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Background 

 

Healthy natural systems are fundamental to sustain modern society. According to the 

World Wildlife Fund’s (“WWF”) Living Planet Report (2018), natural systems provide services 

worth around $125 trillion per year. Nevertheless, there is an alarming level of biodiversity decline 

because of overexploitation of species, agriculture, and land conversion. In fact, the WWF Report 

showed that only a quarter of land on Earth is substantively free of the impacts of human activities 

and this number is projected to decline to just one tenth by 2050. The report further revealed that 

land degradation seriously impacts 75% of terrestrial ecosystems and reduces the welfare of more 

than 3 billion people. Perhaps most striking was the report’s claim that there was overall decline 

of 60% in species population sizes between 1970 and 2014. 

Despite the importance of a thriving biosphere, the UN’s Protected Planet Report (2018) 

showed that only 15% of land is formally protected.  Especially relevant for our purposes, only a 

small percentage of donations support environmental efforts. For example, according to the 

Annual Report on Philanthropy (2018) of Giving USA, of $410 billion in charitable giving in 2017, 

Americans gave only $11.83 billion (3% of all donations) to charities that focus on the 

environment. 

Pro-environmental charities depend on individual donations to properly tackle 

conservation initiatives. The WWF, for example, received a total of $98 million as a result of 

individual donations in 2015, 34% of their revenue. They then spent $29 million on fundraising 

(Thomas-Walter & Raihani, 2016). It is clear that the WWF and similar conservation efforts 

require effective solicitation strategies. Thus, it is vital for charities to understand the factors that 

motivate people’s donation decisions. 

When individuals donate to charity, they sacrifice personal possessions to support others 

and often very little direct reciprocity is expected. Although this is interesting from an economic 

perspective (Persky, 1995), these behaviours can be investigated in relation to psychological and 

behavioural theories. There is a large variation in donation behaviour which is not understood 

(Thomas-Walters & Raihani, 2016) and thus these theories can help explain and perhaps promote 

charitable behaviour by recognising the situations in which donors are most likely to donate. 

Besides the psychological factors, it is as important to understand the more ‘tactical’ factors 

to reach and engage the targeted audience. For example, the 2018 Global Trends in Giving Report 

produced by Nonprofit Tech for Good showed that, from a survey of donors worldwide: (1) 54% 
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prefer to give online with a credit or debit card; (2) the tool that most inspires giving is social 

media (29%); (3) the social media that most inspires is Facebook (56%); (4) and 18% of the donors 

have given through Facebook fundraising tools and of those, 88% say they are likely to give 

through Facebook fundraising tools in the future.   

Quite simply, charities should not underestimate the power social media platforms, as 

demonstrated by 2014 ‘ice bucket challenge’ campaign for ALS.  This massive engagement 

produced 2.4 million videos on Facebook (Townsend, 2014) and represented $98.2 million in 

donations. 

 

  Introduction 

 

  The goal of this paper is limited to exploring the psychological and behavioural motivators 

and inhibitors that affect donation behavior to environmental causes. We are particularly 

concerned with how emotions weigh into a decision to donate.  

Lack of emotion can be very problematic in decision making (Loewenstein, 2010). 

Motivation and action are often driven by emotion, and research has shown that inefficiency of 

action is often associated with a lack of emotion (Slovic, 2007). Our research is focused on 

emotional, cognitive, and social barriers to environmental donations. These barriers are often 

related to our inability to connect with things we do not see, cannot predict, and do not share (Zhu, 

Wong & Huang, 2019).  

We first examine the theoretical foundation and experimental applications of these barriers. 

We then incorporate selected psychological concepts to propose a new platform structure grounded 

in part in ‘nudge’ theory (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009) to encourage environmental donations. We 

further apply these concepts to frame an environmental message as a powerful emotional message. 

Finally, a new kind of environmentally focused social group is proposed, incorporating findings 

from the fields of social expectations and comparison theory. To narrow our research question, the 

main environmental causes considered will be those of conservation, and donations will be in the 

form of monetary ‘gifts’ (Cappellari, Ghinetti, & Turati, 2011). 

