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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

JEL classification codes: Arguments for directing charitable giving to distant beneficiaries for their greater benefits
co1 contradict actual charitable donations that go mostly to more proximate beneficiaries. Controlled
Co3

studies reveal mixed results finding the giving-distance relationship to be direct, inverse, flat, or

gg‘l‘ various combinations of the three. This paper reports a new theory of the distinctive relationship
K i@ between giving and spatial distance and relevant results from four experimental studies. Two
eywords:

. . studies vary distances between donors and beneficiaries locally: a field experiment involves local
Charitable giving . X ) s .
Spatial distance refugees and a laboratory experiment local people in need. Both find significant inverse re-
Moral salience lationships between giving and spatial distance. Two other studies involve variations at farther
distances. One is a laboratory experiment that finds no significant effect of distance, but further
analysis suggests that a confounding factor, viz., beneficiary need, contributes to that fact. The
other is survey experiment that indicates numerous additional confounding factors in compari-
sons involving far distances. The experimental results are largely consistent with the predictions
of the theory: giving is decreasing in spatial distance, ceteris paribus, and is decreasing in
exposure to displaced persons, decreasing in support for beneficiaries from sources external to the
experiment (e.g., government aid), increasing in donor intrinsic generosity, and increasing in
beneficiary need. We also find qualified support for the hypothesized mediator between spatial
distance and giving, moral salience. Together, these results confirm our focus on local distances,
indicate the presence of confounding factors over far distances, and offer an explanation to
reconcile the conflicting results in the prior literature.

1. Introduction

“(Df I am walking past a shallow pond and see a child drowning in it, I ought to wade in and pull the child out. ... (This) principle
takes ... no account of proximity or distance. It makes no moral difference whether the person I can help is a neighbor’s child ten yards
from me or a Bengali whose name I shall never know, ten thousand miles away.” This evocative “pond analogy” of the utilitarian

This paper is dedicated to Nora Szech, whom we thank for her support, passion, and invaluable contributions to this project. We wish to thank
the editor, the associate editors, two referees of this journal, Graham Beattie and Prachi Jain for very helpful comments and suggestions. The paper
also benefited from the questions and comments of audiences at the University of Queensland, the University of Southern California, the LACEA/
BRAIN workshop, and meetings of the North American Economic Science Association.

* Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: jkonow@lmu.edu (J. Konow), leonie.kuehl@alumni.kit.edu (L. Kiihl).

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euroecorev.2026.105269

Received 13 December 2024; Received in revised form 19 January 2026; Accepted 23 January 2026

Available online 24 January 2026

0014-2921/© 2026 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


mailto:jkonow@lmu.edu
mailto:leonie.kuehl@alumni.kit.edu
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00142921
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/eer
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euroecorev.2026.105269
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.euroecorev.2026.105269
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

J. Konow et al. European Economic Review 184 (2026) 105269

philosopher Peter Singer (1972) still animates readers, including supporters of the recent influential social and philosophical move-
ment called “effective altruism,” who advocate channeling charitable resources to where they can do the most good. This implies that
donors from high income countries, who are responsible for the lion’s share of philanthropy, should direct most or all of their con-
tributions to beneficiaries in poor and usually distant countries. Although the moral case for effective altruism seems compelling, many
people are persuaded by the opposite argument, reflected in the adage “charity begins at home.” Indeed, actual charitable giving flows
mostly to domestic and local beneficiaries, e.g., donations to international charities comprised only 14 % of UK charitable giving in
2022 (UK Giving Report 2023) and only 6 % of US charitable donations in 2020 (NP Source, 2024). In addition to these conflicting
arguments, the evidence from controlled studies produces a mixed set of results on giving-distance relationships that are variously
direct, inverse, flat, or different combinations of the three.

This paper presents theory and evidence on the distinctive relationship between spatial distance and charitable giving. It reports the
results of four studies that explore such an effect, including the apparently first economics experiments conducted on this topic. The
theory is the first, to our knowledge, to formalize a causal basis for a relationship between spatial distance and morally motivated
generosity. It is important to improve our understanding of the forces that motivate charity given its significant economic impact:
worldwide donations of time and money total an estimated $2.3 trillion annually or nearly 3 % of global GDP (Citi GPS, 2021). Insights
into this relationship can inform policy, e.g., whether spatial targeting of resources is more efficient, whether fundraisers should appeal
to innate kindness or social approval, and whether they should focus on local or global causes. In addition, such lessons provide
material for those normative approaches in philosophy and the social sciences that value input from evidence on popularly shared
moral views.

This paper grew out of two research projects that relate to distance and giving, the one theoretical (Konow, 2025) and the other
experimental (Kiihl and Szech, 2017), which arose independently of one another. The theory was not developed to fit the particular
findings of these experiments but rather to reconcile a much broader set of findings, of which the relationship between spatial distance
and giving is but one of many examples. The experimental studies, in turn, were not designed as tests of a theory in which variables
were selectively collected with that aim in mind, but they do comprise varied design features and collect an unusually rich set of
information on subject motives, experiences external to the experiments, and demographics. A serendipitous by-product of this
breadth is that the experiments provide a rich source of results that can be brought to bear on the main implications of the theory. The
theory, in turn, provides a simple and coherent guide to the analysis of the experimental results that might otherwise suffer from a
curse of abundance. Thus, the two approaches complement one another nicely, and, combined, yield insights into this topic that we
believe exceed the sum of their parts.

We draw on Konow (2025), which introduces a theory of moral salience and applies it to unilateral allocation decisions, such as the
dictator game. The version here is simplified and formulated for the case of a donor selecting a donation to beneficiaries, who are in
need. In this application, a donor’s utility is a function of their material utility and their allocative preferences, whereby the latter are a
function of their donation amount, intrinsic generosity, beliefs about beneficiary need, and perceptions of beneficiary support from
sources external to the experiment (e.g., government assistance). In addition, allocative preferences are weighted by moral salience,
which is the perceived importance of taking moral action that depends on the decision context. In the current study, the contextual
factor affecting moral salience is spatial distance, and the actions affected are choices about donations to needy individuals. The other
variables in the theory draw on lessons from prior studies, which inform the theory and are included in the empirical analysis as
controls. Given our focus on distance, it is the one variable consistently manipulated across all studies.

The chief goal of this paper is to study the distinctive effect of spatial distance on morally motivated generosity, i.e., holding constant
other factors. The main empirical challenge to this goal is the presence of additional forces that vary with both spatial distance and
generosity and may confound inferences about the distinctive effect (e.g., the expected impact of donations). The following section
discusses in greater detail the effects of seven confounds that have surfaced in prior research, and lessons from this work are reflected in
both our theory and our experimental designs. Specifically, we focus on novel evidence from our local studies for multiple reasons.
First, confounds are evident over the larger distances examined in previous work (Section 2) and confirmed in our studies of such
distances (Sections 7 and 8), whereas they should be absent with small local differences in distances. Second, our model provides a
theoretical justification for the local focus (Section 3) that is consistent with the results of our local studies (Sections 5 and 6).

The empirical component of this paper comprises four studies: three incentivized economics experiments and one survey. The focus
of the first two experiments is on local effects of distance on charitable giving, i.e., distances between donors and beneficiaries located
in the same city at distances of two miles or less. Study 1 addresses a case of great contemporary economic and social importance, viz.,
refugees. It is a field experiment where refugees are at a common location, and there is variation in the locations and distances of
donors as well as their exposure to the refugees. Study 2 examines another important instance of charitable giving, sheds light on
additional predictions of the theory, including on moral salience as a mediator, and offers a test of the robustness of the Study 1 results
to various procedural differences. It is a laboratory experiment with donors at a fixed location and charities at different local locations,
a set of beneficiaries described more generally as being in need, and a more continuous decision space. Both local studies find sig-
nificant inverse effects of spatial distance on giving. The second two studies, Studies 3 and 4, examine generosity at greater distances
and factors that can confound inferences. Study 3 is a laboratory experiment, similar in most respects to Study 2, except that distances
vary at five levels between 6 miles and 6000 miles. It fails to find a significant main effect of distance on giving but reports a significant
confounding variable predicted by theory and analysis consistent with it being a contributing factor to the insignificance of distance.
Study 4 is an online survey experiment that explores eight possible confounding issues at longer distances. It finds significant effects of
all eight issues that can be expected to impact giving at greater distances, some increasing and some decreasing in distance. Collec-
tively, the results of the four studies tend to substantiate the distinction we make between local and distant giving.

The local focus offers an especially fruitful and important area for research for at least two additional reasons. First, local
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philanthropy is economically very significant. With an estimated annual value of $1.75 trillion, volunteering represents by far the
largest share of the $2.3 trillion of worldwide private philanthropy (Citi GPS), and the largest share of volunteering is local (NP
Source). Sizeable fractions of monetary donations in the US go to religion (24 %), education (14 %), and other service organizations
(National Philanthropic Trust, 2023), which are in large part local, and 66 % of small businesses report giving to local charities (Score,
2025). Second, there is a gap in the literature on local effects, so this represents an original contribution to the literature on the
giving-distance relationship.

Section 2 reviews the literature on the giving-distance relationship and seven possible confounds over longer distances. Section 3
presents the theory of the relationship between spatial distance and morally motivated giving based on moral salience and various
control variables. Section 4 is a general description of the designs, procedures, and main features of and differences between the four
studies. Section 5 presents the results of Study 1, which confirm various theoretically predicted effects. It finds that the odds of making
the more generous of two choices in the field decreases with distance from refugees, exposure to refugees, and perceived external
support for the needy (e.g., volunteer work and government support), and is increasing in a measure of intrinsic generosity. Section 6
reports the results of Study 2, which finds that the main result of Study 1 on local variation in spatial distance and giving is robust to
various procedural differences in the laboratory and adds qualitatively to the evidence consistent with a causal role of moral salience in
the giving-distance relationship. Section 7 presents the results of Study 3, which indicates that, as predicted, giving is increasing in
perceived beneficiary need. Contrary to the evidence on local effects, though, giving does not vary significantly over longer distances,
although further analysis suggests need is a confounding factor that contributes to the insignificance of distance in this case. Section 8
presents Study 4, an online survey that produces results consistent with the suspicion that multiple mediating factors confound in-
ferences about the distinctive effect of distance over far ranges. Section 9 concludes.

