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I. Introduction
Ranging from goods to kidneys to money, people donate things of value in order to

support others. In modern society, charitable behavior began holding an increasing amount of
importance. In the United States, total giving to charitable organizations added up to over 410
billion USD in 2017, representing 2.1% of the nation’s GDP (Giving USA, 2018). However,
this human tendency to make sacrifices and contributions creates a paradox that economic
theories cannot seem to explain.

The predominant neoclassical economics theory is based on core assumptions of
individual behavior. It assumes that individuals strive to selfishly maximize their wellbeing,
and, in order to do so, they act rationally when making decisions (Halfpenny, 1999). Thus,
when charitable behavior comes into the picture, it seemingly contradicts the idea of rational
decisions and utility maximization. If individuals seek to maximize their benefit, why would
anyone donate on the basis of their own sacrifice, making gifts without return?

While some economists accept that charitable behavior lies beyond the scope of
neoclassical economics explanations, other economists believe in a separate mechanism —
impure altruism. Donors with purely altruistic motivations are solely concerned about the
provisions of public goods, whereas people motivated by impure altruism gain utility from
giving — whether from the act of giving itself or from extrinsic incentives (Andreoni, 1990;
Costa-Font et al., 2012). Out of the many possible sources of utility, we specifically examine
two common sources: extrinsic motivation, where the donor gains physical or monetary
rewards, and image motivation, where the donor receives public praise and creates a positive
image of themselves (Becker, 1974).

In this paper, we specifically explore the motives of charitable behavior in teenagers
from both junior high and senior high. There has been a large amount of research on
charitable behavior that has been conducted on children and adults, but there is little literature
on teenager donations. Therefore, we try to adjudicate the interaction between effects of
extrinsic motivation and image motivation, determining how each variable plays a role
among teenagers' donation motives.

II. Literature Review
In a previous study examining extrinsic motivation and image motivation,

experimenters created a 2 by 2 experimental design: subjects’ efforts to donate were either
publicly announced or kept private and were either given monetary rewards or left without
any physical reward (Ariely et al., 2009). The experiment was carried out with the charity
event “Click for Charity,” in which participants clicked on two computer keyboards. For
every certain amount of times they click the keys, money would be donated to a certain
organization. Their results suggest that visibility may reduce the effectiveness of monetary
rewards. In other words, monetary incentives significantly increase donation efforts in private
conditions but decrease donation efforts when donors will be announced publicly.
Researchers conclude that donors do not want to appear selfish in front of the public, namely
they don’t want to seem like they are donating only for monetary rewards.

In this paper, we created a similar research design with image motivation and
extrinsic motivation. We will focus our subject pool on teenagers, an age group to which
individual image may be especially important, thus the effects of image motivation could be
particularly influential.
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There has been some research conducted for finding teenager’s charitable behavior.
For example, in “The Science of Generosity” written by Allen (2018), it proves that factors
that motivate teenagers to donate include self-presentation as well as peer-pressure; however,
there’s no direct investigation towards how image motivation and incentive play a role in
their donation motives.

It is important to look into teenagers’ prosocial behavior because they could
potentially affect schools’ and the decision makers’ actions. For example, if a school is
fundraising for charity and is encouraging students to participate in the donation campaign,
the incentives as well as the image motivation that comes into play may affect student’s
choices. In this paper, we would like to investigate how the influence of physical incentive
and image motivation differs among 10 to 14 years old (younger group) and 15 to 17 years
old (older group).

III. Research Methods
(I) Survey Design

In a bid to understand the interaction between extrinsic incentive and image
motivation, we modified the experiment design from Ariely et al. (2009). Instead of
conducting in person experiments, we collected data based on surveys and self reported
answers.

In our survey, we give four scenarios to our respondents, where subjects’ donations
are either a) rewarded with candy and kept private, b) rewarded with candy and publicly
announced, c) given no physical award and kept private, and d) given no physical award and
publicly announced (see Appendix A). Subjects were told to imagine the situation and try
their best to make a donation decision as if they were to be placed in the same real world
situation.

We also divided the participants into two age groups in order to gain a closer look at
how junior high students (10-14 years old) and senior high students (15 to 17 years old) carry
out different prosocial behaviors based on different incentives.

(II) Research Focus
1. Investigate the differences of motivations behind prosocial behavior in two groups of

teenagers (10-14 years old and 15-17 years old).
2. Discuss the influence of image motivation and physical incentive on teenagers’

donation motives.