 

 

Emotional Barriers 
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Identifiable Victim Effect 

 Although individuals often struggle to emotionally connect to the environment, emotional 

involvement is an important driver of environmental donations (Clayton & Opotow, 2003). 

Research has demonstrated people tend to donate larger amounts of money to charity when single 

identifiable victims, rather than statistical beneficiaries are involved, irrespective of scale 

(Thomas-Walters & Raihani, 2016). This is known as the Identifiable Victim Effect (IVE). Kogut 

and Ritov (2005) suggested the detail and vividness of the information used to describe a single 

victim could elicit an empathetic reaction and lead to an increase in donations due to elevated 

emotional involvement. 

Despite extensive research into the IVE, few have investigated whether it applies to non-

human species. Markowitz et al. (2013) found participants who identified as environmentalists 

were prepared to donate comparable amounts to both statistical and identifiable beneficiaries of 

polar bears, while non-environmentalists stated less willingness to donate to the statistical 

beneficiaries. This study suggests differences in donating behaviours to non-human causes. A 

possible explanation for the discrepancy in these findings is the extent to which participants 

identified with the polar bears. For example, it is possible environmentalists who form a sense of 

connectivity using emotional attachment to certain parts of the environment (Clayton & Opotow, 

2003)  identified with the animals more.  This in turn may have influenced their affective and 

behavioral response to donate. Consequently, a significant barrier to donating may be the lack of 

emotional response and familiarity people experience. This perhaps could be avoided by using the 

IVE when promoting environmental donations. 

It has further been demonstrated that people’s willingness to donate depends on who the 

beneficiary is, regardless of whether it is an identifiable victim. This has been found to apply to 

conservation campaigns where researchers have revealed a preference toward flagship species (FS) 

(Ducarme, Luque & Courchamp, 2013). These species are vertebrates which tend to be more 

popular and charismatic, thus commonly used as a campaign’s focal point (Xiang et al. 2011). A 

focus on such an identifiable victim may help generate revenue for conservation. FS are often 

familiar to the public and may create interest leading to an increase in funds (Smith & Sutton, 

2008; Skibins, Powell & Hallo, 2013).  

However, Thomas-Walter and Raihani (2016) investigated how non-human identifiable 

beneficiaries and FS affected donations to a conservation charity. Their results indicated people 

did not donate more to conservation appeals for identifiable beneficiaries than statistical ones. Yet 
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people were influenced by FS in conservation appeals, which emphasises the need for familiar 

species to serve as the focus for conservation appeals to promote pro-environmental donations. 

These results may be explained by a struggle to identify and emotionally connect with the 

environment in general, whereas the connection with animals can lead us to empathise and break 

the emotional barrier (Markowitz et al., 2013). This effect was demonstrated in Iceland’s recent 

campaign (Iceland Foods, 2018) in which an orangutan was used as a FS to raise awareness of 

deforestation for palm oil and habitat loss. The campaign has over 30 million views across social 

media platforms (Horton, 2018).  This suggests FS can elicit a significant emotional response to 

environmental campaigns.  

While it is clear the IVE elicits emotions which result in an increased willingness to help 

and donate (Jenni & Loewenstein, 1997), research has also shown when the victim is a pair or 

group, compassion begins to dampen, leading to a decrease in helping behaviour and support 

(Vastfjall, Peters & Slovic, 2012). This phenomenon, known as compassion fade (CF), poses a 

threat to our shared capability to effectively react to current environmental crises, considering large 

numbers of victims are generally involved (Markotitz et al., 2013). Future research should measure 

the effect CF has on the IVE and whether donors may experience CF if the same FS are repeatedly 

highlighted in conservation appeals. However, it is important to note the effects of CF can be 

reduced by changing people’s perceptions that several individuals belong to one group (Smith, 

Faro & Burson., 2013) or by using narratives and storytelling to highlight environmentalist 

thoughts and attitudes (Slovic & Slovic, 2005). 