2. Background

Numerous prior studies have produced evidence on generosity and spatial distance, although they all involve larger distances and
none, to our knowledge, the kinds of proximate comparisons in our local studies. This previous research has generated a wide range of
results. The giving-distance relationship is inverse in the field experiment of DellaVigna et al. (2012), who report donors are more
generous toward a local charity than an out-of-state one. Similarly, the field experiment of Grimson, Knowles and Stahlmann-Brown
(2020) finds that giving is monotonically decreasing in four progressively more distant geographical regions and in Euclidean distance,
in general. On the other hand, subjects are more generous toward more distant beneficiaries in the laboratory experiment of Eckel,
Grossman and Milano (2007). Other studies suggest no clear pattern of spatial preferences for giving, e.g., subjects are almost exactly
equally divided between those who choose local charities and those who choose national and international ones in the laboratory
experiment of Brown, Meer and Williams (2017). Still other studies report significant effects of distance on giving within certain ranges
of distances but not within others. The laboratory experiment of Bruttel and Ziemann (2023) finds giving falls from local to inter-
mediate distances but not further between intermediate and far distances. The laboratory experiment of Li, Eckel, Grossman and Brown
(2011) comes to the opposite conclusion: subjects give more to national charities, but the amounts given to state and local organi-
zations do not differ significantly. Yet another possibility is that the giving-distance relationship is non-monotonic: Eckel, Priday and
Wilson (2018) conclude from a laboratory in the field experiment that giving is U-shaped, with donations lower to state charities than
to local and national ones. In this section, we discuss seven categories of factors that likely contribute to the ambiguity of the rela-
tionship in prior work and are important for us to identify or control in the current project.

First, the expectations of donors for the impact of their donations might vary with spatial distance. Touré-Tillery and Fishbach
(2017) find that alumni located closer to their alma mater give more because, the authors conclude, more proximate donors expect
their donations to have greater impact. The relationship of impact to spatial distance actually subsumes two effects: cost-effectiveness
and beneficiary need. Regarding the former, donors in affluent countries, where most donations originate (as with those in our
studies), might believe that the impact of their donations is greater in distant less developed countries for the reasons advanced by the
aforementioned effective altruism movement and underscored more recently by Singer (2013): the costs of providing given benefits in
distant less developed countries are lower. On the other hand, those same donors might harbor doubts about how much their donations
will actually benefit the recipients at distant locations, e.g., donors in affluent countries might suspect corruption and inefficiencies at
distant locations of generating lesser benefits to foreign recipients than to local or domestic ones. The experimental evidence on cost
effectiveness and distance is mixed, indeed, even on preferences for cost effectiveness, in general. On the latter point, most survey
respondents prefer the more effective charity in Cavioli et al. (2020), and, in an incentivized field experiment, Gneezy, Keenan and
Gneezy (2014) find that higher overhead costs decrease donations while having third parties cover overhead increases donations. On
the other hand, Karlan and Wood (2017) find that information about the effectiveness of a charity does not significantly affect do-
nations in a field experiment. Eckel et al. (2018) attribute the U-shaped pattern of giving in their aforementioned study to beliefs that
the charities at their intermediate distance are less cost effective.

Second, another aspect of impact is variation in beneficiary need with distance. On the one hand, donors in affluent countries might
believe that this kind of impact is greater with distant recipients because of the greater need of the latter. This is consistent with the
substantially higher generosity of “rich” experimental subjects toward distant beneficiaries in need than toward fellow subjects at the
same location, e.g., Cappelen et al. (2013) and Konow (2010). On the other hand, the direction of such an effect might depend on the
distances involved. Gallier et al. (2023) conduct a framed field experiment of donations to charities that work to service beneficiary
needs, viz., two food banks that are located either in the donors’ home city or in a city 25 km away. If informed of the locations of the
two charities, there is a large shift in donations toward the closer one.

Third, philanthropy is usually treated as a public good in economics. Many types of charitable contributions exhibit properties of a
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local public good, in which case, donors have a self-interested motive for favoring local charities in order to share in the benefits. In
fact, Czajkowski et al. (2017) find that willingness to pay for forest management is positively correlated with proximity to forests, and,
in an online experiment, Adena and Harke (2022) find that higher local severity of COVID increases local charitable donations but does
not significantly affect national or international giving. Local public good concerns might also inform donor appeals, as suggested by
donation campaigns of charities, including statements touting causes that “make your community a better place to live” by, among
other things, sheltering the homeless and rescuing unwanted animals (America’s Best Local Charities, 2024). On the other hand, other
evidence seems at odds with this conclusion. In a natural field experiment in Kyrgyzstan, Adena, Hakimov and Huck (2024) report that
informing subjects that donating will increase the probably of benefits to their own region does not significantly increase donations.

A fourth potentially mediating force involves social distance, i.e., how close another person is in one’s network of acquaintances.
We note that social distance has at times been used in a much broader sense, sometimes including spatial distance, but our usage
reflects the more narrow sense that has become increasingly common. Experiments in the laboratory and the field demonstrate that
giving is inversely related to social distance, e.g., Branas-Garza et al. (2012), Goeree et al. (2010), and Leider et al. (2009). Bra-
nas-Garza et al. (2010) show that various measures of integration in a social network affect dictator transfers even after controlling for
gender, framing and information about recipient identity. Such giving can be bolstered, not only by social proximity to one’s bene-
ficiary, but also via social image concerns, e.g., Bénabou and Tirole (2006), if the benefactor’s largesse is made known to the bene-
ficiary or to others in the benefactor’s social network (Harbaugh, 1998). If spatial distance is directly related to social distance, as
Gitmez and Zarate (2022) find, then it seems likely that giving will be inversely related to spatial distance, since the likelihood falls that
farther beneficiaries, whether individuals or organizations, include members of one’s social network. Indeed, this is consistent with
Dejean (2020), who finds an inverse relationship between rewards-based crowdfunding and spatial distance but also reports that this
effect is significantly reduced, when social networks are taken into account.

Fifth, it is well-established in psychology and economics that individuals often favor members of their in-group over those in out-
groups. Groups are defined or formed based on homophily, and common shared traits include, inter alia, race, gender, school or spatial
proximity. Nevertheless, effects of in-group favoritism on social preferences can be observed, even when all individuals are anony-
mous, no member is in one’s social network, and group identity is experimentally induced on an unconventional and seemingly
inconsequential basis, e.g., see Chen and Li (2009). Consistent with the relevance of this to spatial distance, Ockenfels and Werner
(2014) report that anonymous dictator transfers to students at one’s own university exceed those to students at a different university in
a different city, likely reflecting multiple in-group effects.

Sixth, distance can relate to the so-called identifiable victim effect, which entails two claims. One refers to the tendency to help a
specific victim over a larger, more amorphous group of victims. An inverse giving-distance relationship operating through this effect is
consistent with the finding of Eckel et al. (2018) that subjects are much more generous toward a local victim, even if anonymous, than
to multiple charities at different distances that support various groups. A second claim of this effect is that merely identifying the
beneficiary increases kindness toward that beneficiary relative to an unidentified one. In the dictator game of Charness and Gneezy
(2008), transfers to recipients are greater, if dictators know the family name of their recipient. In fact, Small and Loewenstein (2003)
report that, even under complete anonymity and in the absence of any personalizing information, dictators are more generous toward
recipients that “had” been chosen as opposed to recipients who “will” be chosen. A direct giving-distance relationship operating
through this effect is consistent with donors, who choose to support a child identified by name and photos in a distant country over
donating locally to United Way, which supports multiple causes that are not always conspicuously named.

Finally, greater spatial proximity can be associated with an increased likelihood of exposure to and personal contact with bene-
ficiaries. In some studies, this effect co-mingles with identifiability and suggests the effect might be direct or inverse. For example,
presenting dictators with photos of recipients in Burnham (2003) increased transfers, whereas showing photos of handicapped chil-
dren in a door-to-door charity campaign decreased donations in Isen and Noonberg (1979). But such exposure can have an effect on
giving distinct from that of the forces discussed thus far, i.e., even if donor impact is controlled and all parties are anonymous strangers,
who are only identified in general terms. This was the case with the study of Eckel, Grossman and Milano (2007), which is also most
closely related to our topics of giving, spatial distance and displaced persons. The authors examine the generosity of dictators at two
locations toward charities that provide relief to victims of Hurricane Katrina. They find dictators located much closer to the disaster in
Texas to be significantly less generous than those located farther away in Minnesota and report evidence that this effect is due to the
former group being more negatively impacted by exposure to displaced persons.

These prior results are relevant both to our study designs and to our theory. We seek to identify the distinctive effect of distance on
charitable giving. By contrast, the seven categories of factors discussed in this section sometimes covary with distance and giving, but
they are effects on giving that manifest in other contexts and are not specific to distance. Moreover, the arguments about and evidence
on them indicate that their effects on giving are ambiguous, not only because they potentially conflict with one another but also
because, even individually, the directions of most effects are ambiguous. These facts underscore the importance of experimental
control or, where precluded, clear measures of the factors that represent confounds. The following section discusses how theory both
informs and is informed by these considerations.

3. Theory

We draw on the theory proposed in Konow (2025), which introduces the concept of moral salience and employs it to address
unilateral allocation decisions, such as the dictator game. The version presented here is simplified and formulated for application to the
case of a donor selecting a donation to persons of need from a continuous choice set. The propositions that follow are formally derived
hypotheses about the effects on giving of the main causal variable of interest, spatial distance, and of other categories of variables
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included as controls based on theory, which, in turn, is informed by previous findings. Specifically, the donor chooses an amount, x >
0, out of a fixed endowment, X > 0, to donate to needy beneficiaries. The donor’s material utility, u, is a function of the amount
remaining after the donation, i.e., u(x), where 7 =X— x. We make the standard assumptions that u, =ou/dzr >0 and
U, = 0°u/on? < 0, whereby single (respectively, double) subscripts always denote first (respectively, second) derivatives with respect
to the subscripted argument. Material utility is the first term on the right-hand side of Eq. (1), which represents the donor’s utility
function:

U=uX—-x)+o@h(x+Y-ny) (@D)]

We turn now to the second term of this equation, which is the product of the two other components of utility, moral salience, o, and
allocative preferences, h.

The allocative preferences of the donor, h( - ), are a function of the difference between x and the beneficiaries’ entitlement, n > 0,
which is a donor’s perceived obligation to donate in the experiment (disregard Y for the moment). To clarify, the entitlement is not
necessarily (or usually) the actual total need of the beneficiary, since, in any case, the donor in such experiments is not sufficiently
endowed to satisfy the total needs of even a single beneficiary. But the claim, based both on prior findings as well as ones to be reported
in this study, is that donors feel an obligation in the context of the experiment to alleviate some portion of beneficiary need. In general,
one approach to estimating the value of the entitlement uses multiple within-subject decisions (for example, see Konow, 2000), but this
method would be time-consuming and impractical to implement in the current studies. Another approach does not require specific
estimates of this subjective variable but instead rests on the predicted behavioral effects of variation in a variable that serves as a proxy
for the entitlement. We adopt the latter approach and interpret the entitlement in the cases considered here as being based on the
perceived needs of the beneficiaries, since all three experimental studies explicitly portray needy beneficiaries, and in light of
behavioral and self-reported evidence that the salient donor motive in such cases is need (e.g., Konow, 2010). Specifically, we later find
that, as predicted, donor transfers vary directly with a proxy for donor perceptions of beneficiary needs.

