmental factors that 
may influence behaviour. At the most 
general level, however, situational factors 
include temporal, physical and social 
characteristics of the occasion when 
behaviour takes place, the task at  hand 
and an individual's antecedent state, such 
as mood.23 

This research seeks to establish whether 
donor decision making is characterised by 
a high incidence of limited problem 
solving, as has been found to be the case 
for consumer purchase decisions. If 
limited problem solving is predominant 
among donor decisions, future research 
can proceed using a framework with 
a greater behaviouristic emphasis to 
provide further insights into donor 
bchaviour. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
To develop a better understanding of an 
individual's donation decision process 
this study focuses on the information 
search undertaken by the prospective 
donor. I t  discusses subsequently the level 
of problem solving that characterises 
various donation decisions. 

Data for this study were collected using 
a qualitative research method in the form 
of group discussions. Qualitative research 
is increasingly valued in the field of 
marketing as an approach that provides 
deeper and richer insights into research 
questions.'" Group discussions are one of 
the most popular forms of qualitative data 
collection. A major strength of qualitative 
methods is that the researcher is able to 
access cognitive processes that are just 
below the threshold of consciousness, 
that is, either subconscious or precon- 
scious thoughts."' Group discussions 
were considered to be an appropriate 
method for this study where the data 
required werc people's thoughts and 

feelings, which are mental processes that 
often take place at a subconscious level. 

Qualitative research is approached 
without imposing predetermined struc- 
ture on the data. Nevertheless, a general 
framework is required to ensure that the 
discussion covers the relevant issues. 
Therefore, a discussion guide was used by 
the moderator to steer the groups. At the 
beginning of each group discussion 
participants were asked to spend a few 
minutes thinking about specific occasions 
when they had donated to charity by 
the various fundraising methods (eg 
covenants, GAYE, door-to-door collec- 
tions, counter box collections, direct 
mail, sponsoring someone for an event, 
buying raffle tickets for a charity event, 
media appeals, telephone appeals). The 
main body of the discussion focused on 
the internal and external information 
sources used in donation decisions and 
situational factors that influence the 
information search. 

Four group discussions were carried 
out. Each of the groups involved between 
7 and 9 participants resulting in a sample 
size of 32. To recruit participants for the 
groups, social societies and companies 
located in Central Scotland were ap- 
proached and their respective members 
and employees were asked to take part in 
a group discussion. The participants, 
therefore, were volunteers from these 
various sources. Consequently, some of 
the participants knew one another. They 
werc made aware of the topic of discus- 
sion before volunteering to take part, 
which implies that they did not an- 
ticipate feeling self-conscious discuss- 
ing charitable donations in front of 
their friends, acquaintances or colleagues. 
Moreover, the groups were moderated 
by the authors and there was no overt 
evidence that people were inhibited or 
exaggerating in their contributions to the 
discussions. The groups consisted of an 



approximately equal split between male 
and female participants and. included 
people of a wide range of ages (from 20 
to 70 years). Levels of education varied; 
the last qualifications for which the 
participants had studied ranged from 
school-leaver exams to postgraduate de- 
grees. The sample included students and 
retired people as well as those in profes- 
sional, managerial and manual occupa- 
tions. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Before individuals give to charity their 
need to do so must be activated. People’s 
motivations for giving to charity include 
altruism, social norms and situational 
factors.3’ In some cases people make 
spontaneous donations activated, for ex- 
ample, by the death of a relative, or 
illness. However, in most instances, the 
need or obligation to givc is felt only in 
response to a request of some kind. The 
initial function of any fundraising ac- 
tivities, therefore, is to activate the 
thought processes that may lead to a 
dona tion. 