 

Storytelling 

Storytelling is a tool used to convey ideas more effectively than facts alone (Merchant, 

Ford, & Sargeant, 2010). This is significant in the context of the environment as stories can 

communicate ideas more effectively than stating various facts related to a host of environmental 

issues. Stories told by charitable organisations are usually designed to provide the consumer with 

an experience of varying emotional stages. Merchant et al (2010) found problem statements in 

charity appeals led to negative emotions which can be gradually reduced when an individual is 

eventually presented with the opportunity to donate. At this stage, the consumer may experience 

more positive emotions after donating to help solve the problem in the story. In this way, the 

individual is offered a chance to help and join in, which can be enjoyable and encourage giving 

(Woodside, Sood & Miller, 2008). Thus, because storytelling can promote donating behaviours to 
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charities, we predict the same would apply with environmental and conservation charities, as the 

emphasis on a story would elevate emotional response. 

Because negative emotions can be used in storytelling to elicit emotional reactions, 

spillovers must be considered. In one study, negative emotions were used to induce guilt and fear 

in the individual. This led to initial but temporary pro-environmental behaviour, presumably to 

decrease the negative feelings, however it was hypothesised that it may be followed by negative 

spillovers in the form of subsequent non-environmental behaviours. In contrast, when positive 

emotions were used in campaign messages, it resulted in an initial and overall higher willingness 

to act in subsequent pro-environmental ways in the form of positive spillovers (Chatelain et al., 

2018). 

 Further, Merchant et al (2010) explained a crucial aspect of donation which is often 

neglected is feedback from the charity to the donors. This can be in the form of knowing where 

their money is going and knowing the result of the ‘story’, thus comforting the individual and 

completing their experience. The researchers asserted that feedback strengthens the emotional 

attachment to the charity’s cause and increases intentions to donate in the future. Thus feedback 

prevents neglect of the outcome of a given donation and should confirm the impact the individual’s 

donation made. Accordingly, a small giver could become an important donor over time.        

 

Cognitive Barriers 

 

Basic economic theory suggests consumption is worth more now than later: people 

‘discount’ future events. Descriptive models of the rate at which people discount long-term 

environmental problems may well inform environmental policy but are outside the scope of the 

present analysis (Karp, 2005). However, discounting often makes environmental issues feel small 

as of today. 

A separate question is how people make environmental decisions in settings in which 

decision makers face ambiguous probabilities and outcomes (Onay, La-Ornual & Öncüler, 2013). 

Descriptive models of decision making, such as prospect theory, assess how psychological 

principles affect the perception of gains and losses (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1981). Construal level theory (CLT) has also been applied to explain how 

psychological distance affects the components of a decision problem (Liberman & Trope, 2008). 

Concepts derived under each theory suggest concerns related to environmental issues as well as 
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potential strategies to align favorable risk preferences (Trautmann & van de Kuilen, 2011). 

Emotions are incorporated in the concepts of both theories (Lowenstein & Lerner, 2003; Trope & 

Liberman, 2010).  

We seek to frame the environmental donation decision to predict risk aversion to the 

environmental outcome. Under such a scenario, the decision to donate should be preferred, as it 

increases investment in reducing the risk of the negative environmental outcome (Onay, et al., 

2013).  

 

Prospect Theory 

Individual understanding of the risks associated with environmental problems is limited in 

part because these problems often involve ambiguous probabilities and outcomes for which no 

conceptual framework is clearly applicable (Slovic, Kunreuther & White, 1974). Prospect theory 

thus may be a useful tool for understanding the risk preferences of those faced with an 

environmental dilemma (Rosenman, et al., 1988). Importantly, prospect theory replaces objective 

probability with the perceived likelihood of risky outcomes, subject to bias, and incorporates risk 

attitudes to predict decisions (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). If we can frame the components of 

the decision problem to predict risk aversion, we should be able to encourage donations to 

environmental causes.  

Analyzing environmental risks in prospect theory requires specifying a reference point 

before determining risk preference (Brekke & Johansson-Stenman, 2008). From a given reference 

point, losses are generally felt more severely than gains (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). People also 

tend to overweight small probabilities, meaning they tend to be risk averse when faced with the 

prospect of an improbable but large loss (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Trautmann & van de 

Kuilen, 2011). Highly emotional situations concerning improbable environmental crises may be 

accordingly overweighted and insured against (i.e., by contributing donations) (Rosenman, et al., 

1988). 

