
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 110 (2024) 104530

Available online 13 September 2023
0022-1031/© 2023 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
nc/4.0/).

Case Report 

Attributional ambiguity reduces charitable giving by relaxing 
social norms☆ 

Fiona tho Pesch a,b,c,*, Jason Dana d 
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A B S T R A C T   

A growing literature demonstrates reluctant giving: Many people who voluntarily give to charity no longer do so 
when they have an excuse not to give. The mechanisms of reluctance, however, remain unclear. Consistent with 
this literature, we found that injecting attributional ambiguity into a real charitable decision significantly re
duces donations. Participants in our studies (N = 2147) faced a binary choice between options for distributing 
money between themselves and a charity, with one option giving more to a charity and the other leaving more 
for themselves. Borrowing from a classic attributional ambiguity paradigm, we manipulated whether the charity 
involved was the same for both options or different, giving participants the possible excuse of keeping more 
money due to preferring one charity over another. Participants indeed kept more for themselves when there were 
two different charities, regardless of which charity was associated with the more self-beneficial option, ostensibly 
revealing a hidden preference for selfishness. Using incentive compatible elications, we found no evidence that 
participants used the excuse of preferring one charity to another to justify their choices. Instead, we find that 
attributional ambiguity weakened perceptions that there is a norm against keeping more money in the task, both 
among decision makers and disinterested third parties. We conclude that attributional ambiguity lowers dona
tions by relieving internalized social pressure to give.   

1. Introduction 

Charitable giving in the US is a growing multi-billion dollar business: 
In 2021, Americans donated an all-time record of $485 billion (Giving 
USA Foundation, 2022). Why people donate is less clear. The question of 
motivational drivers of prosociality has occupied philosophers and sci
entists for centuries. Carefully constructed economic experiments show 
that people give to even anonymous others who cannot retaliate for not 
giving (e.g., Fehr & Fischbacher, 2002). As such, perhaps some people 
may give to charity for purely altruistic reasons (Batson & Shaw, 1991). 
Other researchers have argued that people may give because the act 
gives them a positive warm glow (Andreoni, 1990), meaning that giving 
makes them feel good about themselves. Alternatively, people may 
exhibit a form of inequality aversion (Fehr & Schmidt, 1999), in which 

they experience negative reactions to an unequal distribution of re
sources, even if they would profit from it. 

A burgeoning area of research in psychology and behavioral eco
nomics suggests that some giving, however, is reluctant. All of the mo
tives described above lead people to want to give, feel good about 
giving, and welcome future opportunities to do so. Reluctant givers, on 
the other hand, voluntarily give when asked, but may experience 
negative feelings from doing so and avoid situations in which they will 
be asked to give (Cain, Dana, & Newman, 2014; Xu et al., 2023). For 
example, the same subjects who give in the aforementioned careful 
economic experiments keep more for themselves when they can avoid 
costless information about the impact of their choices on others’ payoffs 
(Dana, Weber, & Kuang, 2007; Grossman & van der Weele, 2017). Thus, 
some people voluntarily give when they would otherwise prefer not to, 
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apparently because they experience psychological costs associated with 
refusing to give (Bénabou & Tirole, 2006; Berman & Small, 2012; 
Lindsey, Yun, & Hill, 2007). 

While it is well established that some giving is reluctant, it is less 
clear what mechanism is behind reluctant giving. The so-called self- 
image account proposes that people use excuses when available to 
behave in more self-beneficial ways while feeling they haven’t violated 
their own standards of fairness. People generally want to establish and 
maintain a positive moral image of themselves (Aquino & Reed, 2002; 
Dunning, 2007; Monin & Jordan, 2009; Rachlin, 2002). But when one 
faces a prosocial request, such as an appeal for a charitable gift, this 
motivation stands in conflict with material self-interest. In such settings, 
refusing the request comes with psychological costs such as self- 
reproach (Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996; Ban
dura, Caprara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, & Regalia, 2001; Higgins, 1997) 
and negative self-evaluation (Jordan, Leliveld, & Tenbrunsel, 2015; 
Rothmund & Baumert, 2014). Complying with the request avoids these 
psychological costs by paying the material costs of giving. It is reason
able, then, that people may seek excuses for why self-beneficial behavior 
does not actually violate their moral standards in such settings 
(Andreoni, Rao, & Trachtman, 2017; Bandura et al., 1996; DellaVigna, 
List, & Malmendier, 2012; Exley, 2016; Lin, Schaumberg, & Reich, 
2016). This way, people can reap the benefits of the self-beneficial 
choice without paying the psychological costs of violating their own 
standards. 

Another possible mechanism is social image. People don’t like to 
violate what they see as social norms against selfishness (Andreoni & 
Bernheim, 2009; Bénabou & Tirole, 2006; Kimbrough & Vostroknutov, 
2016; Krupka & Weber, 2013). This is apparently true even in anony
mous experiments with no possibility for quid pro quo, where decision 
makers still care about what others think of their actions (Cain et al., 
2014). Indeed, social norms often function in internalized ways, mean
ing that people follow social norms when not being observed by others at 
all (Bicchieri, 2005; Conte, Andrighetto, & Campennì, 2010). Rather 
than having a self-defined moral standard about how much to give, then, 
people may have an internalized social standard and give when not 
doing so would be perceived as violating a social norm. 

Self-image and internalized social image are easily conflated in de
signs meant to demonstrate reluctant giving: If an experimental 
manipulation provides enough of an excuse to choose self-benefit 
without spoiling one’s self-image, it probably provides enough excuse 
that (even imaginary) observers are unsure of the decision maker’s 
motives. Thus, providing for self-excuses weakens perceived social 
norms against a self-beneficial choice. 

We borrowed from a classic paradigm in social psychology (Snyder, 
Kleck, Strenta, & Mentzer, 1979) to investigate whether introducing 
attributional ambiguity into a charitable request will reduce giving, and 
why. In our experiments, participants faced a binary choice of how to 
allocate money to both themselves and a charity. One option was more 
self-beneficial (keeping more for themselves), while one was more 
charity-beneficial (giving more to charity). We manipulated whether the 
charities associated with each option were the same or different, and 
counterbalanced which charity was associated with the self-beneficial 
option. If participants were to systematically give less when the chari
ties differed, they could be using attributional ambiguity as an excuse to 
give less while maintaining a positive self-image. That is, they could tell 
themselves that they actually prefer the charity associated with the 
higher payment to the self. To this end, we used incentivized elicitation 
mechanisms to see whether participants subsequently preferred the 
charity associated with the self-beneficial option. Alternatively, intro
ducing ambiguity might have changed the perception of what is socially 
appropriate, making self-beneficial behavior less inappropriate. To this 
end, we also used incentivized elicitation methods to identify whether 
shared perceptions of the social norm changed under attributional 
ambiguity. 

1.1. Reluctant giving 

Though we see a great deal of prosociality around us, some of it is not 
as genuine as we would hope. Sometimes people help others or give to 
good causes when they would rather not, but give into the pressure such 
a request creates (Bursztyn & Jensen, 2017). As such, they also look for 
excuses for justifying self-interested behavior (Batson, Thompson, & 
Chen, 2002; Monin & Norton, 2003), reflecting a fundamental desire to 
be seen and to see oneself in a positive and moral light (e.g., Kruglanski, 
1989; Kunda, 1990). In this intrapersonal conflict between a need to 
keep and a need to give, their want-self would rather keep its resources (i. 
e., time or money), while the should-self feels an obligation to give 
(Bazerman, Tenbrunsel, & Wade-Benzoni, 1998). 