IV. Analysis and Results
(I) Data Collection
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Influence of Candy as Reward

Influence of Public Image

Summary of both Extrinsic Incentives and Image Motivation
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(II) Data Analysis
A. The influence of physical incentive

As can be seen from the graph illustrated above, it is clear that younger group
teenagers are affected more by incentive. They donate more when there’s reward at stake.
Whereas the older groups of teenagers are quite indifferent to the incentive. We suggest that
the varying attitudes shown by two different groups might have something to do with the
exposure of social media.

Social media plays a big role in teenager’s cultures today, and according to a report
published by American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, it is shown that
approximately 90% of teenagers ages from fourteen to seventeen used social media at least
daily, and it may potentially put unrealistic expectations to young adults mind. Such factors
may thus subconsciously affect their donation motives (AACAP, 2018).

B. The influence of image motivation
Generally speaking, the older teenage group is being affected more by image than the

younger groups do, and it is clearly suggested that the older group donate significantly less
when their decisions are being publicly displayed. Their attitudes difference when there's an
image involved may be attributed to peer-pressure (梁玉嬋，2006). According to
psychologist Erik Erikson (1959), it is known that teenagers are experiencing the stage of
“identity versus role confusion,” and they search self-identity largely from acceptance.
Adding on to the previous statistics that older teenagers have higher exposure to social media,
teenagers generally use social media for self-expression as well (Mayo Clinic, 2019). Thus, it
can be reasonably concluded that image is an imperative factor that may, to a certain extent,
control their intentions in many ways.

C. Drawing conclusions from results
From the results shown above, the incentive would be necessary when motivating

younger groups, whereas when trying to motivate older groups of teenagers, just simply
making the fundraising event sound appealing without any image or incentive motivations
seems like a better approach (Lyness, 2015). It is still better to just keep all the donations
recorded private in order to maximize the donation, according to the overall statistics we
collected.
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V. Conclusions and Suggestions
This study provides insight into the effects of physical rewards and image motivation

in different age groups across high school and junior high school students.

(I) Limitations
While our results suggest a pattern in the interaction of incentives and subjects’

charitable behavior, we recognize some limitations inherent in our methods. Due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, in-person experiments were not suitable, and we were limited to using
surveys and self-report procedures to collect data.

In the study, subjects were recruited through email, and data were collected through
an online response form. Similar methods have been commonly used across studies, but in
the case of this study, where respondents are expected to imagine situations without being
actually given the incentive, bias may easily occur (Granello and Wheaton, 2011; Adams et
al., 1999). Without experiencing any loss or gains, subjects may experience self-report bias
despite being instructed to simulate the scenarios as if they are events in real life. Responses
may naturally deviate from their actual behaviors if they were to make the same kind of
decision in real life.

Another limitation of this study lies in the incentives provided. This study suggests a
potential relationship between physical incentives and a higher giving in younger teens, as
well as image incentives and a higher giving in older teens. However, this correlation may
have been influenced not by the offer of general incentives but by the offer of candies in
specific. If the physical incentive were to become monetary incentives, the results might have
been different. Our speculation is that candy in itself is more appealing to younger teens
compared to older teens. This suggests that different incentives have varying levels of
efficacy with different age groups. Future work should build on these results and test how
types of incentives can be applied in different contexts with different target donors.

Moreover, our study does not reveal whether socioeconomic status could affect
donation results. Our respondents are all students of the same private school. Income levels
vary among student households, and they may vary even greater compared to students from
schools with lower tuition fees. Since SES has potential effects on students’ monetary values
(Nelson and Lechelt, 1970), future studies can create a similar giving situation and
investigate correlations between family background and donation amount.

(II) Implications
This study adds to knowledge on the underpinnings of charitable behavior in

teenagers.

We add to existing knowledge on charitable behavior motives by focusing on
teenagers, an often overlooked group in research on donations and charity. While teenagers
are often left out of the view in charity topics, they can have important contributions in the
real world. Many teenagers have the financial ability to donate money to charity
organizations through allowance or pocket money. Especially in households celebrating
Chinese cultures, teenagers receive red envelopes from elders in the family. Moreover, in
addition to financial abilities, teenagers are a great source of help through volunteering. By
looking into incentives that prompt teenagers to donate money, we can also suggest the
incentives that may increase their efforts and dedication in fundraising money or assisting
tasks for charity organizations.
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Moreover, Choi et al. (2019) found that donation experience in teenagers increases
their awareness and the frequency of future donations. Therefore, by learning more about
charitable behavior motives in teenagers as well as people in general, government and charity
organizations alike can better adjust their incentives and policies to raise as much funds as
possible and increase societal efficiency on resource allocation.