 

Construal Level Theory     

   CLT describes different levels of construals of a decision problem characterised by either 

abstract features (high-level) or concrete features (low-level) depending on psychological distance 

from an egocentric reference point (Trope & Liberman, 2010). Researchers applying CLT have 

provided experimental evidence that individuals are less averse toward delayed imprecise 
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prospects, which may explain underinvestment (e.g., low donations) in reducing the risks 

associated with environmental disasters (Onay et al., 2013). 

Despite concerns related to a reduction in risk aversion to far-off environmental events, 

outcomes are more influential than probabilities between distant-future prospects (Onay et al., 

2013). CLT asserts that the desirability of an event’s end state is a high-level construal, while the 

probability of its occurrence is a low-level construal (Liberman & Trope, 1998). Moreover, there 

is evidence that the values associated with high-level construals, such as future benefit to others, 

are overweighted when considered in the distant future (Choi, Park & Oh, 2012).   

Psychological distance is automatically related to the environment and individuals are more 

likely to donate for environmental causes in a distance mindset (Lucke & Koenigstorfer, 2018). 

CLT predicts that a distant perspective produces high-level construals, under which decision 

makers overweight outcomes and are more willing to donate to environmental causes (Trope & 

Liberman, 2010; Lucke & Koenigstorfer, 2018). CLT’s predictions for high-level construals (e.g., 

the impact of an environmental catastrophe) are thus in accordance with prospect theory: low 

probability of a large loss leads to risk aversion (Sagristano, Trope & Liberman, 2002). 

 

Framing and Emotions 

Environmental donations are like insurance: people tend to prefer buying insurance over 

risking a large loss, even if the expected value of the large loss is objectively less than the insurance 

to cover it. Framing environmental donations under both prospect theory and CLT therefore should 

focus on the magnitude of abstract prospective environmental losses (Chang & Lee, 2009). While 

both theories suggest risk aversion for such losses due to overweighting of small probabilities, this 

holds under CLT only for high-level construals (Trautmann & van de Kuilen, 2011). The values 

reflected in high-level construals include altruism, morality, and benefit to others (Choi, et al., 

2012), and should automatically associate with the environment (Lucke & Koenigstorfer, 2018). 

Emotions that involve taking a distant perspective, such as guilt, shame, and anxiety, ensue from 

a high-level construal of the event (Trope & Liberman, 2010; Liberman & Trope, 1998).  

Evidence often appears to contradict this strategy. Campaigns that target animals (a 

concrete concept), for example, receive larger donations relative to abstract environmental 

concerns like climate change and conservation (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). Environmental 

outcomes are also often limited to geographical areas and thus less perceivable (Lucke & 

Koenigstorfer, 2018). But, studies have explored the psychological effects of abstract low 
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probability events with corresponding large outcomes. For example, a recent study looked at the 

risk that the earth will be pushed over a threshold that could prevent stabilization of the climate 

even as human emissions are reduced (Steffen et al., 2018). Choi et al. (2012) demonstrated that 

blood donations compare to environmental donations because they are associated with high-level 

construals.  

Abstract values and emotions may be employed to encourage donation behavior.  These 

concepts may be combined to create a message for environmental solicitations that takes advantage 

of these findings. 

 

Social Barriers 

 

An individual’s attitude is often influenced and shaped by beliefs, social norms and values 

shared in their society. If the dominant lifestyle does not encourage sustainable behaviour, 

donations and sustained environmental behaviours are less likely to occur. (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 

2002). Although some may view the environment as relatively important and feel they should act 

in a pro-environmental way, if these behaviours are absent in society they may refrain from 

engaging in pro-environmental behaviours. This in turn can reveal a sense of fatalism where an 

individual may feel it is not worth making an effort if no one else does (Lorenzoni, Cole & Whitm, 

2007). 

