
GENERAL DONOR MOTIVATIONS 

HIGHLIGHTS 

The American Benefactor 

• The many different motivations for giving include superstition, altruism, 
gratitude, guilt, salvation, selfishness, grief, giving to get, helping, obligation, 
good feelings, opening out, and the feeling of greatness. 

Elizabeth Boris and Teresa Odendahl 

• Motivations for giving can be influenced by religious heritage, personal 
philosophy, social responsibility, political beliefs, peer pressure or egoism. 

Robert Bremner 

• Throughout time, the meaning of philanthropy has focused on altruism, pride, 
sacrifice, tolerance, religion and gentility.  

E. Gil Clary and Mark Snyder 

• The six personal and social psychological behaviors that underlie giving decisions 
are values, social, career, protective, enhancement and understanding. 

Virginia A. Hodgkinson and Murray Weitzman 

Key factors that motivate people to give include:  

• Being asked to give and volunteer—when minorities are asked to give, 78 percent 
respond positively; 

• Charitable deduction; 

• Membership in an organization;  

• Involvement in organizations as a youth; 

• For communities of color, the percentage of African Americans who reported 
household giving increased from 51 percent in 1993 to 53 percent in 1995 
whereas the percentage of Hispanics  reporting giving declined from 65 percent in 
1993 to 57 percent in 1995;  and  

• Overall, African Americans and Hispanics had lower household giving than white 
respondents—the primary reasons for the lower giving of Hispanics and African 
Americans was lower average household income than whites, lower percentage of 
respondents who were married, and a lower proportion of college degrees than 
whites. 

Francie Ostrower 

• A dominant and widespread class-based system of giving coexists with divergent 
patterns of giving based on religion, ethnicity and gender; 

• Philanthropy and charity differ in focus and content—charity is directed at the 
poor, philanthropy includes a wider range of private giving for public purpose; 



• Elite philanthropists believe that noncharitable giving is as legitimate as charitable 
giving; 

• Volunteer activities, particularly board membership, are important factors for 
giving among the wealthy (a connection to the organization is key to their gift); 

• Elites have played a major role in the establishment and oversight of nonprofit 
organizations, and tend, therefore, to give to them as well; 

• Philanthropy is a mark of status that defines and maintains the cultural boundaries 
of elite life; and   

• Philanthropy grows out of a donor’s sense of identity as well as ethnicity, religion 
and gender.  

Russ Alan Prince   

• The seven types of donors include: the communitarian, the devout, the investor, 
the socialite, the altruist, the repayer and the dynast—each type requires different 
fundraising strategies for developing relationships; and 

• Most donors fall into the communitarian model where “giving makes good 
sense,” followed by the devout where gifts are motivated by religious reasons. 

Thomas Reilly 

• Donors give with the expectation of receiving some benefit;  

• Donors are more likely to seek indirect benefits than direct gifts; 

• Individuals and foundations generally give to enhance an institution, the 
community, or society; corporations give to build strong educational and research 
programs that might eventually help the business community overall; and  

• The attraction of specific payoffs is a relatively minor influence on giving. 

Paul Schervish 

• Five factors induce charitable giving—communities of participation, frameworks 
of consciousness, mediating organizations or persons that invite participation in 
giving, the presence of discretionary resources, and the existence of a person or 
experience in one’s youth who inspired giving in adulthood.  

Carol Schwartz Silberg 

Donors give for several reasons, including: 

• Religious history; 

• Family involvement in giving; 

• Philosophy of shared wealth;  

• Giving as a way of life; 

• Expression of success in business; 

• Having large amounts of discretionary income; 



• Seeking to solve social problems; 

• Involvement in an organization and its decision making; and  

• Wanting to associate with leaders.     

Arthur White 

To encourage more giving, organizations need to: 

• Educate the younger population (under 35) on the importance of philanthropy;  

• Encourage new modes of volunteerism; 

• Capitalize on the people who feel they should give more;  

• Encourage new mechanisms for gift giving; and  

• Challenge Americans with giving goals.   
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This book examines the many faces of philanthropy, its donors, receivers and 
societies.  Schneewind presents a variety of views on philanthropy from the 
perspective of anthropological, philosophical, historical and other fields and subfields 
to explain the practice, values, experiences and virtues of philanthropy.  The separate 
articles that comprise this book attempt to shed light on issues relating to civil 
society, pre- and post-modern culture, liberty, charity, religion and politics and their 
influence on and from philanthropy.  

Sherry, John F.  “Gift Giving in an Anthropological Perspective.” Journal of Consumer 
Research 10, no. 2 (Sept. 1983): 158-168.  

This article explores the anthropological context of gift giving.  Sherry uses 
traditional consumer and marketing research to describe the elements that underlie 
gift giving as a function of human behavior, citing a number of reasons why people 
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White’s findings indicate that the major motivations for giving include: income level, 
life experience, age, religious involvement and marital status.  He suggests several 
methods for converting a prospect into a donor and actions for increasing charitable 
giving.  The primary means of enhancing giving are: educate the under-35 population 
about the importance of American philanthropy; encourage new modes of 
voluntarism; capitalize on the people who feel they should give more; encourage new 
mechanisms for gift giving; and challenge Americans to giving goals.   

 “Why Donors Give.” American Demographics 18 (June 1996): 4.  

This article explains common reasons why people give to charity. The main reasons 
cited for giving include: to ease guilt, boost egos and get cozy with a clique.  
Although people give for many reasons, the article suggests that philanthropy has a 
whole set of shared meanings and assumptions.  Using data from the American 
Association of Fund Raising Counsel (AAFRC), the article concludes that the greatest 
motivating factor for giving is being asked to give, especially by someone who is 
known and trusted.   

“Why We Give.” The American Benefactor (Winter 1997): 90-99.  

This article describes the reasons people give from the perspective of 11 writers.  The 
writers reflect on different motivations for giving such as superstition, altruism, 
gratitude, guilt, salvation, selfishness, grief, giving to get, helping, obligation, good 
feelings, opening out and the feeling of greatness.  Each writer provides a personal 



account of the different giving behaviors, using either stories or more theoretical 
analyses for philanthropic gestures.   
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