Studies on so-called moral wiggle room show that when the one-to-one 
link between the outcome of one’s actions and one’s intentions is 
broken, giving declines precipitously (Dana et al., 2007; Grossman & 
van der Weele, 2017). Participants playing simple economic games 
frequently give some part of an experimental endowment to other 
anonymous participants or to charities, even though the recipients will 
never learn their identity and cannot retaliate if they give nothing (Eckel 
& Grossman, 1996). This behavior would seem to reflect a preference for 
fair outcomes. Yet, levels of generosity significantly decline once par
ticipants have a way to maximize their own payoffs without revealing 
selfish motives. For example, many participants in these economic 
games avoid free information about the consequences for others of 
choosing a self-beneficial option (Dana et al., 2007; Feiler, 2014; 
Grossman, 2014; Grossman & van der Weele, 2017), thus allowing them 
to behave self-interestedly while avoiding the risk of feeling self- 
reproach or imagined reproach by anonymous others in the experi
ment. Likewise, it has been suggested that people strategically use the 
risk that charitable donations will be wasted as an excuse not to give 
(Exley, 2016). In field studies, people engage in costly avoidance of 
charitable requests when they could simply decline them. For example, 
people avoid the exits of a supermarket where Salvation Army bell 
ringers are asking for donations (Andreoni et al., 2017), or avoid being 
home if they know a charity solicitor will be coming (DellaVigna et al., 
2012). Similarly, avoidance of prosocial requests occurs in the lab. Many 
experimental participants accept a smaller monetary payment (e.g., $9) 
rather than a larger payment (e.g., $10) if they will be asked, but not 
forced, to share the latter with an anonymous other participant (Dana, 
Cain, & Dawes, 2006; Lazear, Malmendier, & Weber, 2012; Lin et al., 
2016). These studies all have in common that they allow people to 
maximize their own psyoffs without appearing selfish, either to them
selves or others, even when the others are anonymous or hypothetical. 

1.2. Attributional ambiguity as an excuse 

Classic studies of attributional ambiguity demonstrate experimental 
strategies for revealing participants’ hidden, undesirable motives. When 
Snyder et al. (1979) asked participants to choose between two rooms to 
sit and watch the same movie, they were equally likely to sit next to a 
disabled person as a person without physical disabilities. However, 
when the movies in the two rooms were different, only 17% of the 
people sat in the room with the disabled person, even though the movies 
were counterbalanced across rooms. The authors thus concluded that 
some people truly desired to avoid the disabled, but only did so if this 
motive was not clearly revealed. 

Correspondent inference theory (Jones & Davis, 1965) holds that the 
strength of inference one can make from observing someone’s choices 
depends on the number of noncommon effects between the chosen and 
the forgone options. Noncommon effects are outcomes that are brought 
about by selecting one specific alternative, but not another. Decisions 
that differ only on one dimension (e.g., whether the person in the room 
has a disability) allow observers to attribute the agent’s intention to that 
dimension. Having multiple noncommon effects (e.g., the people and 
the movies in the rooms) creates attributional ambiguity: It is not clear 
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which dimension drove the agent’s choice. Attributional ambiguity thus 
allows one to choose according to their intrinsic preference with reduced 
concern about revealing undesirable motives to others. The effects of 
attributional ambiguity on behavior have been observed in studies of 
discrimination (Batson, Bolen, Cross, & Neuringer-Benefiel, 1986; Nor
ton, Vandello, & Darley, 2004; Snyder et al., 1979) and willful ignorance 
(Woolley & Risen, 2021). 

Attributional ambiguity in prosocial decision settings can thus be 
understood as an example of providing moral wiggle room. When people 
are asked to choose between donation amounts, the amount of money is 
the only noncommon effect. When introducing a second noncommon 
effect, for example different charities associated with the different 
donation amounts, it is not clear whether giving less reveals a selfish 
motive or a preference for a particular charity. 

1.3. Identifying mechanisms 

While the present work is inspired by the classic attributional am
biguity paradigm created by Snyder et al. (1979), those authors did not 
draw a strong conclusion about the channel through which attributional 
ambiguity worked. Indeed, there are several different channels through 
which attributional ambiguity could impact behavior according to cor
respondence inference theory (Jones & Davis, 1965), pointing towards 
an over-identification of the theory in this domain. The different chan
nels that can be derived from correspondence inference theory vary in 
terms of who should be deceived about the true underlying motivation 
of certain behavior. Snyder et al. (1979) suggested that their participants 
may have sat with the confederate because they wanted to look good to 
themselves, to the experimenter, or to the confederate (Snyder et al., 
1979). 

Also in the literature on wiggle room, the underlying mechanisms 
driving the behavioral effect remain unclear. Here, a common argument 
is that giving drops off when wiggle room is introduced because people 
were hiding their true preference for selfish outcomes to maintain a 
positive self-image while still maximizing their own payoffs (Grossman 
& van der Weele, 2017; Matthey & Regner, 2015). That is, subjects have 
a moral self-standard about how much they should share, and moral 
wiggle room allows them to choose the self-beneficial option without 
feeling that they have violated this standard. 

Self-image concerns have long been recognized as an important 
source of prosocial behavior (Barclay, 2004; Baumeister, 1998; Bem, 
1972; Festinger, 1957; Fiske, 2009; Hardy & Van Vugt, 2006; Kawa
mura, Ohtsubo, & Kusumi, 2021; Konow, 2000; Willer, 2009). However, 
little direct evidence exists to show that self-image concerns drive 
reluctant giving. Woolley and Risen (2021) find that attributional am
biguity changes behavior both in public and private decision settings, 
and thus conclude that the effect is driven by self-image related factors. 
Self-image has also been hypothesized to drive the effect of moral wiggle 
room more broadly by several authors (Dana et al., 2007; Lazear et al., 
2012; Matthey & Regner, 2015; Momsen & Ohndorf, 2020). Taking the 
example of using the risk that a charity might be ineffective as an excuse 
not to give, a self-image account would suggest that people actually 
believe that the reason they did not give was risk; i.e., that they used the 
excuses to themselves so that they could maintain a positive self-image 
(Bem, 1972; Goffman, 1959) without paying the monetary cost. 