Social norms have therefore presented relevant implications in a wide range of human 

behaviours (Nyborg et al., 2016), including those towards environmental conservation (Goldstein 

& Cialdini, 2009). Consequently, studies suggest social incentives should be used as an important 

tool to promote pro-environmental behaviour (Thogersen, 2013). Indeed, charities are currently 

using social comparison nudges in their solicitations to increase donations. This increase in 

attention to social norms or attempts to predict other people’s behaviour may also have a positive 

effect on donations and charity design (Bartke et al., 2017).  

 

Social expectations 

Individuals care about what is expected from them and therefore behave according to the 

demands of a social situation (Hogan, 1982). This is referred to as the theory of social expectations. 

Behaviour consistent with this theory may be explained by expectations that others will respond 

in a positive way when behaviour obeys the norm, and negatively when it does not. Indeed, studies 
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show people that contribute to a greater good are treated more positively compared to those who 

do not (Coleman, 1990), and individuals give social rewards and trust  those who are more altruistic 

and giving (Albert et al., 2007). 

For example, in one study individuals reported more concern about carbon emissions when 

they realised there was a possibility their profiles and results were observed and judged by others 

(Horne & Kennedy, 2017). Although this experiment explored the power of social norms 

specifically in the household energy consumption context, we may infer the same results will be 

found for donations to environmental conservation causes. It has been demonstrated that a 

prosocial reputation can be built by engaging in environmental conservation (Semmann, 

Krambeck & Milinski, 2005) and, for donations specifically, when individuals know that others 

participate in charitable giving, they may do the same (Cialdini, Reno & Kallgren, 1990). As 

explained above, people tend to behave how they assume is appropriate given the situation. 

Individuals are in a constant search for social approval which is why social expectation 

norms tend to be effective. Failing to do what is expected provokes social disapproval (Cialdini, 

Reno & Kallgren, 1990) and leads to a negative emotional response. 

 

Social comparison 

An individual’s awareness and sensitivity to issues regarding environmental problems 

tends to increase as they compare themselves to others (Hynes & Wilson, 2016). This is because 

individuals frequently assess themselves by contrasting themselves with others—particularly to 

others with whom they share comparable individual characteristics (Festinger, 1954). Evaluation 

in comparison to others triggers competition and ‘status seeking’ between individuals. Indeed, 

there is evidence that individuals compete for status by trying to be seen as more altruistic than 

others (Barclay& Willer, 2007).  

Social influence has been used by charities to encourage donation behaviours. Social 

influence provides several types of information to individuals in complex public settings, including 

people’s interactions (Wei, 2015). For example, in the context of a public radio campaign, Croson 

and Shang (2009) asked current donors the amount they would like to donate after being informed 

of the last donation amount. Donations significantly increased as higher reference amounts were 

announced. Further, in a public goods game, it was demonstrated people were more likely to give 

money to preserve the environment when the action was public and reputation could be influenced 

(Milinski et al., 2006). Though it must be noted this study’s sample size was small and participants 
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were not contributing their own money, so its applicability to environmental donations is 

somewhat limited. Regardless, these findings could be relevant as the benefit of investing in the 

study’s preservation pool is akin to donating to environmental causes that concern the distant 

future. 

  In some instances, however, certain social norms may not be well-defined due to weak or 

conflicting messages used in the campaigns. In one study related to food purchasing behaviour, 

overwhelming consumers with food purchasing and environmental concern messages resulted in 

a weak understanding of the social norm and subsequent confusion regarding appropriate 

behaviour (Hynes & Wilson, 2016). Environmental charities that tend to load their messages with 

too much information may thus result in weaker individual contributions. To increase 

environmental donations, well-defined social norms and clear messages should be used. 