Another variable that may affect donations is the variable Y, which represents donor perceptions of the degree to which support for
the needy that is external to the experiment offsets the donor’s obligation to donate in the experiment. This can be expected to affect
donations, both on a priori grounds as well as based on previous studies, e.g., from lower dictator transfers to recipients with larger
endowments (e.g., Bolton and Katok, 1998) and decreases in charitable donations with beliefs about greater external support for
beneficiaries, e.g., from government emergency services (Eckel et al., 2007). Similar to the case with the entitlement, where need not
represent total beneficiary need, this variable is not necessarily equal to the total monetary value of external support for the beneficiary
in the experiment but rather the donor’s perception of the degree to which such external support offsets the donor’s monetary obli-
gation in the experiment. And analogous to the case with the entitlement, we do not seek to estimate its exact value but rather to
identify its effects through variation in donations with other variables suggested by theory. Thus, Y is assumed to be inversely related to
the donor’s belief about the contributions of others or to the donor’s own external contributions of time (e.g., volunteering), money or
even moral support for aid to the needy, perhaps even for needy persons other than the beneficiary at hand, as those may reduce the
donor’s perceived obligation to donate in the context of the experiment. Such “crowding out” need not be complete, indeed dictator
experiments show that, even when contributions to a recipient from others are quantitative and transparent, the reduction in giving is
less than one-for-one. Although the impact of external conditions on experimental decisions is well documented, such influences are
not routinely incorporated formally into models. The theory and these studies, though, are particularly well-suited to such analysis.
The fact that the beneficiaries are not fellow subjects but rather needy parties outside a laboratory likely draws especial attention to
external conditions, since the decision environment is less compartmentalized and the beneficiaries not cohorts of the donors. In
addition, the experiment collected a rich set of data on beliefs about external activities and conditions and, therefore, offers a rare
opportunity to examine their effects. We assume that h is a continuously differentiable function of x + Y less the entitlement, 5, ory = x
+ Y — 5, and that h, = oh/dy > 0 and h,, = 9*h/dy> < 0. In addition, it is well documented that the strength of allocative preferences
differs across donors, which is captured by the intrinsic generosity parameter, y (for example, see Fehr and Charness, 2025). Thus,
allocative preferences may be written h(x + Y — 1,7), whereby we assume that hy, = 9*h/dydy > 0, i.e., the marginal utility of giving is
increasing in the generosity parameter. For this, we consider self-reported measures of moral preferences that were elicited in the
experimental questionnaire and possible variation in donor generosity with such measures.

The final variable in the proposed utility function is moral salience, which is defined as the perceived importance of taking moral
action that depends on the decision context and is modeled as a weight on moral preferences, ¢ > 0. A contextual variable that in-
creases or decreases moral salience is called a moral measure, and multiple variables may have such effects, for example, Konow (2025)
analyzes, inter alia, the effects of uncertainty and opportunities to give to or take from others on moral salience. We restrict attention
here, however, to the two contextual variables addressed in the experiment, viz., spatial distance, which is the primary variable of
interest across all studies, and exposure of the donor to beneficiaries, which is addressed in Study 1. Both are predicted to vary
inversely with moral salience. An important motivation for moral salience treats it as a perceptual phenomenon similar to visual
salience, e.g., consider that the perceived size of an object is decreasing at a decreasing rate in spatial distance to the observer.
Similarly, the perceived importance of moral action, such as giving, is hypothesized to decrease at a decreasing rate with the moral
measures studied here, which we denote §. Starting with the interpretation of § as spatial distance, moral salience is modeled as a twice
continuously differentiable function of 8, 6(5), where ds/ds < 0 and d?c/d5> > 0. The sign of the first derivative means that the weight
on the donor’s allocative preferences decreases, as the spatial distance increases. The second derivative reflects the assumption of
diminishing marginal salience, that is, the first increment of spatial distance causes a larger decrease in moral salience than the second,
etc. The other moral measure considered here is the exposure of donors to beneficiaries, which is simpler as it is varied at only two
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levels, denoted & and .

With the model presented in Eq. (1), we can clarify a few terms used in this paper. First, morally motivated giving refers to giving
that depends only on the second term of Eq. (1) and its parameters, i.e., giving affected by variation in Y, #, y and o, including spatial
distance, exposure, external support and need. Second, in this model, the distinctive effect of spatial distance on giving can only be
associated with moral salience, o, whereas the other variables serve as controls. Other factors that might mediate spatial distance and
giving, which are not unique to distance and often are ambiguous in the direction of their effects, are confounds and operate through
material utility, Y or 5. These include beliefs about beneficiary need or external support, and effects that might be considered (at least
partially) self-interested such as material benefits from reciprocity or local public goods as well as less tangible personal concerns such
as for social distance and in-group favoritism, which are not explicitly modeled here.

Now we turn to some original propositions, not previously formalized, that follow from this simple and tractable model and on
which the experiment produces evidence.

Proposition 1. Giving decreases in spatial distance, ceteris paribus. Assuming additionally that giving is weakly convex in moral salience,
then giving is strictly convex in spatial distance.

Proof. Taking the first order condition,

dU/dx = —u,(X — x) + 6(8)h, (Y +x—1,7) = 0

applying the implicit function theorem to solve for x(¢), substituting into the first order condition, and differentiating with respect to o,
we have

u””d—x +h, + ohyydx 0

do do
or

dx  —h,

%:u,,,,+ahyy>0

Noting x(c), we can write the composite function x(c(5)). By the chain rule & = % 9 < 0, since & > 0 and % < 0 by assumption.
Taking the second derivative, we have

d&x  d*x (do)2 dx d%c
>0

d?  do?\ds) " do d5*
since, by assumption, g%‘ >0 and % > 0.

Greater spatial distance decreases the weight placed on allocative preferences by moral salience and, therefore, the optimal amount
given. This theorem also states a sufficient condition for giving to be convex in distance, which holds due to diminishing marginal
salience, “%‘2’ > 0, even if g%’f = 0. With the binary allocation choices of Study 1, it is straightforward to show that the fraction of more
generous choices decreases with spatial distance assuming heterogeneity in y.

Corollary 1. Assuming exposure to displaced persons increases &, i.e., from &; to 5y, giving decreases with such exposure since o(8;) > ¢(8).

This follows directly from Proposition 1 and is consistent with evidence (e.g., Eckel et al., 2007) that exposure to displaced persons
reduces the perceived importance of giving to them.

Proposition 2. Giving is decreasing in support for the needy through means external to the experiment.

Proof. Applying the implicit function theorem to solve for x(Y), substituting into the first order condition, and differentiating with
respect to Y, we have

u,,,,g + ahyydx

ar E/Jrahyy:O

1 We note several simplifications in this model compared to Konow (2025). First, here we consider only variables that vary inversely moral
salience, 5, whereas the model there accommodates variables that vary directly (which also entails slightly stronger assumptions in order to produce
additional predictions about the relationship between x and o). Second, instead of the single term, h, for allocative preferences here, in Konow
(2025) they consist of two terms, fairness and altruism, whereby fairness is non-monotonic in y. Here fairness and altruism can be folded into a
single term that is positive monotonic in the range of optimal allocations, since within that range h, =% > 0.Third, in Konow (2025) the strength of
each of the two terms may vary separately across agents, whereas here such agent heterogeneity is captured by the single parameter y. Although
these other terms and parameters generate additional predictions that are relevant to the topics of that paper, for the current paper, the simpler and
weaker assumptions suffice.
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or

dx —oh,,
dY ~ u,, + oh,, <0

Increasing external support, Y, helps meet the obligation and decreases the optimal transfer, x.

Proposition 3. Giving is increasing in the need of beneficiaries.
Proof. Solving for x(7), substituting, and differentiating with respect to 5, we have

dx +ohy,

dx
u””d_ﬂ E-O’hyy—o
dy U, +ohy,

Needier beneficiaries correspond to a greater obligation to contribute to meeting their needs and, therefore, higher giving, although
by no more than the increase in need.

Proposition 4. Giving is increasing in intrinsic generosity y.
Proof. Solving for x(y), substituting, and differentiating with respect to y, we have

ch, =0

u 9—I— h dx_
Lz (yyydy

dy

de_ _Zohy
dy U +ohy,

Clearly, a subject with a higher marginal utility of giving gives more, ceteris paribus.

4. Description of the studies

In this section, we describe the studies and how they relate to the theory and address the confounds. We begin by noting that all four
studies share certain common features that are suited to our research goals. First, all studies are double blind, i.e., neither the ben-
eficiaries nor the experimenters were able to associate decisions were specific subjects. Second, the beneficiaries are all strangers,
which parallels the case with most charitable donations. Both of these features help rule out subject social image effects or self-
interested concerns about repercussions from their choices. Third, all treatments in all studies were conducted between subjects, in
particular, each subject was presented with only one of the manipulated distances. This addresses the multiple treatment threat (e.g.,
associated with order effects) to internal validity (i.e., support for claims about causality).

The most important methodological difference between the four studies is how they address or identify confounding factors dis-
cussed in Section 2. One aspect of Studies 1 and 2, which involve local distances of 0.2 to 2 miles, is the very narrow and proximate
range of distances that provides no obvious or compelling basis for expecting differences in cost effectiveness, beneficiary need, public
good benefit to donors, social distance, or in-group membership. By contrast, there are plausible reasons for expecting such differences
over the larger distances ranging from 6 to 6000 miles treated in Studies 3 and 4, and these are predicted to confound inferences about
the distinctive effect of distance in those studies. Regarding the identifiable victim effect, the number of beneficiaries is held constant
within each study, e.g., one in Study 1 and a group in the other studies, and the anonymity of beneficiaries in all studies is designed to
maintain their unidentified status. The effect of exposure is carefully controlled in Study 1 in order to isolate its effects, and, otherwise,
subjects are not exposed to beneficiaries in any other studies. Finally, as a further justification for focusing on the local studies for
evidence of a distance-giving effect, we note that Proposition 1 implies, under the assumption stated there, that giving is convex in
distance. This, in turn, implies that larger distance-giving effects can be expected at local distances than far distances due to dimin-
ishing marginal salience.