INFORMATION SEARCH 
A donor’s information search serves the 
purpose of reducing the pcrceivcd risk 
of the donation. Information search can 
be categoriscd as internal and external, 
where the internal sources relate to infor- 
mation stored in niemory.3’*33 External 
sources are discriminativc cnvironmcntal 
stimuli that people use to predict the 
outcome of their actions.34 

INTERNAL SEARCH 
Internal information is always accessed as 
a first step. IIonors will usc this source of 
information to varying dcgrces, dcpcnd- 
ing on their levels of knowlcdgc and 

experience. Literature on consumer deci- 
sion making suggests that when an 
individual has extensive knowledge and 
experience and, therefore, strong at- 
titudes towards the object of their deci- 
sion, they are less likely to invest much 
time and energy in searching for informa- 
tion from external sources. The decision 
will rely on internal sources and external 
sources, which are easily derived from the 
immediate environment. When a per- 
son’s attitudes are weak, or when thcre is 
high involvement and high perceived risk 
associated with the outcomes of the 
decision, it is more likely that search for 
external information will increase. 10 

Rados (1%1)35 observes that donors are 
often unable to say why they made a 
donation to charity, which implies that 
conscious information processing does 
not play a prominent part in many dona- 
tion decisions. This is particularly true 
when individuals are giving in response 
to a form of fundraising that does not 
allow them much time to make a deci- 
sion, such as a street collection. Also, 
when the donation is a small one it  has 
limited consequences for most pcoplc and 
thcrefore does not merit any great in- 
vestment of time and effort in making 
the donation decision (see Hibbert and 
Horne, 1995).”’ In addition to these fac- 
tors, which suggest that many donations 
may involve only limited problcm solv- 
ing, is the point that, given the posi- 
tion of charity in the UK, everybody 
has expcriencc of and attitudes towards 
charitable giving. I t  is likely that such 
attitudes have an important effect on the 
decisions of potential donors. 

The role of attitudes in donation dcci- 
sion making was a key point of dis- 
cussion during the focus groups. This 
revealed that existing attitudes wcre often 
a major influence on people’s response to 
the solicitation. Although not without 
exception, it was widely suggested that 



when asked to make a donation many 
people ask only the name of the charity, 
if that, to aid their decision. The at- 
titudes respondents talked about, which 
guide donation decisions, related to three 
aspects of a charity’s operations: 

- the work carried out by the charity 
- its efficient and effective use of funds 
- the nature of the request for a con- 

tribution and the associated feelings of 
obligation to give. 

The work carried out by the charity 
It has been reported in previous studies, 
and is widely acknowledged by charities, 
that individuals have ‘favourite’ charities. 
Donors are predisposed to give to those 
charities because they work for a cause 
particularly dear to the ~OIIO~.’’,.’~ The 
following quote from one of the groups 
illustrates a typical link between a donor 
and his or her favoured charitable 
cause: 

‘it has to be something appealing to 
me, direct to the heart style, for ex- 
ample, cMdren because I was a teacher 
and cancer because my husband died of 
cancer, generally these are more ap- 
pealing to me’. 

Charities in the best position to benefit 
from such predispositions are those con- 
cerned with issues that actually o r  poten- 
tially touch everyone’s lives, for example 
heart and lung charities.‘” 

The fact that people have favourite 
charitable causes does not mean that  they 
will only support those causes. Most 
people are susceptible to ad hoc appeals 
from Charities, although thcir rcsponsivc- 
ncss to these appeals varies. At one 
extreme, some pcople give almost when- 
ever they are asked and are virtually 
undiscriminating in their giving. They 
feel that unless there is a good reason not 

to give it is an expected and normal 
r e a ~ t i o n . ~ ’  Others are more selective in 
their response to ad hoc solicitations 
but can, nevertheless, be targeted by 
fundraisers. 

During discussion of individuals’ 
propensity to give to various charitable 
causes, a number said that although, 
morally, they would like to help 
everyone, practically, this is not possible. 
One way in which people said they dealt 
with the problem of these moral versus 
practical pressures is to restrict their 
support to particular causes or to 
particular Charities. For example, one 
woman said: 

‘I will only give to animal charities, or 
sometimes to the environment. Those 
are the things that I think are impor- 
tant, well they are all important but 
you can’t give to everything. So if 
someone stops me in the street I just 
say “I only give for animals, sorry”.’ 