 

Stakeholders Analysis 

 

Four stakeholders have been identified, and their contributions and motivations needed to 

truly promote pro-environmental donations. These are introduced in Table 1. The stakeholders 

mentioned have an influence, either directly or indirectly, on promoting environmental donations. 
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Proposed Solutions 

 
Along with the substantive implications for an environmental message as explained in 

terms of emotional, cognitive, and social barriers above, the structural component of our proposed 

solution seeks, in part, to apply concepts of libertarian paternalism (or ‘nudge’ theory) (Appendix 

A). Nudge theory may be used to lower economic and psychological costs associated with donating 

to environmental causes (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009; O’Donoghue & Rabin, 2003). The guiding 

concept underlying our proposal is succinctly described by the UK Behavioural Insights Team’s 

first principle of encouraging behaviour: ‘Make it Easy’ (Service et al., 2015). Tasks that require 

more effort, such as donations, even on the margin, increase ‘friction costs’ and thus reduce the 

likelihood of completion. One established strategy to offset some adverse effects of these costs is 

with ‘default options’ (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009; Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 1988).   

Online platforms are rapidly becoming widespread methods for donation. However, some 

online platforms discourage donors due to their lack of clarity and inconvenience of usage. 
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Environmental charities have the least user-friendly donating websites as they often discouraged 

donors due to lack of accessibility and payment options (Anonymous, 2014). 

From a practical standpoint, we are mindful of implementation feasibility and ensuring 

critical mass of users under our proposed platform. Accordingly, we propose a hybrid platform by 

incorporating the web-based functionality of Amazon, the world’s second largest retailer 

(Carbonara, 2018), and Facebook, the world’s largest social network as part of their Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) Projects. CSR has been defined as “a concept whereby companies 

integrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations and in their interaction 

with their stakeholders on a voluntary basis” (European Commission, 2011, p.3). 

  At the individual-donor level, Amazon’s existing platform design minimises friction costs 

by streamlining transactions executed on its website. At the institutional-partner level, Facebook 

already has a well-established procedure for marketing charitable causes on its platform (Saxton 

& Wang, 2013). Both companies use advanced algorithms that incorporate user-data to effectively 

target advertisements on their platforms. This proposal focuses on using these platforms to 

encourage environmental donations to conservation charities. 

 

Amazon Green 

The first piece of our proposal is to increase environmental donations through a platform 

we call Amazon Green (AG). AG would be a platform similar to Amazon Smile concerning default 

donations to a charity of choice. However, rather than incorporating generic charities, AG would 

only incorporate environmental charities. AG would also use a different default percentage and 

implement new features. Currently, 0.5% of purchasing amounts on Amazon Smile go to the 

selected charity and there is no feedback after donation. In contrast, AG’s default percentage would 

be 1%, as we believe incorporating feedback and the features described below justify a higher rate. 

Donors would also have the option to choose suggested projects to donate to, while receiving 

feedback on donations for current and future projects. This will be available through an opt-in 

option on AG that allows the charity to send monthly reports and surveys, thus engaging the donor 

more closely than Amazon Smile. This is important because presenting how donations are being 

spent and assuring donors that their contributions reach the relevant charity increases the 

attractiveness of charitable causes (Merchant et al., 2010). 

On the social media front, the first step is related to Facebook (Figure 1). As the prospective 

donor scrolls through his or her newsfeed, an AG campaign will appear.  Campaigns should use 
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the IVE, storytelling, and a FS to elicit emotions which promote donating behaviours.  As 

mentioned, the negative emotions in a sad story followed by the option to donate would encourage 

an individual to donate in order to feel involved and positive (Merchant et al, 2010). Campaigns 

should also use the concepts drawn from prospect theory and CLT by emphasising the impacts of 

environmental catastrophe to create risk aversion (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Sagristano, et al., 

2002). These impacts should elicit emotions such as guilt and shame which are associated with 

high-level construals in CLT. (Trope & Liberman, 2010). Matching campaigns with values such 

as altruism and benefit to others should similarly encourage high-level construals and increase 

donations (Lucke & Koenigstorfer, 2018). The explicit donate button which Facebook recently 

introduced makes it easier for individuals to donate, and decreases the complexity of donations in 

general. When this button is clicked the individual is directed to the AG website. 