The four studies differ in various respects that contribute in sundry ways to showing the robustness of claims across different
experimental methods and/or confirming external validity (i.e., how well lessons from the studies can be expected to apply to other
settings). Specifically, Section 4.1 below presents an overview of the main design features of each of the four studies and clarifies
important differences between them. Section 4.2 provides details about variables from the questionnaire common to the first three
studies, i.e., to the three incentivized experiments. As previously stated, the questionnaire offers a rich source for examining possible
controls, but we also discuss how the self-reported measures vary in degree of fit to the theoretical variables. The experimental
protocols of all studies can be found in Appendix F.
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4.1. Overview of main design features

Table 1 summarizes the four studies and illustrates the breadth of design features they bring to bear on this topic. They encompass a
field experiment, two laboratory experiments and a survey experiment. The first two studies vary distances within a local range of 0.2
to 2 miles, whereas the second two vary distances that are far, i.e., 6 to 6000 miles (in addition, Study 1 includes a treatment involving
a treatment with exposure to beneficiaries).

Regarding the decision format, different charities in the field offer potential donors different sets of choices. Our studies
approximate the two main types, and a comparison of the first two studies demonstrates the robustness of our main results to these
choices. Many charities state a specific contribution amount, e.g., donors may sponsor a child for a fixed monthly donation. Thus, in
Study 1, subjects face the choice of contributing one-half of their €15 earnings with beneficiaries or sharing nothing. Apart from its
verisimilitude, this format provides an unambiguous indication of subject generosity, i.e., sharing is clearly the generous choice. There
was also the practical consideration of simplifying and expediting subject payments, since this experiment was more time-consuming.
In other cases, donors face a more extensive set of donation options, either a menu of suggested donation amounts or an open amount.
Experimental studies have found that such differences in choice format can impact donations, e.g., Reiley and Samek (2019) and Moon
and VanEpps (2023). Thus, Studies 2 and 3 extend choices to a larger (quasi-continuous) set, viz., 31 possible donation amounts from
€0 to €15 in €0.50 increments. Study 4 is a survey asking at which of two locations a given condition is more likely, and the binary
choice between a near or far location has a similarly unambiguous interpretation.

The first three studies draw on subjects from the subject pool at the Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (or KIT) in Karlsruhe,
Germany, whereas Study 4, which was conducted at a later date, employed an online sample drawn from German participants on
Qualtrics. Regarding the identity of the beneficiaries, the degree of specificity involves a trade-off: lack of details about beneficiaries
suggests results have greater generality, but a group familiar to donors provides a concrete example that resembles many contexts that
potential donors face outside the laboratory. Our studies address both sides of this spectrum while seeking to minimize the risks of
excessive generality or specificity. In Study 1, beneficiaries are refugees, a group whose plight is presumably familiar to all potential
donors and who represent a case of great practical and contemporary importance in many countries. Although refugees comprise a
subset of potential recipients of charity, they are a very large subset: the UN Refugee Agency reports 123 million people are currently
forcibly displaced worldwide (UNHCR, 2025), and Germany at the time of the study was experiencing its largest surge of refugees in
twenty years (World Bank Group 2026). The other studies examine the generality of effects to beneficiaries, who are described quite
generally as persons in need.

Finally, the analysis of certain variables is specific to each study.” The Study 1 questionnaire includes four questions to check
subject exposure to the refugee camp and whether they followed the designated paths. It also includes a self-reported measure of
exposure to refugees outside the experiment, viz., Personal relations, which might, for the same reasons as the Exposure treatment,
vary inversely with donations. Proposition 2 states that external support for beneficiaries, Y, is inversely related to experimental
donations, and questions about external support specifically for refugees are relevant to Study 1. They tap into support for action at the
sources of the refugee crises, which serve as plausible substitutes for the local aid provided through donations in the experiment. One
set of questions concerns material support for refugees and asks about the subject’s preferred distribution of such support between
Germany, the European Union, the countries bordering crisis areas, and the crises areas themselves. We use the last response category,
Crises support, as the measure of external material support that most strongly contrasts with local donations and, therefore, represents
the clearest substitute. Another question, Military support, asks about the degree of support for military intervention in refugee crises
that is chosen for similar reasons while measuring a different type of external support.

In addition to evidence of the predicted behavioral effects of moral salience on local allocation decisions via distance (Proposition
1) and exposure (Corollary 1), Study 2 draws on self-reported evidence on it from subject responses in the questionnaire. Since moral
salience is a latent variable, self-reports are proxies that at best approximate the underlying variable. In Konow (2025), subjects are
asked “how important you think it is” to take an action that benefits another or to refrain from an action that harms another, and
possible responses are on a scale of six numbers with each number accompanied by specific wording, e.g., “moderately important” or
“extremely important.” In the current study, the closest available proxy is from questions about “How responsible do you see yourself
as being toward people” at various distances, and responses are on a seven point scale with wording appearing only at the two
end-points, viz., “not at all” and “very.” Since moral responsibility is commonly defined as moral accountability for one’s actions, these
responses seem sufficiently close to the hypothesized mechanism of moral importance of one’s actions to be a reasonable proxy for
moral salience.

Study 3 offers an opportunity to investigate the theoretical claim of Proposition 3 that donors give more to beneficiaries whom they
believe have greater need, 5. The questionnaire contains no direct questions about expected beneficiary need, but we address this
indirectly through a question asking donors’ beliefs about where the beneficiaries are located, viz., the “city or region.” Then we
calculate two proxies for the economic conditions of beneficiaries, the one represents need and uses the Poverty rates and the other is
standard of living and uses GDP per capita, both based on subjects’ guesses of beneficiary locations.

Study 4 is a survey consisting of eight questions that address different forces hypothesized to vary with both giving and distance,
which, therefore, represent potential confounds. These will be discussed in detail in Section 8.

2 For reasons explained in Appendix A, some of these variables were elicited in multiple studies but are only relevant to, and therefore analyzed in,
a single study.
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Table 1
Summary of design features of four studies.
Study 1 Study 2 Study 3 Study 4
Experiment type Field Laboratory Laboratory Survey
Variable(s) Local distances, exposure Local distances Far distances Far distances
manipulated
Decision format Binary Menu Menu Binary
Subject pool KIT KIT KIT Online
Beneficiaries Refugees Needy Needy Needy
Study specific Exposure: Check, Personal relations; External Moral salience: Need: Poverty rate, GDP Potential confounding
analysis support: Crises, Military Responsibility per capita variables

4.2. Detdils of incentivized experiments

The incentivized experiments (Studies 1, 2 and 3) share many common features. Donors are cast in roles of stakeholders, that is,
their donations come out of personal endowments (as opposed to spectators, who allocate impartially as third parties), which has
several advantages. This role corresponds to the usual situation with donors in non-experimental settings, it provides a clear measure of
willingness to sacrifice, and having personal stakes has been shown to activate moral salience in a way not observed among spectators
(see Konow, 2025). Moreover, all subjects participate using pencil and paper, and they make all their allocation decisions, which they
are later asked to recall, under double blind conditions.

All subjects are then prompted to complete a post-experimental questionnaire, which contains a lengthy and wide-ranging battery
of >140 questions. As discussed above, some questions were specific to certain studies, but the incentivized experiments share the vast
majority of questions in common. Although most results of the questionnaire are reported in the main text of the paper, there are
principled reasons for excluding some from the main analysis, completely apart from the strain on degrees of freedom. We follow
general criteria for this exclusion, which, in the interests of transparency, we discuss briefly here and in greater detail in Appendix A.
That appendix presents more detailed descriptions of exclusion criteria and the variables excluded. An important criterion is the
availability of redundant measures of certain concepts. Apart from the risks of multicollinearity, there usually is a clearly superior
measure according to conceptual fit and standard criteria (e.g., wide usage and validation). The appendix reports formal analysis of
rejected measures, which confirms that included measures are at least as appropriate as excluded ones. Other variables are excluded,
because of insufficient variation, e.g., nationality (almost all subjects are German) or lack of a theoretical basis for their inclusion.

Table 2 summarizes subject-related variables from the questionnaire that are used in the analysis. The intrinsic generosity of
donors, 7, is predicted by Proposition 4 to be directly related to giving. All studies include psychological instruments of pro-sociality
that include two possible measures of individual heterogeneity in the strength of this intrinsic motive. At issue are two scales, both of
which are widely used in psychology, but whether they predict behavior in these experimental settings and, if so, which is an open
question, so we conduct analyses with both. The one is taken from Satow’s (2020) version of the Big Five Personality Inventory, which
examines personality traits based on five scales. Specifically, we employ the 10-item Agreeableness scale, which elicits self-reports
almost entirely about pro-social behavior with questions such as “I help others...,” “I always pay attention to being friendly,” and
“I get along well with others...” The other is taken from Paulus’s (2009) version of Davis’s Interpersonal Reactivity Index (1980),
which targets empathy, broadly construed, rather than personality. Three of these four scales do not relate to pro-sociality, per se (e.g.,
containing items like “I tend to lose control in emergencies™), but we employ the 4-item Empathic concern scale, which focuses almost
exclusively on pro-social feelings for others with questions such as “I often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate
than me,” and “When I see someone being taken advantage of, I feel kind of protective towards them.”

Proposition 2 states that external support for beneficiaries, Y, is inversely related to experimental donations. Section 4.1 above
addresses possible measures of Y that are specific to the refugees in Study 1. Here we discuss a possible measure of support external to
the experiment that is specific to the subject, viz., the degree of subject involvement in general volunteer work. This tests whether there
is a reduced sense of obligation to help in the experiment because of having helped others in other contexts, i.e., even when the external
support is not necessarily directed at the beneficiaries in the experiment or to groups like them.

We consider two further sets of subject variables, which we include as controls to analyze the robustness of the findings. One set
consists of Latent variables, including Intelligence and Impulsivity. For the former, we use the crystallized intelligence test of Schi-
polowski et al. (2013). As explained in Appendix A, this is our first choice given its much larger number of items and broader

Table 2
Summary of variables from questionnaire used in the incentivized experiments.
Intrinsic generosity External support Latent Demographic
Agreeableness Volunteer work (general) Intelligence Age
Empathic concern Impulsivity Gender
Personality: Income
Extroversion Siblings
Conscientiousness Religiosity
Openness Political orientation
Neuroticism




J. Konow et al. European Economic Review 184 (2026) 105269

conceptualization of intelligence, but we also report robustness checks in the appendix with the two alternative measures. As a rough
measure of time preferences, the main analysis employs Impulsivity, a three-item psychological scale. Appendix A discusses the pros
and cons of an alternative measure of time preferences based on a switch-point between a given reward now and future rewards that
vary in the size and reports results of regression analysis using that measure that show it yields similar results to Impulsivity. The other
Latent variables are all of the remaining Personality variables measured in the questionnaire. Specifically, we consider the four
remaining scales of the Big Five Personality Inventory apart from Agreeableness, viz., Extroversion, Conscientiousness, Openness, and
Neuroticism.