There is a clear indication in this quote that 
attitudes towards charitable causes are 
used to simplify the donation decision. Uy 
basing the decision on existing attitudes, 
an individual avoids having to invest 
time and energy in assessing the worthi- 
ness of the cause. Moreover, and perhaps 
more importantly, the person escapes 
any anxiety caused whcn evaluating thcir 
moral and practical priority. This strategy 
is common not only for those described 
above as selective in their response to 
fundraising, but also for those who arc 
less discriminating. For this latter group, 
however, i t  appears to be less effective. 
This is illustrated in the following account 
offered by one group participant during 
the same discussion of attitudes towards 
Charitable causes. The woman in ques- 
tion started by describing how she had 
responded to frequent requests for dona- 
tions in the previous weeks: 



‘so I said to myself, you can’t keep on 
giving like this, so I declded that I 
wasn’t going to give to anything else 
for a while. The same week another 
envelope landed on the doorstep asking 
for a donation for something or other, 
I think it was for blind people in Africa, 
if you gave so much you could save one 
person’s sight. But I had decided so I 
put it straight in the bucket. But then 
I couldn’t stop thinking that maybe 
I should give, and what was a few 
pounds to me, and it  preyed on my 
mind so much until I went and got it 
out of the bucket and ended up sending 
a donation. You have to stop some- 
where but I find it so hard because 
they’re all good causes in their own 
way, well nearly all.’ 

Attitudes towards the charitable cause, 
therefore, are a major determinant of a 
donor’s propensity to give and charities 
widely recognise that ‘people donate 
because they believe in the cau~e’ .~ ‘ )  
Increasingly, this factor is seen to be 
salient for charities who are attempting to 
develop long-term relationships with 
their donors. This propensity to give, 
however, appears to be strongly mediated 
by an individual’s moral attitude rcgard- 
ing altruism. In the group discussions, the 
role of  morals as a mediating factor was 
highlighted by the contrast between 
people’s propensity to give in response to 
ad lzoc solicitations. Moral attitude un- 
doubtedly plays a similar role in deter- 
mining both the size and direction of a 
pcrson’s response to fundraising efforts 
general1 y. 

The efficient and effective use of 
funds by charities 
A second issue about which strong 
attitudes were cxpresscd, was the L I S ~  of 
f h d s  by charities. This focused on two 
key issues: administration costs and 

communication costs. In some cases, 
negative opinions about fundraising 
methods were clearly linked to people’s 
beliefs about charity pev se. These beliefs 
were contravened when a charity’s 
operations appear to have a commercial 
character. The sentiments expressed by 
the groups emphasised that the nature of 
charity implies that organisations set up 
to do good works for various causes exist 
because those people working within the 
organisation have the cause a t  heart. By 
gaining the support of the wider 
community through contributions, these 
people are able to shape events to the 
advantage of the beneficiaries in a way 
that would not otherwise be possible. 
Participants in the study suggested that 
they are affronted when it appears that 
people, often subcontractors, working to 
raise money for charity, are working for 
financial gain. The activities of one 
charity were criticised by one group 
member on this basis: 

‘they pay all their charity people, pay 
for people to collect. That’s business, 
that’s not charity.’ 

Although people may agree that those 
working full time for charity need to earn 
a living, they do not agree with the 
payment of wages equivalent to those 
paid in commercial contexts. Moreover, 
people with this attitude tend to believe 
that much of a charity’s fundraising work 
should be carried out by volunteers. 

Certain individuals in the groups said 
that they withhold their support for 
charities they believed to be spending an 
unacceptable proportion of funds raised 
on activities that do not directly benefit 
the beneficiaries. Several group members 
said that they did not give to charities 
whose adniinistrative costs were believed 
to be high, because of money spent on 
expensive office space and recruitment of 



expensive staff. Attitudes of this type 
were raised more than once in the 
groups: 

‘I don’t give to these charities because 
I feel that a lot of money goes on 
running costs. I mean you see job 
adverts in the paper where they are 
offering thirty, forty, fifty thousand 
pounds a year. And thcn thcy have 
offices in the middlc of London which 
must cost a fortune.’ 

‘You haven’t anybody in a smart suit 
somewhere pulling down a large salary 
and taking away, in effect, all the good 
that your money should be doing, for 
the people it was mcant for.’ 

The precise nature of these responses may 
be partly due to the fact that the 
participants in the groups for this study 
wcre part of an all-Scottish sample. 
Negative opinions about charities’ ad- 
ministration costs appear to be cxaccr- 
bated when the funds arc dcalt with a t  a 
location geographically distant from the 
donors (the case for national charities 
based in London with respect to Scottish 
donors). In cases where the charity’s 
internal operations are out of view of thc 
donor, they are effcctivcly hidden and 
thcrcfore open to suspicion. More local 
charities, such as hospiccs, which often 
feature in local media, tend not to suffer 
from negative attitudes to this cxtcnt. 