Other researchers have stressed the importance of social image 
concerns for reluctant giving (Andreoni & Bernheim, 2009; Grossman, 
2015). People want to be seen as moral individuals by others (Blasi, 
1980; Dunning, 2007; Monin & Jordan, 2009). As such, they generally 
follow social moral norms of fairness and prosociality (Andreoni & 
Bernheim, 2009; Gächter, Gerhards, & Nosenzo, 2017; Kimbrough & 
Vostroknutov, 2016; Krupka & Weber, 2013). Social norms can be seen 
as rules and standards of behavior within a group that proscribe selfish 
interests in favor of group interests by way of cooperation and proso
ciality (Ohtsuki & Iwasa, 2006; Thøgersen, 2008). In other words, 
observed or own behavior is compared to social standards in order to 

judge its (in-) appropriateness, and potentially punish norm trans
gressions to uphold the social norm. Further, social norms often function 
in internalized ways, meaning that people also follow social norms when 
not being observed by others at all (Bicchieri, 2005; Conte et al., 2010). 
When social norms are internalized, people judge their own behavior by 
comparing it with socially defined standards, but sanctions or rewards 
are administered by the individual themselves in the form of experi
encing guilt or pride (Kimbrough & Vostroknutov, 2016). Social norms 
have been implicated as a mechanism in experiments demonstrating 
reluctant giving (Bartling, Engl, & Weber, 2014; Conrads & Irlenbusch, 
2013; Krupka & Weber, 2013). Indeed, some experimental participants 
whose giving would otherwise be influenced by social norms will refuse 
to receive information about the descriptive norm (Andersson, 
Erlandsson, & Västfjäll, 2022; Chan, Liao, Martin, & Wang, 2023). If 
excuses for not giving are readily apparent in a situation, then a failure 
to give does not clearly reveal a selfish motive and therefore, the 
normative pressure to give will be weakened. 

To the extent that people could be responding to an internalized 
social standard, the interpretations of prior studies of reluctant giving 
are often confounded. Introducing wiggle room into the situation pro
vides possible excuses why keeping more does not violate self-standards 
of prosociality. At the same time, by providing an apparent excuse for 
not giving other than selfishness, wiggle room may also make it less 
clear to onlookers what the decision maker’s motives were. Thus, wiggle 
room relaxes the perception that a self-beneficial choice is socially 
inappropriate in a given situation, as observed behavior cannot be 
attributed to selfish motives. Returning to the example of risk as an 
excuse for not giving, if risk could be a reason that people do not give, 
then they do not necessarily reveal a selfish motive by not giving. That 
is, an observer would not be able to tell whether a person did not give 
because of selfish motives or because of the risk that the gift would be 
misappropriated. The norm of giving in this situation could thus be 
weakened. If people care about doing what is socially appropriate, they 
may give less when they have the excuse of risk, even if they do not use 
risk as an excuse to themselves to assuage self-image concerns. That is, 
even if people do not fool themselves into believing the reason they are 
not giving is risk, they may still give less through the channel of inter
nalized norms: They are less likely to believe that giving is socially 
required in the situation. 

The internalized social image account can thus explain many of the 
same findings as the self-image account. But it also accounts for findings 
that the self-image account does not. For example, the findings 
mentioned above on intentional avoidance of charitable requests 
(Andreoni et al., 2017; DellaVigna et al., 2012) and accepting smaller 
but non-shareable lab payments (Dana et al., 2006) involve knowingly 
avoiding charity. It is unclear how knowingly giving nothing squares 
with self-image, but charitable avoidance can be squared with inter
nalized social image because avoidance prevents any observation of the 
charitable decision at all, and thus prevents there being a social image 
about which to be concerned. 

This distinction between the self-image account and the internalized 
social image account might seem semantic at first blush. If social stan
dards are truly internalized, and cause guilt when they are violated, then 
the social image account sounds essentially like a self-image account: 
People are still trying to avoid the guilt of having violated a standard 
they hold important. The psychological process, however, is different 
and leads to different predictions. On one account, the decision maker 
looks to rationalize that they have not violated their own standard (in 
the current studies, by convincing the self that the charity associated 
with the better self-payoff is more worthy). On the other account, the 
decision maker conforms to what they think is normative. By using 
incentivized methods of eliciting preferences among our charities and 
beliefs about social norms, we tease apart the possible pathways of self- 
image and internalized social image. 
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2. Overview of studies 

In four studies, we investigated the effects of attributional ambiguity 
on charitable giving. We predicted that people would give less to charity 
when there is a reason not to give other than selfishness. We further 
investigated potential mechanisms. 

In the first two studies, participants faced a binary choice between 
giving more or less to charity at the expense of their own pay in the 
study. We manipulated whether the donation went to the same charity 
in both options (Same Charity condition) or whether the charity differed 
between the options (Different Charities condition). We hypothesized 
that participants in the Different Charities condition were more likely to 
choose the option that maximized their own payoff because it would be 
ambiguous whether they were making that choice out of selfishness or 
out of a preference for the associated charity. In study 2, we replicated 
the task from study 1 in a larger sample, and explored potential mech
anisms. Did participants fool themselves into thinking that they actually 
preferred the charity associated with the self-beneficial option (self- 
image account)? Or did they (correctly) perceive that under attribu
tional ambiguity, there was less of a clear norm against the self- 
beneficial option (internalized social image account)? In our design, 
we investigated the self-image account by asking participants to vote for 
which charity should receive an additional donation of $50 from the 
experimenters, with the money going to the charity that received the 
most votes. If participants in the Different Charities condition system
atically voted for the charity that was linked to the self-beneficial option, 
it would be strong suggestive evidence that self-image concerns played a 
role in the effect of attributional ambiguity. To investigate the social 
image account, we elicited participants’ perception of the prevailing 
social norm in study 2 using an incentive compatible elicitation method 
from Krupka and Weber (2013). If the self-beneficial option was 
perceived as less socially inappropriate under attributional ambiguity, 
this would be strong suggestive evidence that social image in the form of 
social norms played a decisive role in the effect of attributional ambi
guity. Again, because participants in these experiments made their de
cisions privately, it would be specifically internalized social image at 
play. 

Participants’ ratings of social appropriateness in study 2, however, 
could be influenced by their prior behavior in the study. That is, if 
participants chose in a self-beneficial manner, they may be motivated to 
rate such behavior as more socially appropriate, perhaps more strongly 
motivated than by the monetary incentives in the experiment to 
correctly identify the norm. We addressed this possibility in study 3a by 
eliciting social norms for the Same and the Different Charities conditions 
from studies 1 and 2 from independent samples who had read about the 
study design but did not actually make allocation choices. We more 
directly corroborated the link between perceived norm changes and self- 
beneficial behavior in Study 3b by asking an independent sample to rate 
whether self-beneficial choices differed in their perceived selfishness 
across the Same and the Different Charities conditions. 

3. Study 1 

Study 1 examined the effect of introducing attributional ambiguity 
into a charity decision context where the charities we selected were 
rated as equally attractive during pretesting.1 Following Snyder et al. 
(1979), we expected participants to be more likely to choose the self- 
beneficial option when there was attributional ambiguity (i.e., in the 
Different Charities condition), compared to when there was no attri
butional ambiguity (i.e., in the Same Charity condition). We further
more examined self-image related elements of the mechanism, such as a 
change in charity preferences due to our manipulation. 

3.1. Methods 

Participants and design. Re-examining Snyder et al.’s data, we 
found that pooling their study 1 and study 2 yielded a large effect size of 
V = 0.425. Because replications generally lead to effect sizes that are 
smaller than the original (Open Science Collaboration, 2015) and our 
charitable giving context was slightly different, we recruited 240 sub
jects, which would yield a power above 0.8 to detect an effect half the 
size of the original. Eighteen participants were released from the study 
without making a choice after failing comprehension questions that 
ensured they understood the task, leaving us with 222 of subjects who 
took part in the study (see Materials in https://osf.io/6jp9q for 
comprehension questions). In all studies, including study 1, we recruited 
US-based participants from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk with an approval 
rate of at least 98% and a minimum of 50 approved HITs. We excluded 
participants who had participated in any of our prior studies. The study 
took about 5 min. Participants received a flat fee of $0.35 in addition to a 
bonus payment of $0.40 to $0.50, depending on their choice. Partici
pants could also earn an additional $0.10 by guessing the charity that 
would be rated most popular by a majority of other participants. The 
study was a between-subjects design, with 111 in each condition. 