Other subject-related variables control for Demographic characteristics of the subjects. We should note that the evidence of effects
of demographic variables on morality is often mixed or insignificant (e.g., O’Fallon and Butterfield, 2005) and is especially thin on
charitable giving. For example, dictator experiments often, although not always, find females to be more generous (Croson and
Gneezy, 2009), but Eckel, Priday, and Wilson (2018) report the effect of gender on charitable giving to be insignificant, as well as those
of other variables such as religion, education, and income. We examine the robustness of the results to the inclusion of Age, Gender (1
for Male), Income (monthly in Euros), Siblings (1 if any), Religiosity, and Political orientation (the last two elicited on subjective
scales), which covers all demographic variables in the questionnaire, after excluding some on general principles. The respective
appendices to the studies report the results of balance tests that show that none of the observable variables in any of the four studies
differs significantly across treatments at conventional levels and that only two of the total of 48 regression coefficients are significant at
the 10 % level.

5. Study 1: field experiment with refugees

This section discusses the procedures and design of Study 1 and how that design addresses possible confounds. We then report and
analyze its results. A total of 155 subjects were recruited late 2015 from the Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (KIT) using the software
ORSEE (Greiner, 2015). As previously stated, subjects faced a simple binary choice between keeping their €15 payment (roughly $17 at
the time) or splitting it equally with the refugees. Average subject earnings including show-up fees of €5 totaled €15.26 for sessions
lasting about 90 min, and a total of €735 ended up being donated to refugees.

As a field experiment, Study 1 is highest among the three studies in terms of external validity. In prior economics experiments on
charity, subjects were either endowed or, in a few cases, had engaged in a real effort task that produced different rewards, e.g., see
Vesterlund (2016). In order to participate in Study 1, all subjects walked the same distance from an initial meeting point to the
experiment destinations. This feature encourages subjects to view payments, not as house money, but as earned, as is usually the case
when people make charitable donations outside an experiment. Moreover, different work requirements would represent a confound for
our purposes, so distance walked is held constant across subjects and treatments. Another useful feature of this study is that the donor
destinations differ, since they walk to and participate at one of two different places that are equidistant from the original meeting point,
while the identity and location of beneficiaries are held constant.

Table 3 summarizes the three treatments of the field experiment, and Fig. 1 illustrates the routes followed by subjects in each
treatment. All subjects registered first at the common meeting point and then walked equal distances to their respective destinations,
where they participated in the experiment. In the “Proximity” treatment, donors end up at essentially the same location as the ben-
eficiaries, about 0.2 miles (300 m) from one another, whereas in the “Distance” treatment they are about 2 miles (3 km) away, although
in both cases the donors never see the beneficiaries. Collectively, these features make irrelevant concerns about differences in cost
effectiveness, beneficiary need, local public goods, social distance, in-group bias, and identifiable victim effect. In addition to these two
treatments, Study 1 includes an “Exposure” treatment that explores the distinct effect of exposure to beneficiaries. This involves the
same distance and destination as the Proximity treatment, except the subjects walk by a refugee camp on a slightly different path to
their destination. In addition, this set-up is particularly well suited to examine possible tension between generosity in the Proximity
treatment and potentially negative reactions to exposure in the eponymous treatment, which, in prior work, were observed but subject
to confounds of distance.

Of course, anytime a treatment variable covaries with location, there is the possibility of unintentionally introducing extraneous
factors related to locational differences rather than the targeted treatment variable. This is a risk with many economics experiments,
including those that consider the effects of nationality (e.g., Cappelen et al., 2013), culture (e.g., Buchan, Johnson and Croson, 2006)
and in-groups-out-groups (e.g., Ruffle and Sosis, 2006). We took great pains, therefore, to ensure that our treatments differed only with
respect to the intended variables and believe our design achieves an unusual measure of success in this regard. Specifically, the routes
were selected and the destinations were designed so as to keep the experiences of subjects the same across treatments, even with
respect to aspects that seemed unlikely to affect allocation decisions. All routes were predominantly in a green environment, involving
smaller roads, footpaths and cycle paths on campus or in the immediate vicinity of the campus. All paths passed a few high-rise
buildings, the number of intersections was the same, and all routes crossed a busy road exactly once. For all treatments, the desti-
nations were standard seminar rooms in university facilities that were set up with cardboard booths for the experiment. Each room
accommodated about 50 subjects and was equipped with standard tables and chairs. For all treatments, payments were prepared and
paid anonymously in closed envelopes in adjacent rooms by a third person.

The manipulation appears quite effective: the questionnaire asks about exposure to the camp prior to the experiment (roughly the
same across treatments at 18 %—23 %), whether subjects had followed the instructions from the meeting point to the destination (96
%—98 %), and whether subjects had seen any refugees or the camp, respectively, along the way to the experiment (11 % and 9 %,
respectively, in Proximity, 96 % and 92 %, respectively, in Exposure, and 4 % and 0 %, respectively, in Distance). Moreover, 100 % of
subjects in this study correctly recalled their allocation decision in the questionnaire, suggesting they were attentive and thoughtful.
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Table 3
Summary of treatments in Study 1: field experiment with refugees.
Proximity Distance Exposure
camp located 0.2 miles away camp located 2 miles away camp located 0.2 miles away
path avoided camp path avoided camp path passes by camp
n=>55 n =49 n=>51
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Fig. 1. Map of Study 1 treatments. All participants first registered at the common Meeting Point and then followed different routes to participate at
their respective destinations.

Fig. 2 summarizes the main treatment effects for Study 1. Consistent with Proposition 1, greater proximity is associated with higher
giving: the 75 % of subjects in the Proximity treatment that chooses to share their endowment significantly exceeds the 59 % of subjects
in the Distance treatment that shares, where we apply a one-sided test of differences in proportions given the hypothesis (Z-statistic =
1.677, p-value < 0.05). Consistent with Corollary 1, the share giving in the Proximity treatment significantly exceeds that in the
Exposure treatment according to the same test (Z-statistic = 2.120, p-value 0.02). Theory makes no prediction about comparisons
between the Distance and Exposure treatments, so we report a two-sided p-value, but, in either case, it appears that exposure vitiates
the effect of proximity as the Distance and Exposure shares do not differ significantly (Z-statistic = 0.432, two-sided p-value = 0.67).

Table 4 presents the results of logit regression analyses in which donation is the binary dependent variable coded 1 for the choice to
share with beneficiaries and O for choosing to keep the entire payment. The coefficients are the change in the log odds of donation for a
one-unit change in the independent variables.® Specification (1) is consistent with the main treatment effects implied by tests of
differences in proportions, including the lower significance of treatment differences according to these two-sided tests of regression
analysis compared to the one-sided tests of differences in proportions. Specification (2) adds the variables suggested by theory to affect
donations, beginning with Agreeableness as a measure of intrinsic generosity. All variables are the predicted sign, and all but two are
significant at the 5 % level (p-values are explicitly stated below for the other two). Donation is decreasing in Distance and Exposure,
increasing in the measure of pro-social preferences, Agreeableness, although not significant at the 5 % level (p-value = 0.07), and

3 We report these coefficients, since they permit the usual interpretation of directions of effects from signs, viz., positive for direct and negative for
inverse relationships, which is not the case with the alternative odds ratios (and which, in our experience, many readers find unintuitive).
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Fig. 2. Fraction sharing with refugees in Study 1. One-sided p-values based on Z-tests of the hypotheses that the Proximity proportion exceeds those
of Distance and Exposure, respectively.

Table 4
Logit regression analysis of Study 1 with Donation (coded 1) as the dependent variable.
@ (2 3) @ 5)
Distance —0.703* —1.140%* —1.147%* ~1.519%* ~1.331%*
(0.426) (0.548) (0.552) (0.646) (0.552)
Exposure ~0.878** ~1.279* ~1.341% ~1.591%* —1.201%+
(0.420) (0.538) (0.559) (0.715) (0.555)
Agreeableness 0.051* 0.067** 0.057**
(0.028) (0.029) (0.027)
Empathic concern 0.087
(0.096)
Volunteer work —0.209** —0.195%*
Personal relations —0.206%* —0.199%*

(0.083) (0.084)
Military support 5 .

Crises support

Intelligence
Impulsivity
(0.112) (0.078)
Person. + Demog. vars. N No No Yes No
Constant 1.075%** 2.600* 3.82477* 3.099
(0.311) (1.567) (1.481) (3.722)
Observations 155 154 154 152 154
Pseudo R2 0.025 0.175 0.163 0.297 0.247
Log likelihood —99.438 —83.744 —84.976 —70.331 —76.443
Notes:.
“p<o0.l.
™ p < 0.05.

s

" p < 0.01. Coefficients are change in log odds of donation for a one unit change in the independent variables. Robust standard errors in
parentheses.

decreasing in the measure of external exposure, Personal relations. In addition, Donation is decreasing in the measures of support
outside the experiment, i.e., the subject measure Volunteer work and external support for Military involvement, although Crises region
support misses significance at the 5 % level (p-value = 0.08). Specification (3) is the same as (2) except for replacing Agreeableness
with Empathic concern. The results are qualitatively the same as with (2), except that Empathic concern is not significant (p-value =
0.36), so it is dropped from further analysis of this study. Specification (4) is the same as (2) but adds the remaining subject variables as
controls, viz., Intelligence, Impulsivity, the four remaining Personality measures and the six Demographic variables. All theory-based
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variables have the predicted sign, and all are now significant at conventional levels. In addition, two controls are significant at the 5 %
level: Intelligence indicates more intelligent donors are more generous and Impulsivity that more impulsive donors are less generous.
None of the Personality (Extroversion, Conscientiousness, Openness, Neuroticism) or Demographic variables (Age, Gender, Income,
Siblings, Religiosity, and Political orientation) is significant (the closest to significance has a p-value of 0.19), so their details are not
presented in the table. Finally, specification (5) omits insignificant variables in specification (4) and finds that significant variables in
(4) continue to be so in (5) save Impulsivity, which turns insignificant (p-value = 0.10). Finally, Appendix B1 shows means and
standard deviations for all variables by treatment, and Appendix B2 reports the results of balance tests that show no observable
variables (Age, Gender, Income, Siblings) differ across treatments at conventional levels of significance.