Negative attitudcs werc also expressed 
in relation to charitics whosc communica- 
tions and fundraising methods wcrc 
bclicved to be expcnsive. They use 
channels such as telcvision, or put large 
advertiscmcnts in the press and ‘advcrtis- 
ing takcs away all thc profits’. 

Cases where charities use commercial 
organisations to carry out door-to-door 
collections werc also cited as unacccp- 
table. Opposition to the usc of funds on 

administration and expensive methods of 
fundraising was partly due to the attitude 
that when people give to charity it is 
because they want to help the beneficiary. 
They do not want to contribute to the 
economic success of a commercial en- 
terprise or individual. Quint (1996)41 
highlights the fact that donors often form 
such opinions about the lack ofjustifica- 
tion for fundraising costs on the basis of 
media information, which is sometimes 
unfair or uninformed. Various references 
were made during the group discus- 
sions to television documentaries, which 
presented incidents of charity collections 
where the proportion of funds actually 
received by the charity was very small. 
There appears to be an unfortunate 
tendency to make gcneralisations on the 
basis of such media reports. 

A number of charities have made ef- 
forts to confront donors’ fears regarding 
the use of funds, by publishing figures on 
thc pcrcentagc of funds used for ad- 
ministration. The rccent suggestion of 
indcpcndent accrcditation of charities is 
anothcr possible method by which in- 
terested donors might be able to as- 
sess whcthcr the charity to which they 
wish to make a donation has sufficicnt 
safeguards to prevent abuse. 

Nevertheless, in responding to donors’ 
attitudes towards thc use of funds, 
charities face a paradoxical situation. 
Although, on the one hand, well-paid 
staff and high-profile, media fundraising 
campaigns can lead to the development of 
ncgativc attitudes, on thc other hand, 
individuals in the groups highlighted thc 
importance of being a ‘known’ charity. In 
somc cases thc samc people who said that 
charitics should minimisc spending on 
administration and communications also 
said that, if askcd, thcy would al- 
ways support thc ‘big’, ‘establishcd’, 
‘reputable’ charities. There is surely somc 
overlap betwccn charitics who rccruit 



‘expensive’ professional staff and use 
expensive media for their cammunica- 
tions, and those that are ‘well known’. 
The duality of this issue highlights the 
need for effective public relations, provid- 
ing donors with feedback on the achieve- 
ments facilitated by their donations and 
offsetting any fears that the use of funds 
is ineffective. 

The nature of the request for a 
donation 
A final set of attitudes said to influence 
donation decisions, concerned where, 
when and how people are approached for 
donations. The significance of this ap- 
peared to be in the associated level of 
obligation to give that individuals felt in 
different situations. This varied from 
person to person. 

In the same way that beliefs about the 
nature of charitable organisations in- 
fluenced attitudes towards the use of 
funds, beliefs about altruism influenced 
attitudes towards how, when and where 
they were approached by fundraisers. 
One of the primary features of altruism 
is that i t  is voluntary, that is to say, 
making a donation should be a spon- 
taneous act of generosity.3’ The research 
revealed that some people were opposed 
to methods of fundraising that exert 
excessive pressure, or that intrude on 
their privacy. These factors were seen to 
rob people of their control over the giving 
process and to deprive them of the feeling 
that they are giving of their own free will. 
People expressed quite strongly that they 
do not want to feel they have been 
shamed into making a donation, either by 
the use of forceful fundraising methods, 
or by exposure to communications that 
aim to rouse their social conscience. 

Telephone appeals and direct mail were 
suggested to be among the worst of- 
fenders in intruding on people’s rights to 
privacy. Pcoplc felt that they breach so- 

cial norms if they do  not give in certain 
situations, but were confident that in 
other situations they have every right to 
withhold their support. This is because 
they feel that the charity has invaded 
their personal space. People varied in 
their perceptions of where and when 
their rights to personal privacy should be 
observed. O f  course, even in situations 
where people felt they did have rights to 
personal privacy, their tendency to suc- 
cumb to the internal and external pres- 
sures to give also varied. 