Procedure. In all conditions, participants first read the same general 
instructions, and answered two comprehension questions. Participants 
who failed the comprehension questions twice were then exited from the 
study and did not proceed to the decision stage. All other participants were 
then randomly assigned to one of the two conditions, and chose between 
two options that allocated money to themselves and a real charity (see 
Fig. 1). In the Same Charity condition, the donation went to the same 
charity in both options. In the Different Charities condition, the charities 
differed between the options. Participants read short descriptions of the 
charities used in study 1: No Lean Season enables labor mobility for the 
poorest in rural agricultural areas, while the END fund advances treat
ments to end neglected tropical diseases.2 We counterbalanced the chari
ties in the Different Charities condition, and randomly assigned 
participants to one of the charities in the Same Charity condition. Both the 
participants and the charities were paid according to participants’ choices. 

After the allocation decisions, all participants were asked to rate on a 
scale from 1 (“not at all”) to 5 (“very much”) how conflicted they felt 
about their decision, how satisfied or happy they were with their deci
sion, and four questions gauging how trustworthy the charities were and 
how important charitable giving was. All participants then read the 
description of both charities, and answered two incentive compatible 
questions about the charity they preferred. First, they answered a per
sonal preference question by voting for which charity should receive an 
additional donation of $50 from the experimenters, with the money 
going to the charity that received the most votes. They then answered a 
popularity question in which they indicated which charity most other 
participants would think was more popular, receiving a bonus of $0.10 if 
their answer was the most commonly given. For exploratory reasons, we 
asked participants to make a couple of hypothetical sharing decisions at 
the end of the experiment (see Appendix B2). 

3.2. Results 

Choices did not differ between the two counterbalanced Same 
Charity conditions, nor between the two Different Charities conditions 
(ps > 0.472), indicating that participants did not generally prefer one 
charity to the other. We therefore collapsed the data in each condition. 
As predicted, participants were less likely to choose the self-beneficial 
option in the Same Charity condition (36.0%), which had only one 
noncommon effect, than in the Different Charities condition (58.6%), 
which had attributional ambiguity, Chi2(1) = 11.29, p = .001, V = 0.23, 
95% CI [0.10, 0.35] (see Table 1). 

1 For the results of our pre-study, see Appendix A. 2 No Lean Season ceased operations sometime after we ran this experiment. 
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For the personal preference question, 62% of all participants voted 
for the END Fund to receive the additional donation, while 60% picked 
the END Fund for the popularity question. To answer whether the effect 
of the Same vs. Different Charities manipulation was consistent with 
self-image concerns, we compared the personal preference question 
across the two counterbalanced versions of the Different Charities con
dition. Participants were not significantly more likely to vote for the 
END Fund when it was associated with the self-beneficial option (62.5%) 
than when it was associated with the charity-beneficial option (58.2%), 
Chi2(1) = 0.22, p = .642, V = 0.04, 95% CI [− 0.14, 0.23]. Similarly, 
there was no difference in the popularity question between the two 
counterbalanced Different Charities conditions (58.9% vs. 54.5% 
guessing that others preferred the END Fund), Chi2(1) = 0.22, p = .641, 
V = 0.04, 95% CI [− 0.14, 0.23]. When looking at how trustworthy 
participants perceived the two charities in the self-report measures, we 
did not find any differences between the two counterbalanced Different 
Charities conditions, all ps > 0.100 (for more analyses on these self- 
report measures, see Appendix B1). 

3.3. Discussion 

Introducing attributional ambiguity into a charitable decision 
context increased choice of the self-beneficial option from 36.0% to 
58.6%. We thus conceptually replicate Snyder et al. (1979) in the 
domain of charitable giving, revealing a hidden preference for the self- 
beneficial option. We did not find direct evidence of self-image concerns 
by way of people indicating that they chose according to the second 
noncommon effect: Participants were not more likely to report a per
sonal preference for the charity that matched the self-beneficial option 
than the charity that matched the charity-beneficial option. In other 
words, our participants did not appear to blame their self-beneficial 
choices on a preference for a specific charity. Study 2 replicated these 
findings and investigated whether attributional ambiguity weakens the 
social norm against selfishness and whether social norms mediate the 
effect of attributional ambiguity on giving. 

4. Study 2 

Study 2 sought to replicate the effect of attributional ambiguity on 
charitable giving and to investigate its effect on perceived social norms. 
We used a method that elicits true beliefs about norms through incen
tivized choices (Krupka & Weber, 2013). Specifically, participants 
indicated the social appropriateness of certain behavioral responses, 

while being incentivized for picking the option that was chosen by most 
other participants. Participants thus had incentives to state their true 
belief about the social appropriateness of each option. 

4.1. Methods 

Because we added social norms as a factor to investigate and wished 
to distinguish it from self-image explanations, we preregistered a highly- 
powered study seeking 750 participants per condition including study 
design, hypotheses and analysis plan. Preregistration materials are 
available at https://osf.io/6jp9q. After 8 participants failed the 
comprehension questions and were dismissed before beginning the 
study, we were left with 1492 participants from Amazon Mechanical 
Turk (54% female). A sensitivity analysis revealed that this sample size 
yielded 80% power to detect an effect size of V = 0.073. We replicated 
the set-up used in study 1, adding the social norm elicitation method of 
Krupka and Weber (2013) to the post-experimental questionnaire. On a 
scale from 1 (“Very socially inappropriate”) to 4 (“Very socially appro
priate”), participants were asked to indicate the social appropriateness 
of each option in their respective experimental conditions (i.e., social 
norm). Participants were informed that one of the two options was 
selected randomly to determine a bonus payment of $0.10 if the par
ticipant’s response was the same as the most common response. We also 
asked participants to indicate how appropriate they personally found 
each of the two behavioral options (i.e., personal norm), ranging from 1 
(“Very inappropriate”) to 4 (“Very appropriate”). 

4.2. Results 

As in study 1, we first tested whether participants significantly 
favored one charity over another, and found no significant differences 
across counterbalanced conditions, ps > 0.322, The main effect of our 
Different Charities manipulation was smaller than in study 1, but sta
tistically significant, Chi2(1) = 25.13, p < .001, V = 0.13, 95% CI [0.08, 
0.18]: In the Same Charity condition, about 32.2% of participants chose 
the self-beneficial option, increasing to 44.8% in the Different Charities 
condition (see Table 2). 

As in study 1, we did not observe a subsequent effect of our manip
ulation on participants’ personal preferences over the two charities in 
the two counterbalanced versions of the Different Charities condition, 
Chi2(1) = 0.07, p = .799, V = − 0.01, 95% CI [− 0.08, 0.06]. However, 
these participants thought that the charity linked to the self-beneficial 
option would be more popular, Chi2(1) = 7.77, p = .005, V = 0.10, 

A You: $0.50 
No Lean Season: $0.20  A You: $0.50 

No Lean Season: $0.20 

B You: $0.40 
END Fund: $0.40 B You: $0.40 

No Lean Season: $0.40 

Fig. 1. Options in the Different Charities condition (left) and the Same Charity condition (right).  