 
Figure 1 

The second step involves the main AG page. Amazon’s massive user-base ensures many 

people will have saved payment details which would be readily available to simplify the donating 

procedure. Here, AG would suggest two or three main charities to donate to (Figure 2), which 

would be tailored to the donor based on their location, interests and past experiences. Additionally, 

donors can read more about the cause (Appendix B). A drop-down list would also show the many 

other charities. The donor would choose an amount to donate or pay the suggested amount.  
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Figure 2 

Anchoring concepts have been applied to charitable donations to measure the effect of 

different default options on both donation rates and amounts (Goswami & Urminsky, 2016). 

Designing default donation options requires trade-offs as excessive values may lower donation 

rates while low values may lower average donation amounts (Figure 3) (Prokopec & De Bruyn 

2010). Because evidence suggests defaults can increase donation amounts if designed correctly, 

we recommend measuring the effects of different default options and making adjustments to 

maximise donation volume. 
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Figure 3 

The third step of the process directs the donor back to Facebook. After donating on AG, an 

option to share on Facebook will be presented. Individuals can share by posting on their newsfeeds, 

sending notifications to friends, or both. This should encourage donations to that particular charity 

(Herzorg & Yang, 2018). By sharing, the donor will play the role of the messenger in the solution, 

as more importance is often given to information provided by a trustable and reliable source 

(Figure 4) (Dolan et al., 2012). Sharing on Facebook will further encourage potential donors 

because as people see their friends donating on AG, they can be reassured that it is a safe platform. 

In addition, social desirability is encouraged, as people desire to join their Facebook friends by 

donating (Meer, 2011) (Appendix B).  

 

 

 

Figure 4 
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Additionally, our proposal requires Facebook to introduce a new feature in the form of a 

tree icon (See Figure 4) for individuals who donate to environmental charities. The idea here is 

that the tree would be considered a social-status symbol and a privilege of sorts. The tree would 

initially appear with few leaves, and as the individual donates, more green leaves would appear in 

the tree until it fills-in healthy. This is based on the theory of pseudo-sets which arguably stimulate 

individual desires for completeness and drive people to finish a seemingly incomplete set (Barasz 

et al., 2017). Using pseudo-set framing in the form of incomplete trees could encourage the desired 

behaviour of environmental donations, as individuals gradually fill the tree. We predict the tree 

will encourage donating behaviour because as donations decrease, leaves would turn brown and 

eventually ‘fall’ if donation frequency and volume falls below certain levels.  

The tree is important in our proposed solution for different reasons. It can act as a signaling 

tool for other users and used as a sign of prestige. Prestige has been defined as the utility generated 

from sharing an individual's donation publicly, thus reinforcing social status (Harbaugh, 1998). 

Hence, the tree can act as a reputational motivator, signaling to other Facebook users that this 

individual is contributing and supporting environmental causes. It may also encourage others to 

start donating to receive a tree and reduce any feelings of exclusion. It should be thought of as a 

tool to compare environmental contributions and drive competition to complete the tree (Barclay 

& Willer, 2007).  

Finally, it would serve as a reminder for people to stay committed to the environment, a 

person with a tree would feel part of this green community. This sense of community or 

‘membership’ could engender an emotional and environmental connection with other donors. It 

could also be used as a tool to maintain adherence to this new community’s social norms and 

increase participants’ motives for donations (Saxton & Wang, 2012).  This community should 

encourage a more continuous behaviour of environmental donation. 

 

Micro-donations  

In the age of social media , spreading awareness across the world is easier. However, more 

must be done to increase donations. Consumption is a large part of most lifestyles, and one of the 

main causes of environmental destruction (Jorgenson, 2003). Consumption itself, therefore, can 

be used to accumulate donations through default or round-up options when making purchases.  

Donations will not only be collected from campaigns seen on Facebook. AG will be a 

platform that sells products which are fair trade, ethical, environmentally friendly and recycled, in 
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addition to the usual products sold (Figure 5). However, using ‘choice architecture’ people could 

be nudged to consume more environmental goods, by AG giving more attention and priority to 

these products (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009). Additionally, through the 1% default donation on AG, 

individuals could share their contribution in the form of more leaves on their Facebook tree. Micro-

donations are a crucial method to increase donations and to reach a wider audience (Anonymous, 

2012). They should increase donations by making them discrete and convenient (Lovell, 2015). 