6



A research on teenagers’ prosocial behavior: Exploring the effects of image motivation and extrinsic incentives

References

Adams, A. S., Soumerai, S. B., Lomas, J., & Ross-Degnan, D. (1999). Evidence of self-report

bias in assessing adherence to guidelines. International Journal for Quality in Health

Care, 11(3),187-192. https://doi.org/10.1093/intqhc/11.3.187

Andreoni, J. (1990). Impure Altruism and Donation to Public Goods: A Theory of

Warm-Glow Giving. The Economic Journal, 100(401),464-477.

https://doi.org/10.2307/2234133

Ariely, D., Bracha, A., & Meier, S. (2009). Doing Good or Doing Well? Image Motivation

and Monetary Incentives in Behaving Prosocially. The American Economic Review,

99(1),544-555.

Allen, S. (2018). The Science of Generosity. Greater Good Science Center.

American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry. (2018, March). Social Media and

Teens. https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_Youth/Facts_for_Families/FFF-

Guide/Social-Media-and-Teens-100.aspx

Becker, G. S. (1974). A Theory of Social Interactions. Journal of Political Economy,

82(6),1063-1093. http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/260265

Choi, S., Kim, H., Chung, M., & Lee, S. Y. (2019). Online Donation Experiences, Donation

Awareness, and Intention of Future Donation Among Teenagers in South Korea.

Journal of Social Service Research, 45(5),622-633.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01488376.2018.1487363

Erikson, E. H. (1959). Identity and the Life Cycle. W. W. Norton & Company.

Font, J. C., Jofre-Bonet, M., & Yen, S. T. (2012). Not all Incentives Wash out the Warm

Glow: The Case of Blood Donation Revisited. Kyklos, 66(4),529-551.

https://doi.org/10.1111/kykl.12034

7

https://doi.org/10.1093/intqhc/11.3.187
https://doi.org/10.2307/2234133
https://hanyang.elsevierpure.com/en/persons/hansung-kim
https://doi.org/10.1080/01488376.2018.1487363
https://doi.org/10.1111/kykl.12034


A research on teenagers’ prosocial behavior: Exploring the effects of image motivation and extrinsic incentives

Giving USA 2018: The Annual Report on Philanthropy for the Year 2017. (2018). Indiana

University Lilly Family School of Philanthropy.

Giving USA 2018: The Annual Report on Philanthropy for the Year 2017. (2018). Indiana

University Lilly Family School of Philanthropy.

Granello, D. H., & Wheaton J. E. (2011). Online Data Collection: Strategies for Research.

Journal of Counseling & Development, 82(4),387-393.

https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2004.tb00325.x

Halfpenny, P. (1999). Economic and Sociological Theories of Individual Charitable Giving:

Complementary or Contradictory? Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary and

Nonprofit Organizations, 10(3),197-215. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1021200916487

Lyness, D. (2015, July). Peer pressure. https://kidshealth.org/en/teens/peer-pressure.html

Mayo Clinic (2019, December 21). Teens and social media use: What's the impact?

https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/tween-and-teen-health/in-depth/teens-an

d-social-media-use/art-20474437

Nelson, T. M., & Lechelt, E. C. (1970). Socioeconomic status, value, and response to number.

Perception & Psychophysics, 8,76-80.

梁玉嬋、曾瑞霞（2006）。青少年成長與發展。香港理工大學應用社會科學系（主編）：青少

年的身心發展的特質（287-288）香港理工大學應用社會科學系。

8

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Granello%2C+Darcy+Haag
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorRaw=Wheaton%2C+Joe+E
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1021200916487
https://link.springer.com/article/10.3758/BF03210178#auth-Eugene_C_-Lechelt
https://link.springer.com/article/10.3758/BF03210178#auth-Eugene_C_-Lechelt


A research on teenagers’ prosocial behavior: Exploring the effects of image motivation and extrinsic incentives

Appendix A

9