Table 1 
Participants were more likely to choose the self-beneficial option in the Different 
Charities condition.   

Same Charity Different Charities  

self-beneficial 40 (36.0%) 65 (58.6%) 105 
charity-beneficial 71 (64.0%) 46 (41.4%) 117  

111 111 222  

Table 2 
Participants in the Different Charities condition were more likely to select the 
self-beneficial option.   

Same Charity Different Charities  

self-beneficial 240 (32.2%) 335 (44.8%) 575 
charity-beneficial 505 (67.8%) 412 (55.2%) 917  

745 747 1492  
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95% CI [0.03, 0.17]. A similar pattern can be seen in the two counter
balanced versions of the Same Charity condition: Participants thought 
that the charity they just donated to would be more popular amongst 
others, Chi2(1) = 5.36, p = .021, V = 0.09, 95% CI [0.01, 0.16], but this 
was not significantly related to their personal preference, Chi2(1) =
2.48, p = .115, V = 0.06, 95% CI [− 0.01, 0.13]. 

Our manipulation also had a significant effect on the perceptions of 
social norms: People perceived choosing the self-interested option to be 
more socially appropriate in the Different Charities condition (M = 2.97, 
SD = 0.98) than in the Same Charity condition (M = 2.21, SD = 0.92), t 
(1490) = 15.51, p < .001, d = 0.80, 95% CI [0.70, 0.91]. The social 
appropriateness of behaving prosocially decreased slightly, but signifi
cantly from M = 3.80 (SD = 0.54) in the Same Charity condition to M =
3.66 (SD = 0.65) in the Different Charities condition, t(1490) = − 4.43, p 
< .001, d = − 0.23, 95% CI [− 0.33, − 0.13]. We conducted a mediation 
analysis to see if perceived social norms regarding selfishness mediated 
the effect of attributional ambiguity on giving (see Fig. 2). The indirect 
effect of attributional ambiguity through perceived social norms was 
significant, β = 0.059, Sobel Z = 5.56, p < .001, mediating about 47% of 
the effect. Personal norms follow the same pattern (see Appendix B3 for 
a discussion of the role of personal norms). 

4.3. Discussion 

In study 2, we replicated the behavioral effect of attributional am
biguity on charitable giving. We also shed light on the potential mech
anism behind it: While participants did not seem to change their 
personal preference for one of the charities, which would be consistent 
with self-image concerns, they did perceived a change in the social 
norm: Self-beneficial behavior was expected to be seen by others as more 
socially appropriate in the Different Charities condition. As such, 
choosing the self-beneficial option might have a less negative impact on 
the agent’s social image. The possible influence of social norms is 
interesting because our setup, like many investigating reluctant giving, 
involved only private behavior; participants do not observe the behavior 
of other participants. Therefore, our results are most consistent with a 
concern for abiding by internalized social norms (Bicchieri, 2005; Conte 
et al., 2010). Our mediation results suggest that attributional ambiguity 
increased self-beneficial behavior by making it more socially appro
priate, but causality cannot be strictly inferred from our experimental 
setup. Specifically, the reported social norm ratings could reflect a 
shared belief that most participants also want to rationalize their self- 
beneficial choices after the fact. Study 3a thus examined whether 
attributional ambiguity changed the perceived social norm using a 
sample that did not make the charity decision, and thus had no moti
vations to rationalize their own choices. Study 3b investigated the 
relation of this change in norm to the perception of behavior as selfish. 

5. Study 3a & b 

5.1. Methods 

We recruited 485 participants from Amazon Mechanical Turk for 
both studies 3a and b, yielding a power of 0.8 to detect a small effect of d 
= 0.23. After some participants were dismissed for failing comprehen
sion checks, we were left with a final sample size of N = 433 in study 3a, 
and N = 460 in study 3b. The first part of the instructions was identical 
to studies 1 and 2, except that the instructions talk about another 
“person X" who was to perform the decision stage. After passing the 
comprehension questions, participants in study 3a were asked to rate the 
social appropriateness of each choice as described in study 2 (i.e., social 
norms; Krupka & Weber, 2013). This included an extra $0.50 bonus 
payment if a participant’s response was the most frequent response 
given by other participants. We then asked participants to indicate how 
appropriate they personally found each of the two behavioral options (i. 
e., personal norms), ranging from 1 (“Very inappropriate”) to 4 (“Very 
appropriate”). In study 3b, we asked participants about how selfish each 
behavioral option would be on a scale from 1 (“Not selfish at all”) to 5 
(“Very selfish”). Participants then answered three questions about how 
much they would feel guilty/regret/have a bad conscience if choosing 
option A on a scale from 1 (“Not at all”) to 5 (“Very much”). Study 3b did 
not involve incentivized choices because we asked for participant’s own 
personal ratings of how selfish each option was. Participants in study 3b 
simply received an extra $0.20 if they passed the comprehension ques
tions. In both studies 3a and 3b, we manipulated between-subject 
whether participants were instructed about the Same or the Different 
Charities condition. 

5.2. Results 

In study 3a, participants in the Different Charities condition rated the 
self-beneficial choice to be more socially appropriate (M = 2.76, SD =
0.89) than participants in the Same Charity condition (M = 2.42, SD =
0.88), t(431) = 4.04, p < .001, d = 0.388, 95% CI [0.20, 0.58]. At the 
same time, charity-beneficial behavior (i.e., choosing option B) was 
perceived as slightly but significantly less socially appropriate in the 
Different Charities condition (M = 3.63, SD = 0.66) then the Same 
Charity condition (M = 3.78, SD = 0.51), t(431) = − 2.66; p = .004, d =
0.26, 95% CI [− 0.44, − 0.07]. Again, personal norms follow the same 
pattern (see Appendix B3 for a discussion of the role of personal norms). 

In study 3b, participants in the Different Charities condition rated the 
self-beneficial choice as less selfish (M = 3.20, SD = 1.20) than partic
ipants in the Same Charity condition (M = 3.88, SD = 1.53), t(458) =
− 5.32, p < .001, d = − 0.50, 95% CI [− 0.68, − 0.31]. When asking 
participants how they would anticipate feeling if they had chosen option 
A, participants in the Different Charities condition anticipate feeling less 

Fig. 2. Path diagram (with standardized coefficients) displaying the mediation of attributional ambiguity (Condition: 0 = Different Charities, 1 = Same Charity) on 
prosocial behavior (0 = self-beneficial choice, 1 = charity-beneficial choice) through social norms concerning behavior. 
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guilty (M = 2.83, SD = 1.44) than participants in the Same Charity 
condition (M = 3.06, SD = 1.40), t(458) = − 1.68, p = .047, d = − 0.16, 
95% CI [− 0.34, 0.03]. Similarly, participants in the Different Charities 
condition reported lower levels of anticipated bad conscience, t(458) =
− 2.36, p = .009, d = − 0.22, 95% CI [− 0.40, − 0.04], and a trending 
effect in this direction on anticipated regret, t(458) = − 1.54, p = .06, d 
= − 0.14, 95% CI [− 0.33, 0.04] if they chose the self-beneficial option 
than did participants in the Same Charity condition. 