The above discussion of attitudes 
towards making donations provides an 
insight into the basis for many donation 
decisions. The heavy reliance on existing 
attitudes to arrive at  a donation decision 
means that charities need to take a 
long-term view in developing those 
aspects of the marketing strategy that 
form the basis of donor attitudes. 

EXTERNAL SEARCH 
Although attitudes to the three aspects of 
a charity’s operations outlined above are 
important sources of information in the 
decision process, external sources are also 
consulted. This is so especially if the 
donor does not have the knowledge or 
experience to make a satisfactory deci- 
sion, or if there remains some ambiguity 
about the donation. 

When groups were asked about exter- 
nal information sources there was strong 
agreement that donors needed to know, 
first and foremost, to what organisation 
they were donating. Most participants 
said that they would be likely to make a 
donation to a charity of which they had 
heard. The large charities, such as the 
Red Cross and the Salvation Army, 
were identified as market leaders whose 
reputation is held in high regard. The 
implication here is that donors arc more 
likely to respond positively whcrc the 



decision is easy for them and the per- 
ceived risks reduced, in other words 
where they can rely on their existing 
attitudes. 

In cases where the charity is unknown 
to donors, they may attempt to find 
out about it, depending on their im- 
pressions of the approach used. This 
was particularly relevant where personal 
fundraising methods were concerned, 
where the decision to pursue the informa- 
tion search was dependent on people’s 
impressions of the collector. One man in 
the focus groups described a typical 
sequence ofevents in which, ifhe thought 
that the collector was genuine, he would 
try to seek sufficient additional informa- 
tion to be able to make a satisfactory 
decision: 

‘I might strike up a conversation with 
the collector and find out a bit more, 
and then I might be motivated to give 
some money - it is nice to find out a 
bit more about the charity, so that if 
you are interested you can spread a bit 
of positive communication about the 
cause to other people as well.’ 

This quote suggests that, in some in- 
stances, where people are motivated to 
find out more about a charity, posi- 
tive outcomes can result over and above 
the actual contributions made. Another 
contribution to the same conversation 
provides further illustration of external 
information search, which, in this case, 
left the donor with a very positive image 
of the charity concerned: 

‘we had a letter through the letterbox 
a couple of weeks ago for a charity we 
had never heard of. I almost didn’t 
believe that it existed, I thought it was 
a bit of a con. But, I looked up the 
telephone book and it was Glasgow 
and sure enough there it was. I phoned 

them up and they were very helpful 
so I felt obliged to make a contribu- 
tion.’ 

In these donation situations where the 
individual cannot rely wholly on internal 
information, charities need to be aware 
that the motivation to search for ex- 
ternal information can be substantially 
influenced by situational factors. As out- 
lined earlier, situational factors may relate 
to activity at  the time, social surround- 
ings, physical surroundings, time fac- 
tors and antecedent states such as mood. 
Mood was suggested to be an important 
influence on donation decisions by several 
group members. For example one person 
said: 

‘if I am in a happy mood I think, 
“why not”. You know there are other 
people in far worse situations than us. 
So you feel obliged on certain occa- 
sions, but other times you just can’t be 
bothered. ’ 

Isen (1%2)4’ has documented the effects 
of mood on helping behaviour. As is 
evident in the above quote, positive mood 
encourages people to donate, because 
people who feel positive want to increase 
their feelings of assurance. Similar be- 
haviour may, however, be observed 
among people in negative affective states 
because they may want to improve their 
mood. 

Many of these situational factors are 
totally ou t  of the charity’s control. 
Nevertheless, charities do have control 
over certain factors, such as the presenta- 
tion and demeanour of collectors, the 
time of day and the place in which the 
collection is made and the social situation 
in which prospective donors are ap- 
proached. These factors merit attention 
when designing a fundraising package, as 
the volatility of ad hor donations can be 



influenced in a positive manner. Assum- 
ing that individuals can be ‘persuaded 
successfully to seek external information, 
charities must ensure that relevant infor- 
mation is readily available to the prospec- 
tive donor. 