In summary, Study 1 yields significant support for the main claims of the theory: generosity towards refugees is inversely related to
spatial distance (Proposition 1) and to exposure (Corollary 1). Additional support for the latter point comes from the inverse rela-
tionship of donations to Personal relations with refugees outside the experiment. The positive correlation between donations and
Agreeableness is consistent with more pro-social subjects, at least according to this measure, being more generous towards refugees
(Proposition 4). Donations in the experiment are also inversely related to Volunteer work and Military support, suggesting these
external means of support for refugees are substitutes for experimental donations (Proposition 2). Donations are directly related to
Intelligence (Impulsivity is marginally inversely related), but no Personality or Demographic variables are significant.

6. Study 2: laboratory experiment with persons in need

As previously stated, subjects in Study 2 receive the same €15 endowment as subjects in Study 1 but, instead of facing a binary
choice, may transfer any amount (in €0.50 increments) to beneficiaries. This helps establish whether lessons from donation appeals
offering a binary choice generalize to those involving a minimally constrained menu of choices. The stakes in this experiment are also
framed more generally as being “donated to the people in need” rather than to refugees. Previous research has revealed that pref-
erences may differ for particular causes, e.g., Bruttel and Ziemann, and this feature helps address concerns that results from Study 1 are
specific to the beneficiaries being refugees. Moreover, subjects may “claim a portion of the €15 as their payment.” Most prior studies of
charitable giving frame stakes as subject endowments and find a substantial fraction of subjects willing to take all, as in Study 1.
Consistent with evidence on endowment effects (e.g., Korenok, Millner and Razzolini, 2018), this alternative framing might be ex-
pected to reduce corner solutions at zero and, perhaps, help better differentiate giving within and across treatments. Study 2 is a more
traditional laboratory experiment with all subjects at one location, viz., the Design and Decision Laboratory in Karlsruhe, and with
recipients at differing locations, specifically, both studies include the same 0.2-mile and 2-mile distances as Study 1, but Study 2 adds
an intermediate 0.6-mile (1 km) treatment. This addition permits examination of whether the evidence is consistent with the
monotonic relationship between distance and giving proposed by the theory of moral salience. Questions are also added about views of
responsibility towards beneficiaries, which is our proxy for moral salience, and about subject guesses of recipient location. Study 2 was
conducted early 2017 with a total of 120 subjects recruited using the software hroot (Bock et al., 2014), and sessions lasted about 60
min. Responses in the questionnaire show that 98 % of subjects correctly recall their exact allocation amount, indicating they made
thoughtful decisions.

The theory of moral salience predicts that generosity decreases at a decreasing rate in our moral measures, but it does not imply that
generosity necessarily differs significantly between any two given values of a measure. In the current study, small differences can be
expected for two reasons. First, we focus on local distances because of concerns about confounding factors, but then some comparisons
involve very small differences in distances, e.g., between 0.2 and 0.6 miles. Second, theory predicts small differences in giving even for
large differences in a measure in the higher range of that measure due to diminishing marginal salience. Thus, for results in Study 2, we
adopt the method employed in Konow (2025), when three or more values of a moral measure are available, viz., OLS regression
analysis. We test three specifications of the relationship of donations to spatial distance: linear in distance, quadratic (distance plus
distance squared) and the following linear-log regression

donation =a + f-In(6+1) +¢ 2

where § is distance and 6 € {0.2,0.6,2} and we add 1 to &, which allows the interpretation of « as the estimated donation to a ben-
eficiary at the same exact location as the donor, i.e., when § = 0 and, therefore, In(5 + 1) = 0. Note that theory is agnostic about the
exact mathematical relationship, so any of the three specifications might provide a better fit. Proposition 1 states that giving is
decreasing in spatial distance, ceteris paribus, and, assuming giving is weakly convex in moral salience, it additionally predicts that
giving is convex in distance. Even if the additional convexity assumption is satisfied, though, the linear model might still be a better
approximation depending on the degree of convexity and the fit of a specific competing nonlinear function. That said, the linear-log
specification has consistently performed better in other analysis: Konow (2025) employs these same three specifications to analyze
twelve different studies with three or more values of a moral measure covering seven different effects involving moral salience. All
twelve cases yield the same conclusions: giving varies monotonically as predicted with moral measures, even if some pairwise com-
parisons between two given & values are not statistically significant. Moreover, the linear-log specification produces the highest
F-statistic and at least as high an R-squared compared to the linear and quadratic specifications, a fact that is consistent in all twelve
cases, even if the difference in fit is, in some cases, sometimes slight. We come to the exact same conclusions on every one of these
points in this study as revealed by the comparison of specifications in Appendix C1, so we report only the linear-log results in the main
text. In addition, Appendix C2 contains a graph of the mean donations with 95 % confidence intervals for each treatment, and Ap-
pendix C3 shows a summary of the means and standard deviations of variables used in the analysis for each treatment.
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Table 5 presents the results for specifications based on Eq. (2). Specification (1) shows that distance has a highly significant
negative impact on donations. The next two specifications add variables suggested by theory. As in Study 1, we consider two possible
measures of intrinsic generosity: Agreeableness in specification (2) is the wrong sign and insignificant (p = 0.67), whereas Empathic
concern in specification (3) is the predicted positive sign and significant (p = 0.04). This is opposite the case from Study 1, where
Agreeableness was significant and Empathic concern insignificant. A possible explanation for differences across studies is that the
different types of beneficiaries in the two studies appeal to different pro-social motives that these measures capture. For example,
giving to refugees might be based on duties and rules, which are reflected more in the Agreeableness items, whereas giving to people
described as being in need might speak more to feelings and emotions, which are prominent in the Empathic concern scale. We believe
this is an interesting conjecture in the still evolving literature of the relationship between self-reported measures of moral preferences
and the considerable behavioral evidence of individual heterogeneity in their strength of such preferences.

Regarding external support for beneficiaries, as stated in Section 4, we include Volunteer work to reflect a possible reduction in the
obligation to help others in a given context (viz., the experiment) because of a possible effect of external support for others generally,
even if that support is not directed at the experimental beneficiaries. This variable is the expected sign but is only significant, and then
marginally, in specification (3) (p = 0.08). The weaker significance here might reflect the somewhat smaller sample size of Study 2
versus Study 1, but another conjecture is related to the identity of the recipients: subjects might consider Volunteer work a less perfect
substitute for donations in the case of people in need as opposed to refugees. Finally, specification (4) adds the six latent variables and
six demographic variables. All variables of interest fall into insignificance, and only one of the controls is significant at conventional
levels: Income is positively correlated with donations (p = 0.04). Given this decrease in magnitude and significance, we conducted
balance tests. Appendix C4 reports the results of OLS regressions of the observable variables on dummies for treatments, which find
that none of these is significantly related to treatments (the most significant has a p-value of 0.36). Given the results of these balance
tests and in consideration of the drain of 12 additional variables on degrees of freedom, we conclude that specification (3), which
reports a significant effect of distance controlling for variables suggested by theory, is justified.

Additional evidence on the theoretical predictions comes from an analysis of the proposed mechanism of moral salience, which
involves analysis of three relationships in the proposed causal chain. The first is the relationship between spatial distance and giving,
and the results of both Studies 1 and 2, which find a significant inverse relationship between these variables, are consistent with this
first prediction. Table 6 reports the results of regressions that address the two other relationships in this hypothesized causal chain. The
second is the inverse relationship posited between distance and the proposed mediator, moral salience. As discussed in Section 4, Study
2 includes additional questions about responsibility that we consider as a self-reported approximation of moral salience. Specifically,
donors responded to multiple questions about views of responsibility for others at different distances. We use each donor’s response to
this question for the distance corresponding to his or her treatment and call this measure Responsibility. Regression (1) in Table 6
shows Responsibility is significantly inversely related to distance.

Finally, the third relationship to consider is between Donation and moral salience. Regression (2) uses the individual level proxy for
moral salience, Responsibility, and the sign of its coefficient is as predicted but not significant at conventional levels (p = 0.18), and
adding the controls in the preferred specification (3) for Donation regressions from Table 6 does not change this fact. Nevertheless, of
the three variables hypothesized to be involved in this chain of causality, Responsibility differs in at least three ways. First, Donation
and Distance are objective variables that are measured as they are defined, whereas Responsibility is a proxy for, and therefore
imprecise measure of, a latent variable, moral salience. Second, Responsibility is not only a proxy but itself likely noisy signal even of
the proxy it seeks to measure, viz., actual subject views of responsibility: it is self-reported and based on responses on a seven-point
scale with only two named response categories at the end-points. Thus, even if subjects feel the same degree of responsibility at a given
distance, Responsibility is likely subject to a high degree of classical measurement error. Third, whereas Distance is experimentally
varied, Responsibility is not, making it vulnerable to omitted variable bias. This could diminish the estimated effect, for example,
through risk preferences: some experimental studies have found risk aversion to be directly related to generosity (e.g., Van Koten et al.,
2013) and inversely related to responsibility (e.g., Chakravarty et al., 2011), which would reduce the effect size captured by
Responsibility.

These three concerns suggest that Responsibility might underestimate the size and significance of the targeted variable, moral
salience. One approach to testing this claim is to take a step to reduce one source of noise or bias and observe whether the results
change in size and/or significance. A concern, which is at least partially identifiable, is the second one, viz., measurement error in the
self-reported instrument used as a measure of the latent variable. To this end, we replace individual reports of Responsibility with the
Mean responsibility reported by subjects at each donation level. The motivation for this strategy is simple: if this measurement error is
random, then the mean provides a less noisy measure of the true value. Note that this does not address the two other types of challenges
with using Responsibility as a measure of moral salience, nor does it produce a noiseless measure, indeed, Appendix C5 illustrates the
values of Mean responsibility for each donation level and that they obviously retain considerable noise. Specification (4) in Table 6
reports the results of the same regression as specification (3) but with Mean responsibility replacing Responsibility. The controls are
relatively unaffected by the replacement and Mean responsibility is positive and significant. This result is consistent with the third
relationship, viz., between Donation and moral salience, that is posited in the causal chain. Note that our claim is not that this analysis
proves conclusively that Donation is significantly related to moral salience. Instead, we merely take these results as consistent with the
conjecture that error in the measurement of moral salience is a contributing factor to the lack of significance in the estimation using
Responsibility, and adjusting for one source of such error casts the test of this third relationship in a more favorable light.