5.3. Discussion 

Participants who did not make charitable decisions, and thus had no 
motivation to justify their own behavior, still perceived that choosing 
option A (the self-beneficial choice) was not as socially inappropriate 
when attributional ambiguity was introduced. The effect size, however, 
was smaller for these participants than it was in study 2, possibly indi
cating additional post-decision rationalization for participants who 
choose selfishly. In isolation, this result could mean either that self- 
beneficial behavior is seen as less inappropriate under attributional 
ambiguity, or that choosing the self-beneficial option is seen as a less 
selfish behavior. Our results from study 3b speak for the latter: Choosing 
option A is seen as less selfish, indicating that attributional ambiguity 
changes the way we evaluate behavior in terms of its morality. 

6. General discussion 

Using a classic paradigm that builds on correspondent inference 
theory (Jones & Davis, 1965; Snyder et al., 1979), we show that intro
ducing attributional ambiguity into a charitable request significantly 
reduces giving. Specifically, our participants chose between two options, 
with one option giving more to a charity and the other leaving more for 
themselves. People chose the self-beneficial option more often when the 
options involved two different charities than when both options 
involved the same charity. Our findings conceptually replicate the 
findings of Snyder et al. (1979) in the domain of charitable giving. Our 
results are thus also in line with correspondent inference theory (Jones 
& Davis, 1965): By introducing a second noncommon effect to the de
cision setting (i.e., different charities associated with the self-beneficial 
and charity-beneficial options), a potential observer cannot draw clear 
dispositional inferences about the decision maker from observing one 
single decision. Only a large number of observations across conditions 
could allow us to identify what looks like a hidden motive of selfishness. 
We thus identified attributional ambiguity as one more form of moral 
wiggle room (Dana et al., 2007). 

Correspondent inference theory, however, is over-identified in our 
context because there are multiple channels through which the theory 
could be confirmed. Specifically, having two different charities could 
provide our subjects with the convenient excuse of preferring the charity 
associated with the self-beneficial option, which they may fool them
selves into believing is true (the self-image account). Alternatively, 
having two different charities could weaken the social norm against 
choosing the self-beneficial option because an onlooker could not infer 
selfish motives from such a choice (the internalized social image ac
count). Crucially, both accounts would be in line with correspondent 
inference theory. 

Our data supports the idea that the observed behavioral effect is 
driven by social, rather than self-image concerns. We found no support 
for the idea that people fooled themselves into thinking they preferred 
the charity linked to the self-beneficial option using both incentivized 
decisions and self-reports, which would have been in line with a self- 
image account. Rather, people seem to respond to their own percep
tions of what others would think of their behavior, supporting an 
internalized social image account: Introducing attributional ambiguity 
reduced the perception that generous behavior was socially expected 
and, even though choices were not observed by others, relieved the 
perceived normative pressure to give. In line with correspondence 

inference theory (Jones & Davis, 1965), the act of choosing the self- 
beneficial option is perceived as less selfish, potentially because the 
observed behavior cannot be clearly attributed to selfish motives due to 
the second noncommon effect in the setup (i.e., the different charities). 
We also observed this change in the perception of the social norm and 
selfish motives in separate samples of participants who did not make a 
distribution decision themselves. Self-beneficial choices were seen as 
less socially inappropriate and less selfish under attributional ambiguity 
by neutral third parties. Attributional ambiguity weakens signals of 
selfishness that behavior may carry, which results in less pressure 
coming from social norms. It appears sufficient that outside observers 
cannot clearly infer one’s type with respect to prosociality, even though 
the decision makers themselves may be aware that they are choosing the 
self-beneficial option out of selfish motives. 

That our participants changed their behavior according to changing 
norms, despite their decisions being unobservable is evidence of inter
nalized norm-following (Bicchieri, 2005; Conte et al., 2010). It seems 
that people compare their own behavior to socially defined standards 
rather than their own private standards when they judge the morality of 
their own behavior. We stress that the decisions our participants made 
are not actually observed by other parties, including the charities. It is 
apparently an internalized form of social image that drives the effect of 
attributional ambiguity on sharing decisions. Our account is further 
supported by our finding on anticipated guilt: When social norms are 
internalized, rewards and sanctions are not administered by others, but 
by the individuals themselves in the form of guilt and pride (Kimbrough 
& Vostroknutov, 2016). In Study 3b, we observe that people anticipate 
experiencing less guilt for choosing the self-beneficial option under 
attributional ambiguity. 

We argue that this over-identification problem is more general to 
studies of attributional ambiguity and to the literature on reluctant 
giving. For example, Snyder et al. (1979) definitively showed that 
adding attributional ambiguity led people to avoid a handicapped con
federate, revealing that their participants had a hidden motive for doing 
so. They conceded, however, that it was not clear from whom the motive 
was being hidden: participants may have wanted to appear unbiased to 
themselves, to the experimenter, or to the experimental confederate. 
Through the use of careful elicitation methods, particularly norm elici
tation methods, we conclude that our evidence is more in line with the 
concerns for appearance to others. Specifically in our task, as in many 
laboratory tasks that examine giving to others or to charity, nobody 
actually observed our participants; their concerns about social norms 
were internalized. 

The reluctant altruism literature has also shown that mechanisms 
similar to attributional ambiguity reduce giving, revealing that partici
pants have hidden motives to be more self-interested. But as in Snyder 
et al., it is unclear in much of this literature from whom motives are 
being hidden. Several authors have argued that because the decision 
maker’s behavior is not observed by others, it must be self-image driving 
the effect of moral wiggle room (Grossman & van der Weele, 2017; 
Matthey & Regner, 2015; Woolley & Risen, 2021). That is, reluctant 
giving occurs when keeping would reveal unacceptable motives to the 
self, but the presence of excuses allows reluctant gives to keep more 
without revealing to themselves that they have violated their own moral 
standards. An internalized social norm is often, however, a competing 
explanation. If an experimental manipulation provides enough of an 
excuse to hide motives from the self, it will usually also hide motives as 
seen from the eyes of others. As such, these experimental excuses 
weaken perceived social norms against self-beneficial behavior. 
Returning to the example of Exley (2016), it appears that people use the 
risk that charitable contributions will not be used as intended as an 
excuse not to give. But the presence of risk also weakens the signal that a 
self-beneficial selfish choice sends to others about the agent’s underlying 
motives. This means that the socially defined standards to which people 
compare their behavior have changed, so that self-beneficial behavior 
becomes more socially appropriate. 
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The distinction between the self-image account and the internalized 
social image account might appear pedantic. Both the internalized social 
image account, as well as the self-image account involve an internal 
evaluation of one’s own behavior regarding some important standards. 
As such, they could be argued to both be self-image accounts. The un
derlying processes, however, are psychologically different in important 
ways. While a self-image account would assume that one’s own behavior 
is compared to one’s own moral standards, the internalized social image 
proposes that socially defined standards are the decisive factor. The 
internalized social image account can explain findings on reluctant 
altruism that the self-image account apparently cannot. For example, 
laboratory findings on dictator exit (Dana et al., 2006) and field studies 
showing intentional avoidance of charitable requests (Andreoni et al., 
2017; DellaVigna et al., 2012) involve knowingly avoiding charity. 
Further, the dictator exit results show that many of those who knowingly 
avoid charity were sincerely going to give (Dana et al., 2006). It is un
clear how knowingly giving nothing squares with self-image. Charitable 
avoidance can be squared with internalized social image, however, 
because avoidance prevents any observation of the charitable decision at 
all, and thus prevents there being a social image about which to be 
concerned. 