O f  course, not all donation decisions 
apply to small ad hoc gifts; in some 
instances the decision is whether or not 
to make a long-term commitment to a 
charity. There are higher risks associated 
with long-term giving, which would 
suggest that a more in-depth search for 
information should characterise this type 
of donation decision. However, discus- 
sion of this type of donation decision 
highlighted that the move to commit 
oneself to a charity long term did not 
come out  of the blue, but as a conse- 
qucncc of an established, informal giving 
relationship. For example, after years of 
regular giving a church member may take 
out a covenant. Unlike people making ad 
hoc donations, those making this type of 
donation decision do  not require informa- 
tion on the charity itself. They do, 
howcvcr, have concerns about the nature 
of the agreement into which they are 
entering: 

‘once you have made a covenant it’s 
difficult to break the tie. You can be 
too bound up in an organisation with 
long-term giving.’ 

‘I don’t fecl that I can take out a 
covenant because of my job situation, 
and once you get into’ them I don’t 
think that you can get out of them.’ 

Although some cxtcrnal information 
scarch is undertaken by potential donors, 
as with consumer buying dccisions, there 
are very fcw instances in which donors 
seek substantial amounts of external 
information. Extensive problem solving, 
thcrcforc, is uncommon among donors, 

even for donations involving considerablc 
sums of money. 

Once people have overcome the bar- 
riers to long-term, planned giving, their 
donations become habitual and they tend 
to require little, if any, information. 
Respondents who gave on a planned basis 
illustrated the routine nature of their 
giving: 

‘we have one planned give, we get 
direct mail annually . . . we have been 
doing it for a number of years, I have 
no idea what triggered it in the first 
place.’ 

This type of behaviour follows the con- 
sumer behaviour view that when an in- 
dividual has developed a strong attitude 
to purchase through experience, she or 
he has a well-developed predisposition 
towards certain purchase behaviour and 
exhibits a routine response behaviour. “) 

With regard to the types of exter- 
nal information used by donors, serv- 
ices consumer behaviour literature offers 
some insight into information likely to be 
used in making donation decisions. Dis- 
tinction is drawn among external sourccs 
between intrinsic and extrinsic cues. 
Intrinsic cues are the objective, physical 
characteristics inherent in the good or  
service, whereas extrinsic cues bear no 
actual relation to the physical features of 
thc offering, but influence the consumer’s 
overall subjective evaluation. The service 
literature suggests that where an offering 
is largely intangible, there is a lack 
of objective intrinsic cues and people 
arc more likely to draw on extrinsic 
cues to predict the outcome of their 
behaviour. 43*17 

In giving money to charity the rewards 
for the donor tend to be highly intangible. 
I t  could be argued that in this context the 
donor might make reference to the nature 
of the goods and scrvicc provided by the 



charity to the beneficiary and use intrinsic 
and extrinsic cues inherent in that ex- 
change as sources of information for deci- 
sion making. However, this information 
tends not to be available readily to the 
donor. Therefore, there is heavy reliance 
on extrinsic cues, which are features of 
the situation in which the donation is 
made, such as the label on a collecting 
box in a pub, or the demeanour of a 
fundraiser ‘selling’ a payroll deduction 
scheme (GAYE). 

Besides the need for fundraisers to 
consider the importance of people’s 
attitudes towards charity and donating 
and to adopt a long-term view that 
contributes to the positive development 
of those attitudes, they also need to pay 
close attention to the extrinsic cues that 
influence donor decision making in situa- 
tions typical of each separate method of 
fundraising. 

CONCLUSION 
The research outlined above examines the 
nature of donor decision making. It  
focuses on the type of information used 
and the level of problem involved in 
donation decision-making processes. It 
delineates arguments dcvelopcd in the 
consumer behaviour literature on con- 
sumer decision making and uses thcsc as 
a framework for analysis. Qualitative 
research produced results that suggest 
that donor decision making follows a 
similar pattcrn to consumer buying deci- 
sions. There appears to be a low in- 
cidence of extended problem solving, 
cvcn where relatively large donations arc 
concerned. Examples of limited problem 
solving and routine rcsponsc bchaviour, 
by contrast, were more prevalent. This 
research follows Hibbert and Horne 
(1996)44 suggesting that there is a lack of 
knowledge of the process of giving. The 
present research attempts to confront 

that problem by analysing information 
search within the donor decision process. 
Clearly, as this research was conducted 
with a small, all-Scottish sample, it means 
that generalisations of the results to the 
wider population should be treated with 
caution. This is an exploratory study and 
is a first step in an ongoing project that 
specifically focuses on donor responses to 
individual methods of fundraising. 
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