Study 2 shows that the main finding of Study 1, viz., that charitable giving varies inversely with local spatial distance, is robust to
numerous procedural differences, including in the decision space (binary or more continuous), the location of the party that is held
constant across treatments (beneficiary or donor), and the identity of beneficiaries (refugees or people in need). Both studies provide
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Table 5
OLS regression analysis of Study 2 with the dependent variable Donation (€).
@ (2 3 (]
In(Distance+1) —2.628""* —2.723%%* —2.197%* —1.581
(0.999) (1.005) (0.971) (1.054)
Agreeableness —0.024
(0.057)
Empathic concern 0.315%* 0.070
(0.153) (0.229)
Volunteer work —0.240 —0.395* —0.360
(0.221) (0.227) (0.244)
Latent + Demog. vars. No No No Yes
Constant 6.422%%* 8.576%** 3.170 6.422
(0.769) (2.953) (2.041) (6.128)
Observations 120 116 118 112
R-squared 0.049 0.067 0.088 0.228
Notes:
“p<o.l.
" p < 0.05.

" p < 0.01. Robust standard errors in parentheses.

Table 6
OLS regression analysis of responsibility.
(€8] 2) ®3) (€3]
Dependent variable Responsibility Donation Donation Donation
In(Distance+1) —0.961%*
(0.475)
Responsibility 0.294 0.219
(0.217) (0.225)
Mean responsibility 2.240%*
(0.935)
Empathic concern 0.348** 0.315%*
(0.159) (0.141)
Volunteer work —-0.379 —0.340
(0.234) (0.221)
Constant 4.778%* 3.761%"* 0.570 —~7.628"
(0.317) (0.969) (2.068) (4.308)
Observations 116 116 114 114
R-squared 0.037 0.015 0.062 0.162
Notes:.
"p<o0.l.
" p < 0.05.

" p < 0.01. Robust standard errors in parentheses.

support for theoretically predicted effects, including intrinsic generosity and external support (marginally significant in Study 2). The
addition of a third intermediate distance in Study 2 is consistent with the prediction that giving is monotonically decreasing in spatial
distance. Additional evidence consistent with moral salience as a mediator in the giving-distance relationship comes from an analysis
of a proxy for moral salience, viz., responsibility. Of the three relationships in the proposed causal chain, the Donation-Distance and
Responsibility-Distance results have the predicted signs and are significant. The third, i.e., Donation-Responsibility, has the predicted
sign but is not significant, although it is significant using a less noisy measure of responsibility, consistent with the conjecture that
measurement error in Responsibility is a contributing factor to its insignificance.

7. Study 3: laboratory experiment on distant giving

Studies 1 and 2 find significant inverse relationships between spatial distance and two types of charitable giving at the local level,
both in terms of main effects and controlling for external support and subject variables. As previously discussed, however, there are
numerous other factors specific to far distances that one might expect to vary with both distance and generosity and, therefore, to
confound inferences about the distinctive effect of distance on giving in such cases. Study 3 examines this question by carefully
replicating Study 2 but with larger distances and with the addition of evidence that can be brought to bear on one potential con-
founding factor. Specifically, as with Study 2, Study 3 is a laboratory experiment conducted in Karlsruhe, Germany in 2017 with
subjects recruited at KIT, the stakes are €15, the beneficiaries are characterized as people in need, there are 40 subjects per treatment
(for a total of 200 subjects in the five treatments of Study 3), sessions lasted about 60 min, and, with two notable exceptions, the
protocol and questionnaire of the two studies are identical.
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One difference is that the beneficiaries in Study 2 are located in Karlsruhe at distances of about 0.2, 0.6 and 2 miles, whereas those
in Study 3 are located outside Karlsruhe at distances of about 6, 20, 60, 600 and 6000 miles (i.e., 10, 30, 100, 1000 and 10,000 km).
The other main difference concerns a statement designed to address subject assumptions about the economic circumstances of the
beneficiaries: although there is no reason for differences in these assumptions within Karlsruhe in Study 2, subjects in Study 3 might
well expect larger differences in the economic conditions of beneficiaries at distances of up to 6000 miles. The instructions for Study 3
add wording, therefore, aimed at dispelling such beliefs, stating the needy are located “in a city with a standard of living similar to that
of Karlsruhe” with a footnote elaborating “according to unemployment rate and (per capita) GDP of the region.” Amounts donated by
subjects in Study 3 were, in fact, transmitted to charities in locations approximating the conditions in Karlsruhe in these dimensions
(see Appendix F for the list of charities in Studies 2 and 3). In the post-experimental questionnaire, 94.5 % of subjects correctly
remembered their donations exactly, suggesting a large majority was attentive to their allocation decisions.

Standard of living is one aspect of economic conditions, but another type was discussed in Sections 2 and 3 of this paper. Spe-
cifically, results of prior studies indicate that, when beneficiary need is salient, subject concern for need forms the basis for the
entitlement, and our theory incorporates this consideration into the prediction that giving is increasing in perceived need. Below we
consider evidence from Study 3 on distance, different specifications of economic conditions and the practical challenges to accounting
for confounding factors over far distances.

Table 7 presents the results of regression analysis of Study 3 with Donation as the dependent variable. Unlike Study 2, specification
(1) reports a positive coefficient on Distance, although it is not significant (p = 0.29; see Appendix D1 for a graph of mean donations
with 95 % confidence intervals by treatment). One possibility is that the inverse relationship of giving to distance found for local
distances breaks down at far distances, indeed that it is reversed for some reason as giving is higher at all far distances than at 2 miles
(see summaries of variables in Appendices C3 and D2). Another possibility is that confounding factors operate at far distances, spe-
cifically, ones that cause giving to vary directly with distance and that dominate the distinctive inverse effect of distance on giving. The
one potential confound suggested by theory (Proposition 3) and on which Study 3 can produce evidence is beneficiary need. The
aforementioned statement to subjects about similar standards of living at distant locations is an attempt to address different as-
sumptions about economic conditions. Nevertheless, there are reasons for caution in equating standard of living with need. Fortu-
nately, the experimental questionnaire provides a means to examine the relevance of these two concepts. We elaborate on these points
below.

Among practical reasons for skepticism about equating standard of living with need, subjects might not notice, fully process or
believe the statements about standards of living, in particular, the more detailed description in the footnote. Perhaps most importantly,
though, even if subjects notice, understand and believe the statements, claims about equal standards of living do not imply equal
beneficiary need at the distant location. For example, even if the beneficiary’s location has a similar per capita GDP to that of the
donors, that does not necessarily imply that the beneficiaries are equally needy, either in terms of the numbers of persons in need or in
the degree of need among those persons. This is especially pertinent given the relatively low income inequality in Germany. For
example, in the year the experiment was conducted, the poverty rate in the United States was almost 33 % higher than in Germany
(19.2 % vs. 14.5 %), even though the US actually had a per capita GDP almost 20 % higher than that of Germany ($60,322 vs. $50,457).
German subjects might reasonably (and correctly) assume that potential beneficiaries in the US are needier, both in numbers and
degree.

Our strategy for addressing this question is to leverage an item in the questionnaire that elicits donors’ beliefs about the city or
region where the beneficiaries are located. From these responses, we then calculate proxies for beliefs about the two types of economic
conditions.” The one for need is the Poverty rate based on the standard of $30 per day corresponding to the locations of the guesses they
provided, which could only be found at the country level and are, in most cases, based on the World Bank reports for 2017 (or, if not
available, the nearest year). In any case, all subject responses to questions within 60 miles or less named a location in Germany, so
Fig. 3 summarizes these collectively for Germany and then separately for the two remaining distances, 600 miles and 6000 miles,
which almost all subjects guessed were outside Germany. In fact, the beneficiaries within 60 miles were all in Germany and beyond 600
miles outside Germany. The measure for standard of living is the per capita GDP in 2017 of the city or region they guess (or country or
nearest year, if more precise numbers could not be found). Fig. 4 summarizes these (average) values for Karlsruhe, Germany as a whole,
locations at 600 miles, and locations at 6000 miles. These figures are consistent with beliefs that are at odds with equal economic
conditions among local and distant potential beneficiaries, assuming subjects have some awareness, even if imperfect, of economic
conditions at the locations. Specifically, the results suggest subject beliefs that vary monotonically with distance: more distant ben-
eficiaries are expected to experience higher poverty rates and lower per capita GDP (tests of statistical differences are not meaningful,
since the distributions of local imputed values for the closest locations are degenerate).

We consider now whether either (or both) of these measures of the economic conditions of beneficiaries is related to donations.
Specification (2) in Table 7 adds these two measures plus two other variables suggested by theory to the regression of Donation on
Distance. The coefficient on Distance now has the expected negative sign, although it is still not significant (p = 0.48). Taking the
Poverty rate as a measure of expected beneficiary need, its coefficient is the predicted positive sign and significant at conventional
levels (p = 0.04). Taking GDP per capita as a measure of the standard of living of beneficiaries, however, it has the wrong sign and is

4 The questionnaire contains no questions directly addressing subject beliefs about beneficiary need or standard of living. Nevertheless, it is
possible that our indirect approach, through its subtlety, actually produces a more honest estimation of such beliefs. For example, it might have
seemed awkward or raised suspicions among subjects about our honesty, had we asked about per capita GDP at the beneficiary’s location after
having previously stated that it is similar.
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Table 7
OLS regression analysis of the incentivized experiment of Study 3 with the dependent variable Donation (€).
@D (2 3)
In(Distance+1) 0.142 —0.126 —-0.105
(0.133) (0.177) (0.176)
Poverty rate 0.046** 0.034**
(0.022) (0.016)
GDP per capita ($1000) 0.019
(0.020)
Empathic concern 0.177
(0.142)
Volunteer work 0.119
(0.160)
Constant 4.873%%* 1.057 5.116%**
(0.717) (2.369) (0.731)
Observations 200 195 196
R-squared 0.005 0.047 0.030
Notes:.
*p <0.1;.
" p < 0.05;.

s

" p < 0.01. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
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Fig. 3. Average poverty rates around 2017 at locations indicated by subjects based on World Bank poverty rate of $30 per day.

insignificant (p = 0.35). These results are consistent with beneficiary need being a motive for subject giving, as predicted by Prop-
osition 3. The lack of significance of per capita GDP, on the other hand, gives credence to the previously discussed concerns about
taking general economic conditions at a location as a measure of the economic conditions of beneficiaries. Specification (3) drops
insignificant control variables and leads to the same qualitative conclusions about Distance, which now has the predicted negative
coefficient but is still insignificant (p = 0.55), while the coefficient on Poverty remains positive, as predicted, and significant (p = 0.04).