Because (internalized) social standards are defined by judging 
behavior from an outside observer’s perspective, attributional ambigu
ity can change internalized social standards independently from self- 
standards. To our knowledge, our work is the first one of its kind to 
tease apart the standards to which people comply when exploiting moral 
wiggle room, clearly speaking in favor of socially defined standards over 
private standards. Future research should explore whether the effect of 
attributional ambiguity on behavior is even more pronounced when 
sharing decisions are made in the presence of others. 

So, why do people give to charity? While there are many motiva
tions, it appears that people often give reluctantly in the presence of a 
request. Indeed, it has been suggested that as much as 50% of giving in 
lab and field experiments is done reluctantly and givers would have 
preferred to avoid the request or have an excuse not to give (Cain et al., 
2014). Our results suggest that internalized social image, rather than 
self-image concerns, are a key driver. Social norms about what is 
appropriate in this arena are fragile. The introduction of attributional 
ambiguity reduces shared notions of what is socially appropriate, and 
people give less as a consequence. 

Our results have multiple implications for charitable fundraising. 
First, we underscore the importance of understanding mechanisms 
behind reluctant giving. Even when choosing privately, giving decisions 
may be driven by internalized perceptions of what is socially appro
priate. This motivation can be leveraged in charitable requests, for 
instance, by highlighting others’ gifts or presenting favorable informa
tion about the frequency of giving. These implications are different than 
those of a self-image account. The self-image account, in our paradigm, 
involved fooling oneself about charitable preferences and would suggest 
providing comparative information about the worthiness of the chari
ties. Second, we show the importance of understanding reluctant giving 

more generally as it relates to charitable requests. The same people who 
might give in response to normative information may also avoid 
receiving knowledge about descriptive norms so that they can give less 
(Andersson et al., 2022). It is thus important that requesters not unin
tentionally inject ambiguity into the charitable request situation. 
Possible excuses for not giving will relieve the pressure to give from 
internalized social norms. These excuses, as we show, can be subtle and 
could occur from something as seemingly innocuous as providing more 
variety of options. Finally, we continue a vein of research into the 
impact of charitable requests on givers themselves (Andreoni et al., 
2017; DellaVigna et al., 2012). If some givers are reluctant and would 
prefer excuses not to give, then it is likely that the welfare of would-be 
givers is lowered by high-pressure requests, perhaps particularly those 
that use social pressure. As DellaVigna et al. (2012) point out, aggressive 
charitable marketing could have a negative overall impact if the charity 
is not highly efficient. 

7. Conclusion 

Attributional ambiguity allows people to maximize their own payoffs 
by making self-beneficial behavior less socially inappropriate. People do 
not try to fool themselves into thinking that they actually prefer the 
charity that is attached to the self-beneficial choice, which would have 
been in line with a self-image account. However, people selfishly benefit 
from the ambiguity of what motivated their choice because of the 
reduction in social expectations to give, which speaks for an internalized 
social image account. Future research should investigate the causality in 
the link between a change in social norms and subsequent behavior. 

Open practices 

We report how we determined our sample size, all data exclusions, 
and all manipulations in the study. All studies were granted exemption 
by the University’s Human Subjects Committee (protocol number: 
2000020511). All data, analysis code, measures, and research materials 
for all three studies, and the two studies reported in the Appendix are 
available at https://osf.io/6jp9q. Data were analyzed using STATA, 
version BE 17.0. Design and analysis were not pre-registered for study 1 
and 3, but for the main effect of study 2 (see https://osf.io/6jp9q). 
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Data availability 

For all data, analysis, preregistration and materials see https://osf. 
io/6jp9q.  

Appendix A. Pre-study - Attractiveness of Charities 

We sampled 50 participants from Amazon Mechanical Turk. The study took about 6 min, and participants received a payment of $0.80. Partic
ipants were asked to rate six different charities on 5 items each on a scale from 1 (“Not at all”) to 5 (“Very much”). The order of the charities were 
randomized between participants. For a list of the items, see Table 1. For a list of the charities and their respective description, see Table 2. In Table 3, 
you see the mean scores for each item and each charity. Table 4a, 4b and 4c presents different correlations between the charities. We decided to use 
The END Fund and No Lean Season for our main study. We picked these charities, as the correlations between the evaluations were high, and the 
absolute scores were relatively average compared to the other charities.  
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Table 1 
Items asked for each of the charities.  

Variable name Question wording 

likely Please imagine you would want to donate to a charity. How likely would you be to donate to this charity? 
trust How trustworthy do you find this charity? 
better To which extent do you think this charity makes the world a bit better? 
important How important is the cause of this charity? 
avail If you were asked to name charities that easily come to your mind, how likely would you be to think of this charity?   

Table 2 
Evaluated charities and their descriptions.  

Charity name Description 

GiveDirectly … is a charity operating mostly in Africa that helps families living in extreme poverty by simply sending them money with no strings attached. 
GiveDirectly describes their approach as simple and transparent, and also as relying on evidence. They work with independent researchers to 
demonstrate the effectiveness of giving cash directly. 

The END Fund … is recommended specifically for its deworming programs. Deworming is cheap and easy to administer, but the WHO estimates that at least 218 
million people required preventive treatment for schistosomiasis in 2015, but only 66.5 million were treated. Its work is primarily focused on treating 
children, and based in Africa where the burden of disease caused by worm infections is the highest. 

No Lean Season … reduces the effects of seasonal poverty in rural agricultural areas by helping people travel for work. In rural areas, the season between planting and 
harvesting is known as the “lean season” due to low income and hunger. The program gives a travel subsidy of $20 to very poor rural laborers so they 
can send a family member to a nearby city to find a job during this time. Migrant households register the equivalent of an extra meal per person / per 
day during the lean season. 

The Against Malaria 
Foundation 

… fights malaria by distributing insecticide-treated mosquito nets. Malaria killed around 438,000 people in 2015, including an estimated 306,000 
children. There are about 200 million cases of the disease every year. Insecticide treated bednets are one of the most effective ways to prevent 
transmission of malaria and have averted about 450 million cases from 2000 to 2015. The Against Malaria Foundation (AMF) fights malaria by funding 
and tracking/monitoring insecticide-treated mosquito nets in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Make-A-Wish Foundation … is a charity that creates life-changing wishes for children with a critical illness. A wish experience can be a game-changer for a child going through so 
much and impacts not only the kids but everyone involved - parents, volunteers, donors, sponsors, medical professionals and communities. Parents 
might finally feel like they can be optimistic. And still others might realize all they have to offer the world through volunteer work or philanthropy. 

Rainbow Trust … supports families who have a child with a life threatening or terminal illness and need the bespoke support we offer. Many of these children and their 
families are able to cope or are not in a ‘crisis situation’. However, thousands of families have to face the very real possibility that their child may die 
and struggle to cope on a day to day basis. Our Family Support Workers provide a lifeline to these families and children. We support the whole family 
including parents, carers, the unwell child, brothers, sisters and grandparents. They bring support and help to families who so desperately need it at 
home, in hospital and in the community.   

Table 3 
Mean scores on each item for each charity.   