 
Figure 5 

However, another way to increase donations is using micro-donations in bank transactions. 

For example, through electronic banking, banks can implement an option that allows people to 

engage in micro-donating behaviour every time a transaction is made. Individuals could be given 

the option to customise their micro-donation plan. They could choose to limit donations on 

transactions in certain stores, pick the environmental charity, and check their monthly donations 

contribution. This has been applied previously to non-environmental charities (Caixabank, 2014). 

This solution could be linked to the Facebook tree using an intermediate platform, providing bank 

details are not exposed.  

 

 

 

 

Limitations 
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Data collection and use by large social media platforms is viewed as a threat to privacy and 

as arguably unlawful mishandling of private property (Mahmoodi et al., 2018). The choice of 

Facebook and Amazon under this proposal is pragmatically based on market share and power. 

Both platforms are used by millions every day, and such traffic can increase donations by orders 

of magnitude by reaching as many people as possible. It may enable charities to implement 

crowdfunding strategies that will help accumulate small amounts of donations and spread the word 

through globally dispersed users (Flannery, Harris & Rhine, 2009). However, the looming issue 

of data privacy is a serious and constant concern as the influence of these platforms continues to 

grow.  

Another concern is that by using large profit-driven corporations like Amazon with 

environmental charities, any initial positive effects could backfire due to anti-profit attitudes 

(Bhattacharjee et al, 2017). People may suspect profit-driven organisations have disingenuous pro-

environmental attitudes. Our proposal provides Amazon the opportunity to ameliorate its 

questionable environmental reputation. While there is a small probability it could become a 

positive example to other corporations and perhaps attract environmentalist consumers (Makov & 

Newman, 2016), there is undoubtedly concern that companies like Amazon and Facebook will 

simply use environmental initiatives to further their own interests and drive shareholder value. 

More specifically, the proposed tree icon may drive individuals to donate for self-image 

and reputational purposes, rather than intrinsic or altruistic ones. This in turn could result in a 

crowding-out effect of intrinsic incentives, due to an increase in visibility of extrinsic ones. This 

may be problematic as the altruistic features of donating may be dampened as good behaviour 

becomes visible and associated with image-seeking (Benabou & Tirole, 2010). However, an 

individual’s desire to be approved by society is closely related to meriting that approval (Smith, 

1759). Consequently, any overjustification may not necessarily crowd-out pro-environmental 

behavior and donations, as approving of oneself and being socially approved are interconnected.  

Not all emotional, cognitive and social barriers were considered (Appendix C). In addition, 

as the analysis and suggested proposals were derived from a western perspective, perhaps other 

solutions to promote environmental donations may be applied to different parts of the world. In 

the future, these proposals could be replicated using other companies in their CSR projects, thus 

reaching a wider audience and promoting environmental donations through psychological and 

behavioural interventions. 
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In the future, research may also focus on the role of the government in promoting 

environmental donations and suggest ways in which it could become normalised and sustained. 

Finally, while monetary donations are crucial, the government may encourage environmentalist 

behaviours in general, which could in turn influence donating behaviours. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Psychological and behavioural interventions can be used to help increase environmental 

donations.  By exploring the emotional, cognitive, and social barriers associated with donating 

behaviours, we identify various obstacles organisations should consider when designing an 

environmental campaign. We also propose a new platform that incorporates concepts from the 

psychological and behavioural literature to provide an effective model for future testing and 

implementation.   
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Appendix A 

  Barriers Solution Theories 

Emotional Absence of emotional 
Connectivity 

-       Using campaigns 
-       Providing feedback 

-       Identifiable victim effect 
-       Storytelling 

Cognitive Discounting the future -       Simplifying donations 
mechanism 
-       Default option 
  

-       Nudging Theory 
-       Prospect Theory 
-       Construal Level theory 
-       Framing 
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Social Resisting Non-Conforming 
Information 
 

-       Embracing a Green 
community. 
 

-       Social Norms 
-       Social Comparison 
-       Social Expectation 
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