Thus, Study 3 finds a direct relationship between beneficiary need and charitable giving that is statistically significant, but the
relationship between Donation and Distance is not significant in any specification. Nevertheless, adding our control for need turns the
coefficient on Distance from positive to negative, which is consistent with theory and raises the question of whether this addition is
responsible for the sign change. In fact, a test of differences in the Distance coefficients between specifications (1) and (3) corroborates
that the sign change is due to adding the control for need (X2 = 3.8, p = 0.05). Together these findings are consistent with dual claims
about the roles of confounding factors at far distances that motivate our primary focus on local distances. Specifically, the changed
coefficient signs on Distance are consistent with the predicted role of need as a confound, while the persistent insignificance of Distance
is consistent with the presence of additional confounding factors that are still not controlled here. In the following section we report
evidence from an exploratory study on additional factors suspected of mediating the relationship between giving and spatial distance
and confounding, therefore, inferences about the distinctive effect of distance over larger distances.
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Fig. 4. Average GDP per capita in around 2017 in US dollars at locations indicated by subjects.

8. Study 4: survey experiment on distant giving

This section reports the results of an online survey experiment that addresses not only need but also other factors discussed in
Section 2 that might confound inferences over far distances. Given the number and complexity of these factors, this is intended as an
exploratory study that seeks only to provide initial findings aimed at illustrating the importance of this question. We leave further
analysis of these issues to future work, given the large number of potential confounds that go beyond the scope of a single paper.

Study 4 is an online survey experiment prepared in Qualtrics and conducted through the online platform Prolific with a sample of
167 German speaking subjects in Germany in late 2024. Subjects were paid a fixed fee of $4 for completing the survey that lasted, on
average, <8 min, i.e., average compensation was about $30 per hour. It draws on features of the incentivized experiments in Studies 2
and 3, but respondents do not make decisions in the role of subjects in those experiments. Instead, they evaluate certain differences in
the conditions between a local case of Study 2 and a distant version of Study 3. All respondents first read the instructions and decision
forms for two studies. One is a version of Study 2 with beneficiaries within Karlsruhe, for concreteness, at a distance of 2 miles. Since
the online sample could not necessarily be expected to be aware of the affluence of Karlsruhe as the original local participants pre-
sumably were, it contained a truthful statement that “the per capita GDP in Karlsruhe is about 50 % above that for Germany as a
whole.” The survey respondents also read the instructions and decision form for one of the five treatments of the incentivized Study 3
corresponding to “cities with a similar standard of living” at one of the five distances outside Karlsruhe, viz., 6, 20, 60, 600 and 6000
miles, i.e., the outside location was manipulated between subjects.” After passing comprehension checks, all subjects then read the
same eight questions asking where they believe a certain situation or condition is more likely to be the case, e.g., whether the ben-
eficiaries are likely needier within Karlsruhe or outside Karlsruhe at the distance that applied to their treatment. Thus, the eight
questions are within subjects whereas the outside distances are varied between subjects. Table 8 presents the full text of the questions
(translated into English), and Appendix F contains the complete protocol. In order to keep the answer format objective and cognitively
undemanding and the interpretation of results straightforward, respondents face a simple binary choice of the location either “within”
or “outside” Karlsruhe.

Two of the questions address beliefs about the beneficiary need and aim to disentangle the two aspects of need mentioned in Study
3. Question 1 asks about the fraction of the population that is needy, and Question 4 is about the degree of need among the benefi-
ciaries. The other questions relate to some of the other potentially confounding factors discussed in Section 2 of this paper. Question 2
relates to beliefs about local public goods and where donors themselves are more likely to benefit from their donations. Question 3
relates to beliefs about social distance. Question 5 addresses impact in terms of efficiency of the expected material benefits received by
the needy. Question 6 addresses beliefs about exposure to beneficiaries and Question 7 beliefs about conditions likely to trigger in-
group favoritism. Question 8 relates to the impact of donations in terms of beliefs about where the charity is more likely to be
corrupt and wasteful.

5 The footnote about similar unemployment rate and GDP per capita is not included in the survey for several reasons but chiefly because it was
challenging to replicate the conditions of the paper and pencil form in an online survey. In the incentivized experiment, the footnote was in small
font separate from other instructions at the bottom of the form, which we suspect many subjects overlooked. Online it would be more conspicuous,
appearing either with the main instructions or, if at the bottom, near the button subjects click to proceed to the decision. In addition, subjects would
view these instructions at least three times, possibly more, since Prolific requires the instructions to appear with the comprehension checks, of which
there are two and which are also repeated, if a subject fails on the first try.
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Table 8
Content of questions in the survey experiment Study 4.

No. Question

Where do you think a larger fraction of the population is needy?

Where is it more likely that the donations benefit the subjects themselves, e.g., through better public safety?

Where is it more likely the subjects know some of the needy persons personally?

At what location do you think the poor people are more likely to be needier?

Where do you think it more likely that a given donation will bring a greater material benefit to the needy persons?

Where is it more likely that the subjects have seen or will see the people who benefit from their donations?

Where is it more likely that the beneficiaries include people with whom the donor has something in common, e.g., ethnic identity, educational level,
occupation, or other personal traits?

8 In your opinion, where is the likelihood greater that the charity that receives the donations is corrupt and wasteful?

NGO U whN =

The results of the survey show systematic differences in respondent beliefs about beneficiaries outside Karlsruhe compared to those
within. The bars in Fig. 5 illustrate the percentage of responses to each question stating that the respective condition applies more for
beneficiaries outside the city than within, whereby whiskers indicate 95 % confidence intervals. We examine whether a significant
majority believes a condition applies more at one location or the other with a two-sided test of differences in proportions, i.e., whether
the majority differs significantly from 50 %, which is indicated with a horizontal dashed line in Fig. 5. In the case of question 1, for
instance, 74 % of respondents say the fraction of needy is higher at the more distant location than within Karlsruhe, and this percentage
differs significantly from one-half (Z-stat 6.326, p-value < 0.01). In question 2, 34 % of respondents believe donations benefit donors
more, when the beneficiaries are outside the city, or, put differently, a significant majority of 66 % believe public good benefits to
donors are greater, when the beneficiaries are within the city (Z-stat —4.116, p-value < 0.01). For question 3, 20 % of respondents
believe donors are more likely to know personally beneficiaries outside the city, which differs significantly from one-half (Z-stat
—7.870, p-value < 0.01). For question 4, 69 % of respondents believe beneficiaries outside the city are more likely to be needier (Z-stat
4.938, p-value < 0.01). With question 5, 70 % of respondents believe beneficiaries outside the city are more likely to benefit materially
from donations (Z-stat 5.092, p-value < 0.01). Given that the donors are located in an affluent country, Germany, a reasonable
interpretation of this finding is that donations to distant beneficiaries are more cost-effective, because the latter are located in countries
with lower costs of delivering benefits. For question 6, 17 % of respondents believe donors are more likely to have seen beneficiaries
located outside the city, which is significantly less than one-half (Z-stat —8.641, p-value < 0.01). In question 7, 25 % of respondents
believe donors are more likely to have a shared identity with beneficiaries outside the city, which differs significantly from one-half (Z-
stat —6.481, p-value < 0.01). Finally, 61 % of respondents to question 8 believe the distant charity is more likely to be corrupt and
wasteful, which is a significant majority (Z-stat 2.777, p-value < 0.01). Appendix E1 summarizes all variables collected, and Appendix
E2 shows no significant differences in the four observable variables across treatments. In sum, these results provide evidence of
numerous mediating forces that appear to differ over far distances relative to local ones and that have the potential, therefore, to
confound inferences about motives for giving over larger distances.

Higher with distant charity (%)
90 T

11 o

50 +

40

1. Fraction 2. Donor 3.Know  4.Needier 5.Benefitsto 6. Seen 7. Shared 8. Corrupt
Needy Benefit  Beneficiaries Beneficiaries Beneficiaries Beneficiaries  Identity Charity

Fig. 5. Results of survey experiment on the percentage of subjects who believe a condition is more likely outside rather than within Karlsruhe.
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9. Conclusions

The existing evidence and arguments about the relationship between charitable giving and spatial distance are contradictory.
Controlled studies report variously that the relationship is direct, inverse, flat, and different combinations of the three. This paper
presents new theoretical and empirical findings that target the distinctive giving-distance relationship and suggest an explanation for,
as well as a means to reconcile, the conflicting findings in the literature. To our knowledge, ours is the first theory to propose a causal
force for the distinctive relationship between spatial distance and morally motivated generosity as well as novel economics experi-
ments to target that relationship. The possibility of additional factors that covary with both giving and distance and that risk con-
founding inferences about the giving-distance relationship informs our theoretical and empirical analysis. Specifically, our empirical
strategy leverages the claim that the confounding factors do not plausibly operate over small local distances but rather only over larger
distances.

Overall, the results of our four studies are consistent with an approach that differentiates local and far distances based on the
presence of confounding factors in the latter. Specifically, the two local studies employ different design features, including a field and a
laboratory experiment, but both find significant inverse relationships between charitable giving and spatial distance. Among other
findings, giving is inversely related to exposure and external support for beneficiaries, and, using a proxy, there is qualified support for
moral salience as the causal force for the inverse giving-distance effect at the local level. A laboratory experiment at far distances does
not find a significant giving-distance effect, but further analysis points to beneficiary need as a confounding factor that contributes to
that fact. A survey experiment of far distances indicates the relevance of numerous additional confounding factors in such compari-
sons. Given the large potential number of confounds over far distances, their exact effects on giving are likely complex and context-
dependent. This interpretation seems consistent with the conflicting total effects found in previous studies of the giving-distance
relationship.

These findings have several potential implications for policies of charitable organizations. They suggest that targeting donors, who
are very proximate to beneficiaries, can yield greater donations, ceteris paribus. Small distances matter, which is potentially relevant
even to charities operating only at the local level. For national and international charities, the picture is more complex because of
confounding factors that can covary with distance. Nevertheless, our analysis offers additional lessons that might inform policies of
charitable organizations: giving is directly related to the poverty rate (perceived need), inversely related to exposure to displaced
persons, and, in some cases, inversely related to support for beneficiaries from other sources.

The varied designs and extensive questionnaire of the incentivized experiments help shed light on possible confounds. The survey
experiment suggests multiple factors that likely covary with giving and distance and complicate the task of identifying the distinctive
effect over large distances. Future research could attempt to control for additional factors, to test the robustness of the distinctive
giving-distance relationship over larger distances, to identify the net effect on giving of distance taking account of all factors, and to
identify how the net effect depends on context. The results of this and prior studies suggest a rich and challenging research agenda.
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