Against Malaria END Fund No Lean Season Give Directly Make-A-Wish Rainbow Trust 

likely 3.48 3.29 3.25 3.35 3.75 3.52 
better 4 3.83 3.81 3.73 4.16 4.16 
likely+better 3.74 3.56 3.53 3.54 3.93 3.82 
trust 3.79 3.69 3.48 3.5 4.04 3.73 
important 4.13 3.75 3.63 3.87 4 4.08 
all eval. 3.85 3.64 3.54 3.61 3.98 3.86 
available 3.10 2.56 2.85 3 4.31 3   

Table 4a 
Correlations between the charity evaluations, including all evaluative items.   

Against Malaria END Fund No Lean Season Give Directly Make-A-Wish Rainbow Trust 

Against Malaria 1      
END Fund 0.66 1     
No Lean Season 0.51 0.61 1    
GiveDirectly 0.58 0.45 0.53 1   
Make-A-Wish 0.34 0.41 0.26 0.36 1  
Rainbow Trust 0.59 0.48 0.57 0.66 0.52 1   
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Table 4b 
Correlations between the charity evaluations, only including the two items Likely and Better.   

Against Malaria END Fund No Lean Season Give Directly Make-A-Wish Rainbow Trust 

Against Malaria 1      
END Fund 0.71 1     
No Lean Season 0.58 0.63 1    
GiveDirectly 0.69 0.51 0.58 1   
Make-A-Wish 0.43 0.44 0.35 0.55 1  
Rainbow Trust 0.63 0.48 0.62 0.72 0.58 1   

Table 4c 
Correlations between Avail.   

Against Malaria END Fund No Lean Season Give Directly Make-A-Wish Rainbow Trust 

Against Malaria 1      
END Fund 0.69 1     
No Lean Season 0.68 0.78 1    
GiveDirectly 0.61 0.61 0.61 1   
Make-A-Wish 0.05 − 0.19 − 0.16 0.09 1  
Rainbow Trust 0.52 0.67 0.72 0.66 − 0.14 1  

Appendix B. Additional analyses 

Appendix B1: Additional analyses - Self reports (Study 1) 

Our experimental manipulation did not affect how satisfied or happy people were with their choice, all ps > 0.101. It also did not influence how 
important people deem charitable giving in general, t(220) = 1.177, p = .240, d = 0.158, 95% CI [− 0.11, 0.42]. We do see a significant difference in 
how responsible people feel to donate to good causes: Participants in the Same Charity condition feel less responsible compared to people in the 
Different Charities condition, t(220) = 2.068, p = .040, d = 0.278, 95% CI [0.01, 0.54]. Also when it comes to how conflicted people felt about making 
the decision between the two options, we see differences between our two experimental conditions: participants in the Same Charity condition felt less 
conflicted compared to people in the Different Charities condition, t(220) = 3.407, p < .001, d = 0.457, 95% CI [0.19, 0.72]. 

Appendix B2: Additional analyses - Hypothetical allocation decisions (Study 1) 

In order to explore whether we can identify single participants who are susceptible to our experimental manipulation, as well as to investigate 
whether participants will stick to the charity they donated to in the incentivized choice, we added hypothetical scenarios at the end of the experiment. 
All participants answered to two additional donation scenarios. In the first hypothetical decision, all participants faced one of the counterbalancing 
versions of the Different Charities condition they have not been faced with in the incentivised decision. In the second hypothetical decision, par
ticipants who faced a Different Charities condition in the incentivized choice setting were faced with the Same Charity decision setup. Participants 
who faced the Same Charity condition faced the other counterbalanced condition of the Different Charities decision setup, so that all participants faced 
both counterbalanced versions of the Different Charities setup and one version of the Same Charity setup throughout the experiment. 

Our results indicated that participants who chose selfishly in the Different Charities condition were also more likely to choose the self-beneficial 
option in the first hypothetical scenario, when the other charity was linked to the self-beneficial option compared to the incentivized scenario, r =
0.615, p < .001. 

Analyzing the second hypothetical scenario that participants facing the Same Charity setup are less likely to choose the charity-beneficial option 
(49.5%) compared to participants facing the Different Charities setup (63.1%), Chi2(1) = 4.120, p = .042, V = − 0.136, 95% CI [− 0.27, − 0.01]. 

Both hypothetical decisions are significantly correlated with the incentivised decision, and also with one another across all participants, with 
correlations ranging from 0.55 to 0.61. 

These results suggest that we find strong carry-over effects within this experiment. All choices are strongly correlated with one another. In the 
second hypothetical decision, we even observe a reversal of the pattern of the incentivized choice: Now participants in the Same Charity condition are 
more likely to choose the self-beneficial option. This is most likely because these participants have been exposed to the Different Charities condition in 
the incentivized part of the experiment and have been more likely to choose selfishly there. Thus, this pattern is most likely explained by the strong 
carry-over effects. Participants simply stick to their initial decision of choosing the self-beneficial or the charity-beneficial option. This can be seen as 
tentative evidence that the effect of attributional ambiguity on social decision-making can carry over and generalize to settings in which this am
biguity is not given anymore. 

Appendix B3: Additional analyses - Personal norms (Study 2 & 3a) 

Though social norms undoubtedly are important for social behavior, recent studies suggest that personal norms are even more predictive of 
behavior (Bašić & Verrina, 2021). Prior empirical work suggests that while social and personal norms are correlated, but distinct, uniquely explaining 
variation in behavior (Bašić & Verrina, 2021). Thus, we also asked participants for their personal norms concerning the appropriateness of choosing 
option A or option B, both in study 2 and study 3a. In both studies, personal and social norms regarding selfish behavior are correlated (Study 2: r =
0.70; Study 3a: r = 0.69). In study 2, we find that behaving selfishly is seen as less inappropriate when attributional ambiguity is introduced, t(1490) =
12.192, p < .001, d = 0.631, 95% CI [0.53, 0.74]. We conducted a mediation analysis with personal norms regarding selfish behavior as a mediator 
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(see Fig. B3.1). The indirect effect of our experimental manipulation through perceived social norms regarding choosing the self-beneficial option on 
prosocial behavior was significant, β = 0.110, Sobel Z = 9.46, p < .001. Importantly, when plugging personal norms into the mediation model instead 
of social norms, the mediation becomes stronger. While the indirect effect through social norms explains about 47% of the variance, this increases to 
87% when investigating personal norms. Thus, we conceptually replicated the effect of Bašić and Verrina (2021) that personal norms are a stronger 
predictor for behavior than social norms.

Fig. B3.1. Path diagram (with standardized coefficients) displaying the mediation of attributional ambiguity (Condition: 0 = Different Charities, 1 = Same Charity) 
on prosocial behavior (0 = self-beneficial choice, 1 = charity-beneficial choice) through personal norms concerning selfish behavior. 

In study 3a, we see that not only do the social norms change in an independent sample who does not make this decision of choosing A or B 
themselves, but also the personal norms change. We see a similar effect in people’s personal norms: again, selfish behavior seems more appropriate in 
the Different (M = 2.82, SD = 0.90) than in the Same Charity condition (M = 2.60, SD = 1.05), t(431) = 2.33; p = .010, d = 0.223, 95% CI [0.03, 0.41]. 
This suggests that also personal norms change due to the introduction of a second noncommon effect which diffuses the signal that behavior sends 
about the motives of the agent. 
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